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  Chapter 1 - This is how it began, this is how it continues


   


  ◆ Yume Irido ◆ New Daily Life


  “I’m off!”


  I said as I put on my morning shoes at the door. My mother then opened the door to the living room and gave me a strange look.


  I looked at her curiously.


  “What is it?”


  “Where are you going? It’s New Year’s Day....”


  “I have an appointment with a friend.”


  I was getting better at lying. The past nine months of living together with my family had turned me into a liar.


  But for now, that guilt felt good.


  “Yes. Be careful.”


  “Yeah.”


  I walked out the front door without incident.


  The January breeze stung my skin. I slipped my scarf up to my mouth and walked out the gate.


  I stopped at a corner and leaned against a bollard. After waiting for a while, I heard footsteps approaching.


  I lifted my back, and just as I did, a man came around the corner and waved his hand lightly at me.


  “Hey.”


  “Hey.”


  A short greeting.


  The reason for the short greeting was because I’ve already said ‘good morning’ and ‘hello’ to him inside the house long ago.


  He was my step-brother and my lover.


  Side by side with Mizuto Irido, I started walking.


  “What kind of energetic person in this world decides to go out so early in the New Year?”


  Mizuto, and his peaceful face slightly hidden by a scarf, looked a little younger than usual.


  “It’s just because you’re too lazy to go out.”


  “It’s just that the world is too active.”


  “If all of mankind were as passionate as you are, we’d all perish in a heartbeat.”


  “If all of humanity were as sentimental as you are, we’d all be wiped out in no time.”


  “I’d rather have AI and robots continuing civilization just in case that happens.”


  “You have zero dignity.”


  I exhaled white breath into my reddened hands as I said that in a mocking tone.


  Mizuto looked at me with a sideways glance,


  “You should have worn gloves.”


  “I forgot them.”


  A lie. In truth, I had a little ulterior motive.


  I put my hand down and lightly pressed the back of my hand against Mizuto’s hand, which was shoved into his pocket.


  Conveying an unmistakable sign with a technique I had learned before.


  “.............”


  “.............”


  After a short pause, Mizuto pulled his hand out of his pocket without saying a word.


  Then, with his hand warmed by his pocket, he wrapped my cold, chilled hand in his.


  ...Mmmm...


  I reacted with a small smile.


  We walked toward the shrine, feeling the warmth of our tangled hands as I clung to Mizuto’s shoulders.


  January 1st. This was how my year began.


   


  ◆ Mizuto Irido ◆ First date


  When I was asked once again to go to Hatsumode with just the two of us, I was not sure if I would have gone or not.


  But, as we had been tossed around by fate, we decided to make a fresh start to see what the future held for us.


  It wasn’t a bad idea to offend God here and there. Whether he existed or not─it wasn’t bad to leave him alone. It was human nature to want to not have anything to do with the faith God demands, while not wanting to be cursed.


  The destination was not the famous shrine Yume and had visited with Minami and the others late last night, but a not-so-famous shrine in the neighborhood.


  Kyoto was an area where even a dog can walk to a shrine on its own, making it convenient for times like this.


  My expectation, that the shrine would be more or less empty if we went there in the afternoon, turned out to be completely wrong.


  “Ugh....”


  “Listen now, don’t look so depressed.”


  Yume tugged at me, as I was exhausted by the crowd, which could be described as ‘as packed as sushi’.


  I pulled her to me,


  “In this crowd, we won’t have to worry about having people we know notice us, don’t we? Let’s think about that.”


  “Since when did you become such a positive thinker?


  “Well, starting today, I guess.”


  “Hehe”, Yume said with a shy smile. Oh, I see. I was just getting carried away.


  Not because of the special feeling of New Year’s.


  But because of our new relationship and a new daily life.


  Otherwise, I would not have agreed to come here in the first place. I couldn’t speak for her though.


  When we were dating back then, we didn’t go to Hatsumode together.


  Neither of us liked crowds, and we didn’t have that many opportunities to see each other during the winter break.


  Maybe if I had prayed to God properly at that time, we might not have had to break up.


  ─Oh, shit. But there was no need for that now, isn’t it?


  That logic didn’t hold up anymore. We were no longer ex-boyfriend and ex-girlfriend, but were now genuine lovers.


  Two bows, two claps, one bow.[1]


  We stood in a long line, put our money into the saisen box[2], and prayed.


  We prayed that this time we would have a long and successful relationship.


  I had also planned to wish for Isana’s success as an illustrator, but if I was right, she didn’t need to ask for help from God. As they say, “Pray for the best, be prepared for the worst.”


  If she didn’t want to be hated by God after all, she could worship him herself.


  But it was all luck, afterall.


  I can say this because I was the one who got into this kind of situation by bad luck. And luck was something out of control for us humans─so we had no choice but to rely on God. I will do my best to preserve our relationship, so please help me.


  But after all, I didn’t like the fact that I had no choice but to play into such faith.


  “Hey, let’s go draw a fortune!”


  After we finished praying, Yume invited me to join her in the line at the shrine office. There I drew my omikuji[3], and then I went to see the shrine maiden. The shrine maiden (who was probably a part-timer) exchanged it for a piece of paper with a divine oracle written on it.


  As I left the shrine office with it, Yume turned around and said, “The shrine maiden was cute, wasn’t she?”


  “Well, I guess so.”


  “Maybe next year I’ll get a part-time job here too.”


  I couldn’t help but imagine what she would look like. Yume in a red and white shrine maiden outfit, with her long, black hair tied into one knot─


  “......that was deliberate.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “It means you’re cute too.”


  Yume made a pouting face,


  “......why didn’t you just say so in the first place?”


  “I felt like it would have been a bit shortsighted of me to say that I wanted to see you with your long black hair tied back while in a shrine maiden outfit, so I dismissed the thought.”


  “You annoying Otaku!”


  It was obvious from her appearance and hairstyle that a shrine maiden outfit would suit her, but it would be too much of an unexpected idea to see it actually materialize.


  I think I was starting to lose the plot or my rational thought. Maybe it was because I had been helping Isana with her illustrations...... Well, I’m not saying that I don’t want to see her in a shrine maiden outfit, but...


  “More importantly, the omikuji. I can’t wait to see what fortune I got.”


  “You’re the one who brought up the subject, though.”


  Together, we unfolded our respective fortunes.


  I got ‘sho-kichi’ and Yume got ‘sue-kichi’.[4]


  “......That’s about right.”


  “......That’s about right.”


  It seems that God doesn’t wish to bless us despite me just playing into his faith.


  “Oh, you know what? What’s important in a fortune is this advice that’s written at the top.”


  “What? Really?”


  “Most people may not even know it exists, because they are drawn to the love, business, and academic sections, but in one corner of the omikuji, there is a short quatrain. I read somewhere that there are many different types of quatrains, with each having a different meaning.”[5]


  “...You mean that this is dubious information?”


  “You could say that, but then again, I’ve never really paid attention to it.”


  “...I’m sure that’s true.”


  Since I had come up with the idea, I decided to read it properly.


  What was written on my omikuji?


  ‘Water in the pond melts away with the spring breeze, leaving only the shadow of a fleeting flower in its wake.’


  “...... melted? Water?”


  Yume looked at my omikuji and laughed as if she had just caught the devil’s head.


  “Hey, what do they mean by flowers? And what did that have to do with a melting pond?”


  “...Self-consciousness.”


  Yume giggled and laughed. Even though it was just something randomly assigned to the omikuji, I don’t know why I was getting embarrassed by it.


  “Let’s see yours too!”


  I tug at her wrist and look into the fortune.


  The omikuji written on Yume’s fortune read,


  ‘The wind suddenly rises as the small boat gets ready to depart.’


  “...That sounds disturbing”


  I think the quatrain is saying that the wind and waves were rising on a calm sea, thus putting the small boats in looming danger.


  If this was a hint of this year’s fortune, it wasn’t a good omen. I guess ‘sue-kichi’ is a lower rank than I thought.


  Yume looked up from the omikuji,


  “I...It’s just a fortune, right? Only a child would be worried about such an occult thing.”


  “Don’t look so anxious.”


  I laughed and lightly patted her shoulder.


  “Don’t worry. I’m in your little boat with you.”


  Yume’s eyes widened and she looked at me.


  “......did you just say something cool?”


  “Huh?”


  “Did you say something cool just because we started dating? Were you so excited that you wanted to say something cool?”


  “~~~! Come on, it was just a little bit!”


  Yume laughed happily. I’m not sure about what I said, but I saw the chance and took it! I’m sorry for trying to cheer you up!


  ...But this kind of exchange didn’t happen when we were in junior high school. We used to date, and then we broke up. We didn’t experience everything back then.


  New things were still waiting for us.


  Thinking about that, I felt that a little bit of turbulence was nothing.


  We tied our fortunes to a branch and started talking about whether we should go home or stop by somewhere─


  “Huh? Yumecchi!”


  I turned around at the sound of a voice and saw a familiar tall senior and a senior with a child-like hairstyle looking at us.


   


  ◆ Mizuto Irido ◆ Showing off in the New Year


  “Yumemchi is also here for Hatsumode~?”


  The girl with a twin-tailed hairstyle wearing a fur coat, Aisa-senpai, waved her hand as she looked at us.


  She then pulled the tall senpai, Hoshibe-senpai, and started approaching us.


  Hoshibe-senpai looked at me and said, “Yo” briefly. I returned a reply.


  I nodded and replied, “Ah, Hoshibe-senpai...”


  Yume casually took a step away from me.


  “Is this your first shrine visit too? What a coincidence.”


  “Students from our school often come here. I came here in the morning and wanted to see the first sunrise of the year.”


  I was saying that, but Senpai said something like ‘packed.’


  “It’s not a good thing to be at a shrine on New Year’s Day because there are so many people.”


  I agreed with Hoshibe-senpai in my mind as he spat out in a blunt manner.


  A quiver of laughter escaped my lips as I looked up at Hoshibe-senpai’s face, which was two centimeters above mine,


  “But you must be happy to see your cute girlfriend during New Year’s, right?”


  “Ah, yes, yes. If you call the girl who calls you late at night to just tease you as ‘cute’.”


  “Terrible! I was going to pray for your well being, senpai!”


  “I’m sorry, but I’ve already been blessed...”


  “Praying for you isn’t worth it!”


  It seems like they were doing well and it looked like not much had changed since before they started dating.


  “Oh, I’m sorry.”


  Finally remembering that she was in public, Aisa-senpai looked at us and said, “Hmm?”


  “Yumechi... You’re with your younger brother for Hatsumode?”


  “Ah─well...”


  Yume replied vaguely and looked away from her as Aisa-senpai’s eyebrows furrowed more.


  She looked at us alternately with curious eyes.


  “...Could it be...”


  Then Yume grabbed me by the arm.


  “We have to help out at home, so we have to go now!”


  With that, she pulled me along and ran off toward the Torii[6] gate.


  As we passed through the Torii gate and our senpais disappeared completely into the crowd, I turned around and said,


  “That wasn’t good, wasn’t it?”


  “...... just a little more.”


  Yume gently intertwined her hand with my elbow.


  “I was wondering... if we could keep it to ourselves for now.”


  She then looked at me with pleading eyes.


  “Not good?”


  I couldn’t help but stare at her face.


  At that point, it was as if the answer had been decided.


  “......No, it’s not like that, really...”


  “Hehe. Thanks.”


  Yume laughed softly as if melting, and I couldn’t bear to look back at her.


   


  ◆ Mizuto Irido ◆ Distinction between female friends


  The next day, January 2nd.


  In my room, Isana Higashira was on her knees with a cake in front of her.


  “..........................”


  “..........................”


  I was surprised at the situation laid out in front of me, or rather, Yume was even more surprised.


  Isana bowed her head towards Yume and said,


  “I would like to ask for your permission to see Mizuto-kun again after this...!”


  It was just yesterday when I told her that I was going out with Yume, and that masterpiece illustration was posted on her social media after that.


  And now, she visited the Irido household, offering cake and bowing her head down on the floor....


  I felt like I was going to catch a cold from the difference in temperature between these two days.


  “...umm...”


  Yume took time to both understand and choose her words.


  “Higashira-san... What’s with that, all of a sudden? I mean, can you look up?”


  “Since Mizuto-kun and Yume-san are now dating, and with me being another girl, I felt that I can’t continue to meet him without permission...!”


  “Oh, I understand. Can you look up now?”


  I say, sitting in my chair, watching the strange interaction from the sidelines.


  “That’s surprising. I don’t know, I guess I thought you’d say ‘What’s the problem, we’re just friends’.”


  “Maybe that’s what I would have said six months ago.”


  Isana said with her forehead still on the floor.


  “But now I know, for me, Mizuto is not just a friend. He is a friend that I love so much that I would even want to eat him!”


  ...Ah, oh.


  Both Yume and I had an awkward expression on our faces.


  “Of course Yume-san would not be at peace with the idea that her boyfriend is meeting with another girl without her knowledge! I’ve come to understand that much!”


  When I first met Isana, I thought that if she wasn’t doing anything wrong, she couldn’t do anything wrong. Isana, when we first met, was a girl who said things only with reason.


  But now, she was able to consider other people’s feelings. I guess she could read the room more....... I am sure that is what you could call growth.


  And it seems that she was prepared for the worse, and was prepared to even not see me again.


  “.....It’s okay, Higashira-san,”


  “What!? Is it really okay?”


  Yume stopped Higashira, who finally looked up, by turning her palm toward her.


  “I mean I understand what you mean. We had talked about it too... Higashira-san, I’m glad that you’ve thought about it properly.”


  “No, no, no....... I’d say it’s a natural thing to do when you’re borrowing someone’s boyfriend...”


  “So?”


  Yume smiled.


  “How much do you mean when you say ‘borrow’”


  Yume suddenly exhibited an aura of power that overwhelmed not only Isana, but me too.


  “Are you talking about meeting at school? Meeting outside? Meeting at his house? Or rather... at your house?


  Meeting at Isana’s house could be interpreted in many different ways, but Yume conveyed her intentions clearly in a way where we would understand what she was talking about.


  Yume was exhibiting a piercing aura that surrounded her, and Isana began to shiver like a squirrel being hunted by a lion.


  Human nature and natural desires do not change so easily. No matter how long it would take, no matter if the other person was a good friend or not, or even if you had an honest discussion beforehand, unpleasant things were bound to happen.


  I opened my mouth, seeing that it was a little heavy to leave it to Isana alone.


  “Either way, I’m going to refrain from going to Isana’s house.”


  Both their gazes turned toward me. I explained as I remained seated at my desk.


  “I’ve been evaluating her illustrations online for a while now. In fact, there’s not much reason to meet face to face.”


  “Eh...”


  Isana suddenly made an expression like a child who had been abandoned.


  “Well, then, during the winter break...?”


  “You’ll have to take care of yourself.”


  “Eeeeeee!?”


  Isana jumped up and down, and then she turned her head to look at me.


  “I can’t cook rice.... I can’t remember to shower.... I don’t know where my clothes are...”


  ““..................””


  A sense of dismay washed over me and Yume.


  It seemed that she had been spoiled a little too much because of her parents’ laissez-faire approach[7]. She had become an even more ‘good-for-nothing’ person than before.


  “Take this chance then. You should learn some life skills during this winter break. You can call me anytime if you need help.”


  “Can you please come and check on me once in a while....? I don’t mind if Yume came along as well...”


  “That would only increase the number of your caretakers to two.”


  “Please, please~! I promise I won’t even lift a single finger~! I can’t leave behind a life where I don’t need to make my own food!”


  Pathetic.... I wonder how human beings can be so spoiled in just a few months.


  Yume tilted her head as if troubled,


  “You won’t even lift even a finger, huh...?”


  She then glanced at me with an accusing gaze.


  “Even if Higashira-san is okay with it, I’m not so sure about Mizuto....”


  “Hey, are we on the verge of breaking up right away?”


  In modern relationships, the words that could lead couples to break up were “You don’t trust me?.”


  “......Then, are you sure you can resist it?”


  Yume grabbed Isana’s arm as she turned her livid eyes on me.


  “Can you assure me that you won’t look at this body with dirty eyes? This body? Never?”


  “Whoa, wait, Yume-san...?”


  Yume put her arms around Isana’s torso from behind and lifted her breasts to emphasize the richness of their bulge.


  The weight of her breasts was definitely sensational, but I felt that it was Yume who was the one who was being aroused by her. The reason why Yume did not trust me was because she herself was attracted to Isana’s body. In any case, thanks to my previous training, I was able to control my lust. With confidence, I answered, “I can definitely do that.”


  “Then we’ll prove it!”


  Isana said abruptly while Yume hugged her from behind.


  “Mizuto-kun will never be turned on by another girl other than Yume! I am confident of that!!”


  ...This situation was getting even more complicated.


   


  ◆ Mizuto Irido ◆ Cheating test


  For the time being, we decided to spend our time as usual.


  Isana put her tablet on my desk and started illustrating, while I read a book, checked Isana’s social media profile, and helped her gather materials.


  Yume would watch from the corner of the room as if she were a prison guard.


  If I even slightly looked at Isana in a lewd manner, she would give me a warning each time.


  Oh, my God. Does she know how much time I had spent in a room alone with Isana before? I can’t even see her as a woman now. That time period of consciousness had already passed.


  Thinking about that, I went to show Isana the documents I found.


  “Hey, this is...”


  “Out.”


  What? I turned around.


  Yume was staring at me with a stern look in her eyes.


  “That was out!”


  “What? I just walked up to her back, didn’t I? I didn’t even put my hand on her shoulder.”


  “You were peeking over her shoulder at Higashira-san’s chest.”


  “Ueeehhh!?”


  Isana rolled her eyes and quickly covered her chest with her hands.


  Indeed, Isana was wearing loose-fitting, comfortable loungewear. I could have peeked at her chest from behind, but what I saw was not Isana’s cleavage.


  “I was looking at her tablet, her tablet! I was checking her progress─”


  “No. You looked at her chest. Your gaze was sneaking into her cleavage.”


  That’s based on your own assumption!


  Before I could even get a chance to say anything, Yume rushed forward and grabbed Isana’s hoodie.


  “You too, Higashira-san, wear your hoodie properly! Here!”


  She zipped up the zipper and stuffed her chest into the hoodie, causing Isana to giggle.


  “It’s painful.... I can’t concentrate like this.”


  “Then stop wearing such loose clothing! Higashira-san is also to blame, right? You’re always dressing so defenselessly!”


  This was tougher than I thought. I didn’t think we would be considered cheating even if we didn’t intend to be.


  As long as it was a matter of whether or not Yume could forgive us, we had to accept it even if it seemed a little unreasonable.


  After zipping Isana’s hoodie, Yume went back to the wall.


  Isana and I exchanged glances and whispered to each other.


  “(It’s your fault, Mizuto-kun. Because you didn’t reassure Yume-san...)”


  “(What the hell do you want me to do?)”


  “(If you satisfied Yume-san more, she wouldn’t be bothered about me.)”


  “(....Satisfy her how?)”


  “(Of course by that.... Anyway, I’m sure she wouldn’t mind me if you just satisfy her more.)”


  This perverted woman.


  Either way, this would be a challenge from now on. First we had to deal with the problem in front of us.


  With Isana’s exposure lowered, the test continued.


  “Hey, Mizuto. I have a rough sketch, can you take a look at it?”


  “Hm? Sure.”


  Isana got up from her chair with her tablet and came toward me sitting on the bed. Then she lowered her hips next to mine and placed the tablet on our thighs as if to share it together,


  “Out.”


  ““What?””


  We both looked up at the same time at Yume’s pronouncement.


  “The distance between the both of you is too close! You don’t need to be shoulder to shoulder to check a rough sketch!”


  “No, no, but if we don’t look at it...... together, it would be hard to share our thoughts...”


  “There are other ways to do it! You guys have a distance similar to that of lovers!”


  “Fufufu,” Isana clucked.


  “(What should we do, Mizuto-kun.... Yume-san’s standards are way stricter than I thought...)”


  “(You sure can say that again.)”


  “(I can’t believe we did all those things normally without having such temptations...)”


  You finally realized it. It took you six months.


  Was what I would have liked to say, but I was quite numb to our situation as well.


  “(On the other hand, if I took a picture of us normally, don’t you think I would be able to draw an illustration of a cute, lovey-dovey couple?)


  “(I appreciate your thought process of being able to immediately turn anything into creative work, but for now, please consider my own well-being.)”


  I understood how Yume felt. If I were in her shoes, I would have been angry as well. But that’s why I decided to refrain from going to Isana’s house.


  But even so, if she didn’t allow some contact between us, it would hinder Isana’s activities in the future. I want to take care of Yume as my girlfriend, but I also want to take care of Isana’s activities as much as her. I cannot allow myself to neglect either of them for the sake of the other.


  Thinking about the man[8] who was unable to balance the two, and whose family collapsed because of such, I proposed a compromise.


  “Isana. Upload what you share up to the cloud. I’ll check it on my phone...... It’s a pain in the ass, but I don’t have a choice.”


  Let’s pretend like we were working together online. That way, no contact deemed inappropriate would occur.


   


  ◆ Yume Irido ◆ Winning the match


  I sat by the wall and looked at Mizuto and Higashira-san, who were working happily.


  I didn’t want to play the role of the devil between the two of them either. I knew that Higashira-san would not want to see Mizuto because of such awkward atmosphere, and I’m worried that if I keep making a big deal out of it like I did in junior high school, Mizuto might get annoyed with me someday.


  But there was no stopping it.


  I already knew this habit of mine when I was in junior high school. I was a very possessive person, and when I saw Mizuto being friendly with other girls, my heart would always flutter. Until now, I’ve coped with this by convincing myself that we had already broken up and were not dating anymore, but now that we’re officially back together, I was in big trouble.


  This was probably a sign of my lack of confidence.


  If I had confidence in myself, in my own attractiveness, I would be able to stand tall and proud, even if my boyfriend was getting along with other girls. That was exactly the type of girlfriend I should be. It was common for the cheating man to say, “You don’t trust me,” but in this case, the one who didn’t trust me was myself.


  My naive self wanted to be reassured.


  And my rationality wanted to accept it.


  They were intertwined in my heart.


  Perhaps, if I asked, Mizuto would pamper me as much as I wanted. But then, it would be like repeating our junior high school days.... But then again, I’m not sure if I’ve grown up since then. If I had grown up since then, I wouldn’t need to be spoiled by Mizuto all the time. I had to believe in myself, I had to believe in my boyfriend, and I had to be more vocal.


  ....What should I do?


  How can I get over this bad feeling....


  I stared at my friend who had her back curled up facing the tablet.


  I also saw the illustration that was posted yesterday evening.


  I wonder if Higashira-san really accepted the situation as refreshingly as that illustration.


  It was so powerful, it was hard to believe that she could draw such an illustration with such emotions in her heart. I had never been in that situation before, so I couldn’t quite believe it.


  ...I was inspired by her.


  I know I would be a really bad person by doing this, but...... I want to feel safe.


  I want to be reassured that I was not the only one with such feelings.


  I stood up and quietly moved around the room, gently sitting down next to Mizuto, who was sitting on the bed.


  Mizuto was now looking down at his paperback book.


  I stared at his thin profile.


  I don’t usually physically get as close to him as Higashira-san does. I quietly leaned in close to him, just enough to not distract him from reading.


  As I did so, I carefully looked at Higashira-san.


  For a while, she kept her face turned toward her tablet.


  Eventually, perhaps in a lapse of concentration, she suddenly looked up and noticed my position.


  Would she make a reluctant face? Or would she pretend she didn’t see it? Or─


  Higashira-san tilted her head slightly.


  Then, she turned her gaze upward and, as if she was pondering something, she began to draw something on her tablet again.


  ......Hmmm? What kind of reaction was that?


  I stood up quietly and walked to her back.


  I looked over her shoulder and saw that she was working on her tablet, and on the canvas she had drawn a number of expressions on a girl’s face, just expressions.


  “......Um, Higashira-san? Can I ask what you’re doing with that?


  I asked her, and she explained while moving her hand,


  “I’m looking for a facial expression that accurately expresses my current feelings.”


  She replied.


  “I can’t really tell even when I look in the mirror. It seems that my expression is slightly difficult to understand.


  “What do you mean by ‘my current feelings’?”


  “I’m jealous of how close you are, I envy you, I’d be angry if I could.... it’s not fair, but Yume-san is Mizuto-kun’s girlfriend, so I guess I can’t help it.”


  Even as she spoke, Higashira-san didn’t stop her hand, and when she drew a certain expression, she said, “Whoa.”


  “This is pretty good.”


  It was a look of sadness in her eyes, her mouth crossed in resignation.


  A face, that conveyed at a glance, just the slightest bit of frustration and feelings for the person she loved─


  This was the kind of face Higashira-san wanted to make right now.


  “......it’s amazing.”


  Suddenly I felt sorry, and felt that it was important to forgive her, and in the end, I let my honest feelings flow out of my mouth.


  “I envy you that you can express your feelings like that.”


  I can’t even put it into words, let alone illustrations.


  I can’t even accurately describe my own feelings...


  Higashira-san turned around and looked at me curiously.


  “It kind of looks like Yume’s heart is more broken than mine”


  “Eh?


  “You have this kind of look on your face.”


  Higashira-san pointed with her pen at the wistful expression she had drawn earlier.


  She then erased the canvas on which she had drawn the expression and resumed sketching.


  “You don’t have to worry about me. Yume-san, please be as happy as you can without thinking about anything else, because you’re able to go out with the person you like.”


  “But......”


  “I felt strange yesterday.”


  She moved her pen without hesitation,


  “I could see that my sensitivity was becoming like a sponge. I saw that everything I did, everything I thought, was accumulating inside me and became a force to be reckoned with. Up until now, I was skeptical of everything Mizuto-kun told me, but at that moment─the moment I found out that Mizuto-kun and Yume-san were dating─I understood it instinctively, without any basis.”


  Higashira-san said without stuttering.


  “I have talent.”


  She said with honor.


  “It’s strange, isn’t it? I now see the world differently when convinced that I have talent. Now I see everything in the world as creative material for illustrations. Everything I see and touch, my own feelings and the feelings of others, I am able to incorporate them equally and without distinction into my illustrations...... So, you really don’t have to hesitate, you know? I, Isana Higashira, lost her heart, but at the same time, Yume-san’s happy feelings will also accumulate within me.”


  Higashira-san turned around again and smiled, truly from the bottom of her heart.


  “Congratulations, Yume. I’m sorry I made it into an illustration though.”


  ...Oh, mouuu.


  “I guess I can’t win.”


  I said and laughed.


  I won the plot and lost the game.


  I was the one who became Mizuto’s girlfriend, but I didn’t think I could beat Higashira-san no matter how long it took.


  So─what’s the use of getting upset about it?


  It was natural that I would be.... Even so, Mizuto chose me. I had to cherish and treasure that fact.


  I knew it was a sneaky and backward way of thinking.


  But I felt that as long as I did not forget the respect I have for Higashira-san in my heart now, I could accept myself like this and get over it.


   


  ◆ Mizuto Irido ◆ Liking her as a girlfriend is a nuisance


  After Yume’s surveillance had settled down, I went downstairs to take a breather.


  Getting the relationship between Yume and Isana back to normal was one of my concerns, but I was not too worried about it from the beginning. I knew that Yume’s hindsight regarding junior high school would come in handy. I had faith that the Yume of today would be able to handle the situation well.


  However, I couldn’t put the burden on Yume all the time. Even though she had become more rational than she was before, her personality and sensibilities were not something that could be changed so easily, so I had to take care of her so that she wouldn’t have to worry too much.


  As I returned to my room, I thought to myself...


  “Hmm?”


  They were not there.


  Both Yume and Isana were gone from the room.


  Isana’s tablet was still on the desk. I wondered if they had gone to Yume’s room, since our parents were in the living room.


  Tilting my head, I turned my feet to the bed─


  Suddenly, my back was pushed hard.


  “What!?”


  I looked back, losing my balance as I collapsed onto the bed.


  Behind me were Yume and Isana.


  They were smiling wickedly, as they held me down on the bed.


  Or perhaps it would be more accurate to say that they pushed me down.


  They were pressing their bodies against mine, their arms around me. Naturally, this included soft parts of their body, such as their breasts and stomachs, and if I dare say there was no sexual intent in the atmosphere, I would need to relearn sex education.


  “W......What are you guys doing...!”


  Yume whispered into my right ear.


  “(I know you don’t have desires for Higashira-san alone, but...)”


  In my left ear, Isana breathed,


  “(But what if it was the two of us together?)”


  Their giggles and sneaky grins shook my brain.


  Th...These guys! Don’t treat me like a toy! Just when I thought they made peace, they were suddenly teaming up against me!


  I don’t know what kind of talk they had while I was away, but it sure wasn’t good.


  What idiots. Do they think I have such a shallow desire for a harem?


  [image: Image]



  


  “(You’re in a nice position... having two maidens in both hands...)”


  “(Is it true that girls smell good? Please find out for us, Mizuto-kun.)


  Aaaahhhh, don’t jump on me!


  The two separate ‘maidens’, Yume and her slender body and Higashira with her voluptuous body, were trying to swallow me from both sides. I clutched the bed, not knowing where to place my hands, which were around their thighs.


  Even so, I couldn’t prevent the softness that enveloped my entire arm, nor the sweet smell of a girl, and my heart started beating irresistibly faster. It was no longer possible to escape from the future of being played with by these two girls.


  ......Then─


  “─Don’t get too carried away!”


  “Kyaa!?”


  “Hyaa!?”


  Using the muscles I had gained under Kawanami’s training over the past few months, I pulled myself together with them, forcing their bodies together again.


  My body now covered both Yume and Isana’s. I told them as they looked up at me, huddled together with surprised faces, with a terrible tone.


  “If that’s your intention, I won’t hesitate.”


  Then, imitating what these guys had done earlier, I humiliated both of them as shame grew on their faces.


  “(I’m going to eat you both up.)”


  ““~~~~!!!””


  The two girls screamed and their ears turned red.


  I quickly let go of them, leaving them on the bed, their shoulders hunched as the hunters now became the hunted.


  I turned my back on the bed and shouted in my head,


  ─I win!


   


  ◆ Yume Irido ◆ This time, don’t hesitate


  It was night when Higashira-san went home.


  After getting out of the bath and drying my hair, I went upstairs in my pajamas.


  For some reason, I saw Mizuto standing in the hallway.


  I was a little suspicious, so I said, “After you,” and put my hand on the doorknob of my room.


  At that moment, he hugged me from behind.


  ......What?


  Mizuto put his arm around my waist with a tight but light force. The sudden hug from behind was so abrupt that I was more puzzled than happy.


  “Wh......What?”


  As I turned my head to look back at him, Mizuto looked at me with shy eyes.


  “...If I touched someone else, you would get the same amount. That’s what you told me.”


  Ah, come to think of it.


  I remember talking about that at a sibling meeting before we started dating.


  It was true that while I was watching him, Mizuto touched Higashira-san a few times. But it was just on the shoulder, and the closest they came to touching each other was when we were fooling around playing harem, and I was hugging along with him at that time.


  I’m sure it wasn’t anything to be concerned about─but still, I guess he wanted to show his sincerity to me.


  ......Totally, this guy is.


  Really.... He’s a genius at being a lady-killer[9].


  “I wonder what kind of man thinks he can get a girl in a good mood easily with just a hug.”


  I wanted to be a little mean and said so in a similar tone, and Mizuto made a small ‘ugggh’ noise.


  “......Then what else do you want me to do?”


  I let myself fall into Mizuto’s arms and embraced him myself.


  “Nngh!”


  I told him to hurry up by closing my eyes.


  Then I heard a small sigh and felt a soft touch on my lips.


  When I opened my eyes, I saw Mizuto’s stunned face up close.


  “Isn’t this much the same as a hug?”


  “Then you’ll have to try harder to figure out how to make me happy.”


  “Annoying...”


  I giggled, and Mizuto let out a giggle. We put our foreheads together and stayed like that for a while.


  “─Mizuto? ...Are you going to take a bath next?”


  We separated just as we heard mom’s voice coming from downstairs.


  “Yes─!”


  Mizuto replied and walked down the stairs.


  I watch his back, and this time I enter my room.


  ーAaah, I’m so flustered.


  My heart─no, every part of my body was filled with a fluffy sensation. Stronger from when we were in junior high school. Without any boundaries, without any reservation─


  “......Fufu.”


  I fell back on the bed, my lips loosening.


  I don’t have to accuse him of anything. Even if my possessiveness grew too much and made Mizuto angry, I’m sure we’ll be able to talk properly this time. That’s why─


  “Fufu, fufufu, fufufufu......”


  Rolling my back on the bed, I couldn’t stop giggling


   


   


   


   


   


  


  


  Chapter 1 translator’s notes:

  


  [1]: Two bows, two claps, one bow is a courtesy manner, or how to pray, when at a Japanese shrine.


  [2]: A saisen box is where prayer donations are accepted or deposited.


  [3]: Omikujis are Japanese fortune slips you can get at the shrine.


  [4]: “Sho-kichi” = small blessing. “Sue-kichi” = future blessing.
[5]: A quatrain is a short poem. Apparently, there are 100 different variants of such quatrains, of which 1 variant is included in a omikuji.


  [6]: Traditional Japanese gates found at Shinto shrines.


  [7]: Laissez-faire originates as a French term meaning “allow to do” and basically means “to leave alone.” It’s a term mainly used in the field of economics (when describing very free and open economies with minimal government intervention, such as Singapore or politicians like Calvin Coolidge) but in this context, it basically just means Isana’s parents are super relaxed and give her a lot of freedom from responsibilities, or just freedom in general.


  [8]: If you can’t remember, he’s referring to Yume’s biological father, Keikoin.


  [9]: A male who is incredibly charming or attractive to women.
 


  Chapter 2 - The secret is the taste of honey


   


  ◆ Mizuto Irido ◆ Secretive game


  It was too chilly to call it a New Year and the dry wind was blowing on our way to school in January. We were walking close to each other as if we were protecting each other from the wind, when we stopped in the middle of the road.


  “......Should we stop around here?”


  “......I guess so.”


  It was about time to see more Rakurou[1] students on their way to school.


  It was no secret that we were siblings, but at the same time, it was also no secret that we were not the kind of people who stuck to each other on the way to school in the morning.


  I was assumed to be in a relationship with Isana, and Yume, as a member of the Student Council, would feel extremely uncomfortable with the thought of being viewed as the second partner of an unfaithful partner─and furthermore, rumors were spread when we first entered high school that Yume herself was a “bro-con,” but those rumors had long since eroded away.


  So, in the end.


  Just as in junior high school, we were forced to separate and go to school individually before school came into sight.


  But there was one thing that was distinctly different from our junior high school days.


  “Well then.”


  Yume said, holding my hand through her glove.


  “See you at home.”


  “......Oh, at home.”


  We smiled faintly at each other, and Yume took light steps ahead of me towards the school.


  I remained there, watching my girlfriend’s back as I enjoyed the long-lost feeling of being in a daze.


  I would see her as soon as I got home.


  That was the only, but big, difference.


   


  “Yo. It’s been awhile since Christmas, Irido.”


  I slightly raised my eyebrows at Kogure Kawanami, who approached me in the classroom before the opening ceremony of the third semester,


  “Thanks for that time, but don’t say Christmas. It’s disgusting.”


  “What? It’s not uncommon for single guys to spend Christmas huddled together, is it?”


  ...Single guys, huh?


  I was single at the time, but he himself didn’t resemble a single guy at the time.


  I looked at Yume and her friends, who were in front of the blackboard, as I sat at my desk.


  “Yume-chan! I missed you so much!”


  “No, you saw her during New Year’s....”


  “Akkiー[2]are you going to say that everytime after a long vacation?”


  “You’re like a rabbit.”


  I wonder if we can really call this guy a single person while he was practically living together with that little “rabbit” hugging Yume. I’m afraid an actual single person would kill him one day out of envy.


  “So?”


  Kawanami smiled wryly but condescendingly.


  “─Did you solve your problem?”


  “......I guess.


  “You’re so boring. Why don’t you give me more details? I even let you stay over and had dinner with you.”


  “I’m not in the habit of selling out my personal privacy.”


  Apparently, they were not aware of us.


  Neither Kawanami nor Minami seemed to have noticed the change in the relationship between Yume and I.


  「What should we do?」


  I recalled the discussion I had with Yume on the third day of the new year.


  「About Kawanami and Minami...」


  「You mean, whether we should tell them or not?」


  「Yeah. I’m sure that you consult and often discuss with her about us, right?」


  「Hmm, I think those two might notice on their own, though.」


  「That’s true... Kawanami calls himself a romance ROM[3] expert…」


  「So he’s a self-proclaimed ROM expert.」


  I’ve never heard Minami call herself that, but I guess she’s consulted with him enough times to be considered that too.


  「...Well then」


  Yume gave a wickedly coarse smile.


  「Let’s test them, shall we? ...We’ll see whether or not they’ll actually notice.」


  “Hey.”


  I emerged from my flashback when Yume called out to me.


  “I have a Student Council meeting after the opening ceremony.”


  Yume was standing there, looking down at me, who was sitting down. I looked at her as if nothing was wrong, but in my heart, I was having cold sweats.


  Now that was a conversation based on the premise of whether we were going home together. Not only would it be very bad if Kawanami and Minami found out about it, but it would be bad if even our classmates found out about it. Yume must have known that, but to step up in the middle of the classroom to call out to me like this is just...!


  “Hmm, ah...”


  A little impatience in my heart made my answer careless. As a lover, it was a flop of a reaction, but as a family member, it was a realistic one.


  “Yume-chan! When is our next vacation?”


  Perhaps because of this, Minami-san, who was hanging around Yume’s neck from behind, did not seem to have noticed.


  Kawanami, who was standing by her side, also did not seem to notice,


  “You just had a break until yesterday. How much rest do you need, you NEET[4] woman?”


  “That’s not it! I was thinking about the next day when I get to hang out with Yume-chan!”


  “Let her have a day off. She’s busy with the Student Council, isn’t she?”


  “Don’t worry. It’s not so bad now.”


  When Yume told Minami that there was currently not much Student Council work, Minami was so happy that she started making plans for their next outing.


  Meanwhile, the time for the opening ceremony was approaching. The students began to leave their classrooms and moved to the gymnasium one by one.


  Kawanami and Minami were walking up and down the hall, talking with other friends, not seeming to notice anything.


  “......Fufuー”


  Yume, who had been walking with grace, gave a small smile.


  “........Dahm.”


  I couldn’t resist smirking either.


  They didn’t notice. Not one bit.


  “............”


  “............”


  We exchanged glances in silence, and laughed in a small way so that no one would notice us.


   


  ◆ Suzurin Kurenai ◆ Leaving Student Council president


  As the Student Council president, I gave a dignified greeting to the Student Council members who met in the Student Council room for the first time in a while.


  “Happy New Year, everyone. It’s early in the New Year, but we have a big event coming up this semester: the budget meeting for next year. Don’t let the New Year’s spirit drag you down, let’s regain our momentum and get back to work.”


  I turned my back, as the other members replied energetically, and sat down on the President’s chair. I had grown accustomed to this seat. Some might say that it was just a Student Council, but it was definitely a body that was responsible for the school life of several hundred students. I must recover my mind without dragging over the mood of the winter break.


  It was only the opening ceremony today, so I decided to cut it light. When I invited the other Student Council members to go out for lunch instead, they all agreed.


  “Well, I’ll go to the restroom first.”


  Aisa said as she left the Student Council room,


  “Ah... Then I’ll go with you.”


  Yume-kun[5] followed her.


  I asked Ran-kun, who remained behind, how the New Year’s holiday went. Ran-kun replied curtly,


  “I was studying. I want to beat Irido-san in the third semester.”


  I was worried that she might be overworking herself like before, but from the look on her face, it seemed that she was following Yume’s advice and sleeping well every day. Yume-kun wasn’t careless when it came to stuff like this.


  After finishing getting ready to leave, I also left the Student Council room to go to the restroom.


  As I approached the nearest women’s restroom, I heard a familiar voice from inside.


  “─What~? Tell me more!”


  “Sorry. It’s a little embarrassing, so it’s still a bit...”


  It was Aisa and Yume-kun. I was wondering why they were taking so long, but I guess they were in the middle of a discussion in the bathroom.


  As I quietly entered the bathroom, the two in front of the sink quickly turned around as if startled.


  Aisa gave a disappointed look as she looked at my face.


  “What, Suzurin, huh?”


  “What is it? How many months has it been since we’ve been friends? Yet you’re treating me like a stranger, you know?


  From the way the two of them looked, it was easy to tell that they were talking about something secret. I think they should practice their poker faces a little more, though.


  Yume-kun looked at me with a very uncomfortable look in her eyes,


  “Well, hold on a second....... I’ve actually been asking Asou-senpai for advice......”


  “Hey, Yumechii. Isn’t it okay if it’s Suzurin? I’m sure she’d be happy to talk with you about it.”


  “I don’t think it’s something I should report to the President...”


  “But you’ve also asked Suzurin for advice before, right? Wasn’t it during the sports festival?”


  At the sports festival? And when she asked me for advice... You mean during lunch break at that time?


  ...Ha-ha-han.


  I could almost guess. So, it seems that there has been development.


  I knew that she often consulted with Aisa about her relationship with that person in question, but she was very conscientious to report every single result, unlike Aisa, who would only hint about her relationship with Hoshibe-senpai, but would never directly say anything about it herself.


  “I’m curious if the story is as I imagined. I won’t force you to tell me, though.”


  “......Then, in light of recent events.......”


  Yume-kun blushed a little in embarrassment and opened her mouth.


  Did they go on a date? Did he say something nice to you? You were in a bit of a somber mood at the Christmas party, so any good news, no matter how small the development, would make me happy─


  “......─I have a boyfriend...”


  I froze.


  “.......Eh?”


  Boyfriend?


  She has a boyfriend?


  You mean, she’s going out with someone?


  “Let’s see...... could it be.... with that guy after all?”


  Yume-kun was bewildered,


  “......I guess you guessed it...”


  “What!? Suzurin knows who it is!? But you didn’t even tell me!”


  I mean, it certainly wouldn’t be something easy to say,


  ‘Mizuto Irido─I started dating my step-brother.’


  You couldn’t know what rumors would spread if she said that. I knew that because I had heard Joe’s assessment, but in the end it was up to her on whether she wanted to tell. Besides, Aisa does seem to be a bit loose-tongued at first glance (though she doesn’t have many friends, so that’s not true...).


  I see. With him.... With that tricky person... I thought it would have taken a little longer.


  “Congratulations....... from the bottom of my heart.”


  Yume-kun said, “Thank you,” and gave a small smile.


  What I just said was my honest feeling. There was not a single lie within them.


  But.... but...!


  “You did it, Yumechi! Now you’re one of us with a boyfriend!”


  “Thank you, senpai...! Please continue to provide me with advice from now on!”


  I thought to myself as I stood in front of the two, who had boyfriends, holding hands and frolicking with each other.


  ─Oh no. I’ve been left behind...!


   


  ◆ Suzurin Kurenai ◆ The remnants of a birthday


  It was January 5th─yes, Joe’s birthday, and he and I went on a date.


  Yes, a date.


  Last year, I unintentionally neglected to find out his birthday in advance and had to go shopping for a present after the winter vacation had ended. So this year, I made an appointment long in advance and decided to go on a birthday date to pick out a present as well.


  Joe was surprised when he saw me show up at the meeting place.


  “Kurenai-san.... How can I say this, you’re looking very......”


  “Not so plain, right?”


  I said, proudly showing off my immaculate coat and hairstyle.


  “You on the other hand always look so hunched over when you go out with me.”


  “......you didn’t have to go out of your way to kill my confidence.”


  “No, I’m not. I’m killing your confidence. I’m bringing out the best in you.”


  A year ago, I tried various methods to get rid of Joe’s self deprecation, but I was not successful at all.


  So this year, I decided to walk beside him more.


  Working behind my shadows was not bad, but sometimes I wanted to walk together, in the same place, at the same speed.


  “It’s true, from a distance, you look plain, but─”


  I slinked over and tangled my hand in Joe’s arm.


  “─If I look closely, you’re pretty cute, aren’t you?”


  From up close, I peered intently into Joe’s eyes.


  His eyes swam awkwardly. He didn’t blush or anything like that, but he does seem to be giving a good reaction. Good, good.


  I felt I was able to shorten the distance between Joe and I a little during our trip to Kobe.


  I also went through a lot of trouble to get that thing that Yume had informed me about, and I had it in my wallet.


  In other words......? Today will be the day!


  This is my chance to go on the attack!


  “....Ah. I like this bracelet you’re wearing. Why don’t you always put this much effort into your appearance?”


  “Should I dress up more often? Well, I don’t think anyone else but you would notice it. But a secret like that is nice”


  “Yes, it looks good on you. I’m not lying. It’s true. I wish you could honestly believe me once in a while.”


  Softer than usual.


  One step closer than usual.


  I caressed Joe’s hands with the same feeling as if touching a precious treasure.


  Each time I did, Joe’s eyes would glaze over a little. And yet, he did not shake off my hand, nor did he let go of the distance between us. I knew him well enough to be able to detect that he was embarrassed. And I also knew that this was proof that he was gradually beginning to accept my frankness.


  It was too late for a confession.


  Words had been given too long ago, and all of them were past their expiration date. So the only way to show is with my actions. Until he believed that I love him, there was nothing else to do but continuously conveying my feelings frequently with my hands and body.


  After enjoying the day to the fullest, I finally spoke up.


  “I’m kind of sad to leave you here.”


  Though my intentions still didn’t go through.


  Grabbing Joe’s coat, I said,


  “Hey, what do you think ......? I’d like to invite you over to my house if that’s okay with you...”


  This whole day, I’ve only been approaching you.


  So, just for a little bit.


  I want you to approach me too.


  It wasn’t an ulterior motive, just a wish.


  ...It was really just a coincidence that I had followed the footsteps of the experience that Aisa told me.


  Joe was─


  Joe’s eyes swam as if he was embarrassed.


  He grabbed his coat and gently freed my hand.


  “No, sorry. I’m having dinner with my family.”


  And with that, he was off.


  He left normally.


  “............”


  ....Why!?


  Why does it always end like this!?


  Thus, like a defeated soldier, I went home alone.


  Aisa went as far as she could go, and Yume-kun also now had a boyfriend.


  Except for Ran-kun, who didn’t seem to be interested in romance in the first place, I was the only one in the Student Council left without a boyfriend!


  This wasn’t a good sign.


  As president of the Student Council, I couldn’t show them this!


  I had to get with Joe as soon as possible.


  As the Student Council president of Rakurou High School, this is a serious responsibility!


   


  ◆ Kogure Kawanami ◆ The grass is always greener on the other side


  You can usually tell when a new couple has formed.


  No matter how much they would try to resist it, the relationship between people who like each other would always show in their attitude. They’d often exchange glances, touch each other, or, if it’s easy to tell, have secret conversations in private places. This was especially true if they just started dating.


  That’s why my eyes cannot be fooled.


  It would be a hundred years too early to try to outsmart this eye I’ve trained as a romance ROM specialist!


  “Yo, Gotou! You started going out with Watanabe-san, didn’t you?”


  I grabbed a boy in the class whose behavior had changed and questioned him. Gotou was embarrassed and mumbled a few words to cover up his embarrassment.


  I knew there would be more couples after Christmas.


  ─When I observed Irido on the other hand, he seemed to be the same as usual.


  When Irido came to stay over during Christmas, I felt that I had found out about his relationship situation. But from the looks of things, I don’t think any relationship has developed since then. Boring.


  “Do you think so too?”


  A few days after the start of the third semester, I was complaining about this during lunch break when Minami replied,


  “I thought something had happened to Irido from the way he was acting at that time... Yume-chan was the same too.”


  “Maybe they’re dating, aren’t they?”


  “What? I don’t think Yume-chan is the type of girl who can accomplish that in a month.”


  “I don’t think so. They’ve been living together for awhile now, haven’t they?”


  “....That’s true.”


  Minami sucked up the apple tea with a wry smile on her lips.


  “Even if that was the case, it sounded like they had a fight and made up. If there had been some progress, or if something had changed, she would have told me about it! But regardless, I knew that something had changed anyway.”


  “What do you mean, you think something changed?”


  “You’re aware of it too, aren’t you?”


  Well, yeah. If I hadn’t expected a confession, I wouldn’t have called myself a ROM.


  “....But, I can’t place my finger on it....”


  Minami said as looked toward the classroom doorway. At that moment, Irido had just left with a book under his arm.


  “Rather, what is it you know?”


  “I’m not too sure of it though.”


  “Well, I completely don’t know!”


  “You really don’t get it? It’s like there’s a small, subtle...... change in smell or something......”


  “Smell? You mean like they started wearing perfume?


  “No, it’s not that, it’s just that the feeling of the atmosphere seems to have changed a little...... or not...”


  She was always the type of girl who was a very intuitive person. Whether it’s sports or games, she would play by feeling and without any knowledge at all. The same goes for interpersonal relationships. Or should I say, she had a sharp nose.


  “Hmmm...... Well, if you say so, maybe something happened.”


  “......You know...”


  “Hmm?”


  Minami stared at my face.


  “How to say it...... It’s more well-rounded?”


  “Hmm? So what?


  “It used to be a lot trickier. If it was the way it is now, we’d definitely be like, ‘Let’s try to tailgate them!’”


  “You’re a real peeping tom, aren’t you? Meanwhile, I just want to quietly spectate!”


  “Hmmm?”


  Minami tilted her head and smiled wanly.


  “Aren’t you interested in your own love life?”


  “Ngggghh!”


  I choked.


  As I choked, and Minami looked at me with a wry smile,


  “Maybe you’re spending more time looking at someone else than at other couples?”


  “......you’re just self-conscious.”


  “What? Why would I be?”


  This girl, so noisy! Nothing stands out more than a self-conscious childhood friend.


  “Love and passion is not something you can accomplish on your own. I’m not going to change this opinion.”


  “Well, I don’t know what you mean. Especially when you look at the recent situation of Higashira-san.”


  “Higashira-san? Why?


  “Huh? Don’t you know?”


  When I made a surprised face, Minami said, “Wait a minute,” and started fiddling with her phone.


  She then displayed an illustration posted on Twitter on the screen and showed it to me.


  “This illustration. I saw it in a retweet.”


  “What? Well, I’ve seen it before...”


  “This was drawn by Higashira-san.”


  “E─Eh!?”


  I looked at the number of retweets under the illustration which showed the number 3000.


  “This is... Higashira-san?”


  “I heard that she was originally only pretty alright at it, but she started taking it seriously around the time of our trip to Kobe, and she improved a lot and got a large following in a little over a month. She’s a genius, isn’t she?”


  “That girl...... I was wondering why she hasn’t been logging into online games more frequently lately...”


  “I heard that Irido-kun is her producer and manager. Yume said that she and Irido-kun consult with each other and decide what kind of illustrations to draw.”


  “What!?”


  That woman...... She’s not aware of her gender!


  “Don’t make unnecessary trouble, okay? I’ve already talked to Yume-chan about this.”


  “I know, I know...... And even so, it’s already been a month...”


  I don’t know how good she was originally, but this illustration, which had been getting a lot of attention online, looked professional to the untrained eye. To think that she reached this level in just a month... Considering that, she certainly wouldn’t have time to play games or fall in love.


  “It’s nice, isn’t it, to have something to devote yourself to?”


  Minami said with a sigh.


  “I’m a member of many clubs and participate as a helper. Though I have never devoted myself to anything in particular. I’m kind of half-assed in all of them.”


  “Then...... I wish you didn’t leave me half-assed too, you know?”


  “So that’s why.”


  Looking at Higashira-san’s drawing on her phone, she said,


  “I feel sorry for myself that I can only feel happiness through love.”


  As she said that, I just barely managed to keep myself from commenting, “I’m the one who’s pathetic, you know?.”


  Well, I understand how she felt. I’m a bit chaotic myself, so when I see someone with a clear idea of his or her path, I sometimes get envious too.


  “......Neither is superior to the other. Whether you’re into painting or men.”


  “I doubt it.”


  “It’s just that men are more risky.”


  “I guess I’m okay with that.”


  No, it’s not okay. What if the guy in question is dangerous.


  “Ahーah. I wonder if there’s someone out there? Someone who can make me happy...”


  “......Aren’t you being unreasonable?”


  “If possible, I’d like someone who I can depend on.”


  “Again, aren’t you being unreasonable?”


  With those terms, you won’t find me there.


   


  ◆ Mizuto Irido ◆ Remaining “firsts”


  The place designated through text on LINE was the multipurpose hall on the fifth floor of the school building.


  The hall was about twice the size of a classroom and was lined with long Japanese-style white desks, but right now there was only one other person in the vast space.


  When I entered with a paperback book and my lunch box under my arm, Yume smiled faintly and waved her hand lightly.


  “This way, over here.”


  I approached her, placing my lunch box on the seat next to Yume.


  “You didn’t have to call out to me. There’s no one else here.”


  “But isn’t this like meeting with someone at a rendezvous point?”


  “You’re not so new to this so you’re looking for ‘assistance’ now, are you?”


  I pulled out a chair and sat down next to Yume and looked around the unoccupied hall.


  “I came here a few times for meetings during the cultural festival, but nothing is going on now so it isn’t in use right now. I thought it’s usually locked though.”


  “Fu-fu.”


  Yume laughed triumphantly and dangled a key in front of her face.


  “This is the privilege of the so-called authority of the Student Council, you know?”


  “......Wouldn’t you rather call it ‘abuse of authority’?”


  “I’m sorry to hear you think of it that way. I’m only entrusted with the key because I plan to use it properly after school.”


  After placing the key securely back in her purse so she wouldn’t lose it, Yume put her hand on her lunch box.


  “Besides,” she said.


  “If I don’t do this, there’s no place where we can eat lunch together.”


  Yume glanced at me and smiled softly.


  Feeling somewhat embarrassed, I unwrapped my own lunch box.


  “If it’s food, we eat together every day.”


  “But this is the first time for us two to eat lunch alone, isn’t it?”


  I was surprised to realize that I had never eaten lunch with her alone in high school. We ate together with Kawanami and Minami here and there, but never with just the two of us. As mere step-siblings, I thought that the situation of having lunch together was either too precious or too much...


  “Actually, I was longing for a place that would be more troublesome to be in. You know, like in front of the door that leads to the rooftop, which you sometimes see in manga.”


  “But isn’t it pretty fine up there?”


  “Yes, it is. I just don’t think it’s a good place to eat.”


  It doesn’t look like it was cleaned frequently.


  “I’m glad we’re here though, because we don’t need to be weary of the presence of others.”


  The only classrooms on this floor were the library, art room, craft room, and other classrooms that were not very popular to begin with. In fact, even now, it was so quiet that not a single conversation could be heard, even though it was currently lunchtime.


  “Yes, that’s right. It’s a luxury to have this large hall all to ourselves.”


  We opened the lid of our lunch boxes. The contents of our lunches were pretty much the same. Mine was slightly browner[6], but that was to be expected. It was Yuni-san who made both of our lunches after all.


  At the beginning when we became family, Yuni-san made lunch boxes for us every day, but recently there have been more and more days when she couldn’t. It’s not that she has simply started to slack off, but apparently she has been packing in a lot of work these days. This was the same with my father, and since the start of this new year, both of them had been coming home late on an increasing number of days.


  “Oh, your one has more meat.”


  Yume said in dissatisfaction, peering into my lunch box.


  I, on the other hand, peeked into Yume’s lunch box,


  “Your’s is more colorful, isn’t it?”


  “I think she’s probably just trying to keep up with making it beautiful... I’d like to eat some more meat too.... Give me some!”


  “You’ll get fat.”


  “Ugh.”


  Yume made a bitter face, then pursed her lips.


  “Isn’t that what she usually says as well?”


  “About getting fatter?”


  “.......But it’ll all just go to my breasts.”


  “Don’t make excuses like that.”


  But I’m sure she hasn’t finished her growth spurt yet.


  “Ugh~......! Up until now I could have said ‘but all the nourishment is going to my breasts’~....!”


  “Ku-ku. That bonus time frame is now over, huh?”


  “Don’t say it like it’s not your concern! You wouldn’t like it if I got fat.”


  “Depends, I don’t mind if it’s a little. You’re too slim to begin with.”


  I mean, she’s still slimmer than the average person. I could tell from when she hugs me.


  I picked up my chopsticks, picked up a piece of fried chicken from my bento box, and held it out toward Yume.


  “Here.”


  “Ugh......! Don’t do that... Don’t spoil me...... If my boyfriend lets me, I’ll have no reason to refuse......”


  “It’s better than being too skinny.”


  When I brought the fried chicken close to her lips, Yume opened her mouth like a little bird and allowed herself to eat a little bit.


  “......Delicious......”


  Watching Yume take a piece of fried chicken from my chopsticks, I felt exactly like a mommy bird feeding her chick.


  When Yume finished the fried chicken, she looked at me with slightly oily lips and groaned,


  “Uuuu... I need to look up how to diet.... I’ll ask Higashira-san......”


  “She’s not on a diet, is she?”


  “You’re absolutely wrong! If she isn’t on one she won’t get that figure and those ridiculous breasts!”


  “That’s because lately she’s been losing weight on her own. She’s so absorbed in illustrating that she forgets to eat.”


  The winter break was also a difficult time. Although we had agreed to visit the Higashira household sparingly, I was summoned once by Nagitora-san, who said, “I’m going out with friends, so please take care of cooking Isana’s food” as if I was her housekeeper.


  Yume looked with an expression as if she wasn’t sure to be envious or worried.


  “Trying to be slim is so tiring.......”


  “But the result will be the same, right?”


  Isana was not the type to gain weight easily to begin with. I’m not sure physically speaking, but at least mentally that was the case. She doesn’t stress about eating food. She’s more of a sleep-and-forget type.


  Yume sighed heavily.


  “The world is so unfair.”


  I felt awkward as I watched Yume gulp and begin to eat her vegetables.


  Fingers slender like white fish. A nape so slim that it looked like it could be broken easily. Her body line was clean and graceful, but the parts of her body that stood out were clearly defined.


  No matter how you look at it, she’s not one who deserves to say it’s unfair, isn’t she?


  It was fine to say it to me, but if she were to say it to someone of the same sex, I’m sure they would hate her. As a lover, should I praise her more and make her aware of her beauty? Maybe I should say “You have big boobs, but you’re still so slim!” Wait. Won’t that just make me sound like an old man committing sexual assault?


  If that’s the case, I guess it is better that she’s making an effort to maintain her figure, rather than saying, “What? I’d rather not do that~!” So........


  “Well, good luck with that. For my sake, too.”


  The last phrase was added casually, but Yume reacted with a big “What!?” to that statement.


  “Hmm? What’s wrong?


  “No...... Well, um... It’s kind of...”


  Yume poked her cherry tomatoes with her chopsticks while mumbling to herself.


  “Maintaining your figure for your boyfriend has a...... kind of nuance, like preparing...... an offering, you know...”


  An offering.


  The word conjured up a scene in my mind that was too cliché. Yume tied with a flimsy sheet wrapped around her naked body, arms outstretched as if offering herself and saying “I have prepared myself for you.......”


  “......You say I’m perverted, but it sounds like you’re the one who’s more perverted than me.”


  I said this as Yume’s ears turned red.


  “Oh, come on! It’s a real problem from a girl’s point of view!”


  I guess if it was an issue for us men, it would also be a matter that we could not ignore.


  But anyway, this was the first time we’ve eaten lunch together in high school.


  But I mean, in junior high school, we ate together in secret before, just as we were doing now. In addition to that, we had also experienced many other “firsts” together in junior high school.


  Our first date.


  Our first kiss.


  Technically we had just started dating again, but we had already done so many “firsts” together.


  So─there is only one more “first” left for us.


  Which I once tried.


  And failed.


  “............”


  “............”


  We finished our lunch, closing the distance between us even more.


   


  ◆ Jouji Haba ◆ Encouraging to build courage


  「Hey, what do you think ......? I’d like to invite you over to my house if that’s okay with you...」


  I sighed as that voice kept repeating in my head over the past few days.


  No man’s heart wouldn’t skip a beat if someone said something like that to him.


  Kurenai-san was always like that. Her intent was so obvious that it was almost intrusive, and it made me feel like I was the only one trying to have a serious and professional relationship here.


  If it were anyone else, she would have thought she was doing something wrong, but as far as Kurenai-san was concerned with me, she was a way smarter person than I am. I could only think that she was thinking calmly and acting according to her plan.


  I’m... I’m scared.


  It was the same when I first saw Kurenai-san’s outfit the other day. On the one hand, I felt like a fool, wondering why she would go to such lengths for me, but on the other hand, I also felt a tremendous sense of guilt that it was me who made her go to said extent.


  It was definitely a mistake that someone like Kurenai-san would like someone like me.


  But, I learnt some things by observing the environment around me.


  I learnt that love can happen because of a mistake.


  But I don’t have the courage to accept that mistake. How can I accept such a thing when that mistake was made because of me.


  I naturally take myself for granted and often think of myself as a rock on the street. Some may say that’s better than garbage, but in my opinion, garbage is better than a rock because someone would pick it up.


  A rock by the side of the road can only make someone feel sorry for it.


  ...No, this was just a play on words. I’m just putting myself down excessively while enjoying the sense of self-loathing. It’s just that, I don’t─I don’t have the courage in myself.


  I’m just afraid of waking up in front of such a dreamy reality...


  And so, like a robot, I opened the door of the Student Council room as usual today.


  Then, there stood a naked Kurenai.


  “Nngh?”


  “....Ah.”


  I froze as her pure white back jumped into view.


  She was wearing only a black underwear, and her upper body was completely naked. Only a white towel was draped around her neck like a bath towel, barely covering the bulge that was her chest.


  As if to escape from this scene, I looked around and saw that she had taken off her gym clothes and placed them on the desk. Come to think of it, today’s 5th-6th period was PE, and we had endurance running.


  It was not the first time I’ve seen Kurenai-san in her underwear.


  In fact, Kurenai-san showed me her underwear quite often. So even though I was still not used to it, I should be able to tolerate it.


  But today’s timing was not good.


  I had just left her like that the other day, so if we saw each other like this here─


  “......I’m sor─”


  “The door.”


  Just before I was about to apologize, Kurenai-san laughed like she was troubled.


  “It’s cold, could you please close the door?


  “Ah... Yes.”


  I did as I was told and closed the door behind me.


  Then I realized. Why didn’t I leave the room? Kurenai-san was so unconcerned that I was led to believe that it wasn’t so bad and I subconsciously stayed.


  It was still not too late. Right away, I tried to leave the Student Council room─


  “Joe─”


  The moment I tried to look back at the door, Kurenai-san was already standing in front of me.


  My back hit against the door as I tried to back away. Immediately after, Kurenai-san put her right hand on the side of my face.


  It was a so-called kabedon.[7]


  Kurenai-san, who was just wearing a towel around her neck, chuckled teasingly, and traced my chest with the fingers of her left hand.


  “You’re blushing, huh?”


  I thought to myself, “No way,” as I felt the blood gather in my face.


  “W...Were you waiting for me...?”


  Kurenai-san smiled meaningfully.


  I thought it was weird. She must have been wiping herself, but instead she had a towel around her neck. She waited for me to come. The other day too, she was trying to catch me with that sudden invitation.


  Kurenai-san latched her knee on my crotch. She was much smaller than I was, and even though she was a maiden, it was as if I was being held by the vines of a carnivorous insect plant.


  Kurenai-san stared into my eyes and said,


  “How dare you bring shame to me the other day.”
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  I turn away from her eyes.


  “Ah, that was...... really......”


  As I tried to make an excuse, Kurenai-san stroked the nape of my neck. The sensation of her slender fingers moving over my skin sent a tingling sensation coursing through my body.


  She seemed to be enjoying my reaction. Her expression remained the same as before, but I could see that she was gradually becoming more and more excited.


  Well, this isn’t good...... I have to escape somehow...!


  “Hey...... The others are going to come soon......! Hurry up and get dressed.”


  “In that case─how about this time, you come to my house instead?”


  Saying this, Kurenai-san put her fingers on the towel that covered her chest.


  “You can enjoy all of this without worrying about being seen by others...”


  Kurenai-san...... was not the type to usually joke around.


  That’s how I knew she was never not serious. She seemed to be always teasing me, but in fact, everything she did she was serious about.


  But even so, I was the one who wanted to believe that she was teasing me.


  During our Kobe trip, Hoshibe-senpai really responded to Asou-san’s feelings. I, on the other hand, had been giving all kinds of reasons about why I couldn’t seriously respond to Kurekai-san’s. That’s why Kurenai-san got so eager and started doing these kinds of things. I understood why. I knew that.


  I’m able to judge people accurately, after all.


  And that’s the thing...... that Kurenai-san recognized in me.


  Kurenai’s fingers slowly shifted the towel to the side. Her still young and developing chest was gradually becoming more and more obvious. If I remained silent, if I did not stop her, I would probably be able to see everything. Could you consider that lucky? No, it isn’t. It’s... it’s... it’s─


  “─Kurenai-san!”


  Before she completely moved the towel away, I hugged Kurenai-san’s body.


  I pressed her body against my own and covered her up.


  “Hyah!”


  Kurenai-san let out a small scream.


  She was so small, so soft, so attractive─that’s why I.


  “......Please.... not like this.”


  All I could do was blurt out my honest feelings.


  “I’d rather... go through the correct order of sequence.”


  “Eh?


  Kurenai-san raised a surprised voice.


  But then she looked at my face from up close, read the tension in my hands, and let out a small smile, as if to say, “I guess it can’t be helped.”


  I guess she got what I was trying to convey. That I still didn’t possess the courage to face Kurenai-san head on. That’s why I was avoiding eye contact like this


  “What do you mean by correct order?”


  She said mean-spiritedly, even though she knew what I meant.


  Thinking back to our trip to Kobe, I said, cutting her off.


  “......To go on dates first... or something like that”


  “We’ve done that many times.”


  “Holding hands......?”


  “We do that too.”


  “Then, hugging...”


  “We’re doing that right now.”


  Ah, my head was spinning so I couldn’t think properly.


  Then, another thing we’ve never done is...


  “─kissing......?”


  I’ve been kissed on the cheek by her before but......of course, I have never been kissed directly on the lips.


  Kurenai-san curled up in my arms. I could tell even without hearing her voice that she was laughing.


  “Joe, you want to kiss me?”


  “I didn’t say I wanted to, I mean...... I was talking in general terms......”


  “Okay.”


  Kurenai-san put her hands around my back, and then she held me tight as if she didn’t want to let go.


  “Sorry. I was a little too hasty. I’ll settle down and properly pursue you. Oh yeah─Valentine’s Day’s in a month. And then another month from then, by the time White Day rolls around, you’ll be dying to kiss me. So─


  Kurenai suddenly slipped out of my arms.


  Then, turning her back to me, she quickly removed the towel from around her neck.


  “─For now, I guess I’ll hold back and leave you alone for a bit.”


  Showing only her bare back, Kurenai-san turned her back to me and gave a small laugh.


  I slumped onto the ground. Kurenai-san, who had her back facing me, looked at me with a brave expression.


  ...She’ll hold back.


  ...For two months.


  I was ashamed of myself for feeling regretful as soon as she said that, even though it was something I had asked her for myself.


  As if seeing through my feelings, Kurenai-san chuckled a little.


  “━━━━”


  “━,━━━”


  “━━━━” [8]


  .....Oh shit.


  “Kuh, Kurenai-san!”


  “Hm? What is it? Can’t stand being away from─”


  “I can hear them! They’re coming─!”


  At that moment, Kurenai-san hurriedly gathered up her uniform and ran into the next room.


  A few minutes later, she came out in front of the other Student Council members, and although she looked nonchalant, the ribbon around her neck was slightly crooked.


   


  ◆ Kogure Kawanami ◆ Always late to the game


  “─I feel sorry for myself that I can only feel happiness through love” was what she said.


  It was about half a month after the start of the third semester, when the words I had already heard many days ago from Minami suddenly came to my mind.


  It was not that I sympathized with her. I don’t think I was pathetic in terms of sensitivity to think that other people’s love lives were precious to me. It was the same with Youtubers, idols, and people who promote video game characters─I think it’s great to be on the creative side like Higashira, but I didn’t think there was any superiority between being passionate about that and being passionate about love.


  And yet, those words bothered me like a whisper.... I think it was probably because I was not confident.


  I was not a romance ROM guy in the beginning, but I turned to become such a person because I had experienced a pain in my own love life in the past, so to speak.


  But it was no different for those who started out with backward-looking reasons...... Well, sure, there was a part of me that was put off.


  But it was magnificent. To have such a pure and unwavering passion.


  I felt the same way when I look at the relationships around me. It was the same with Hoshibe-senpai and Asou-senpai during the Kobe trip. I can’t be that pure anymore─a feeling of resignation, envy, or something like that would always flicker in the back of my mind, and I’d get annoyed with myself.


  ......Ahh, it was like an otaku being envious towards normies.


  My biggest regrets in life were all caused because of her. I wanted to tell her to take responsibility, but I’m sure she’d be happy to hear that, so I guess I’ll just have to figure it out for myselfーat least on how to live my life.


  “Yo, what’s up一”


  As I was walking aimlessly through the school after class, pondering philosophy in a way that was out of character for me, I came across the face belonging to the person that I was thinking about just now.


  It was Minami Akatsuki. For some reason, she was wearing a basketball bib on her petite body.


  “Hey. What’s with the outfit?”


  “I got called in during the game interval to even out the number of players.”


  Saying this, Minami approached the cold water cooler and, while holding her hair down, put her mouth to the gushing water.


  After clearing her throat a few times, she looked up with a “whoosh” and exhaled.


  Then she pulled up the hem of her bib and wiped her mouth with it.


  As she did so, her white belly and the bottom edge of her blue bra were exposed, and I was startled.


  I thought about giving her a word of warning, but I felt that if I said, “You should pay more attention to what people see,” it would sound like I was trying to be possessive, and that would give her the opportunity to tease me. However, pretending to not notice would make me seem too conscious, so being honest was better.


  “Even though we’re already halfway through January, isn’t it still too early to involve yourself in sporting events?”


  Therefore, in the end, I cried over spilt milk using both indirect and direct language.


  Minami took her hand off the hem of her bib,


  “I don’t mind getting some physical exercise”


  “Oh, well....”


  I’ve always wondered why bibs had so many areas of exposure. It’s like a loose tank top but you could almost see inside if they bent down a little. Why can’t they just wear it over their gym clothes instead.


  “Can you really provide a beneficial role in that game? If they lift the ball, you can’t reach it, can you?”


  “No, I’ll use my jumping ability to cover it. Like a ‘little giant’”


  “More like a frog.”


  “Call me an antelope[9] instead. Hi-choo.”


  Minami sneezed suddenly and shook her bare shoulders. It seemed that she was getting cold. With that outfit it was bound to happen. I took off the vest I was wearing over my uniform and hung it over Minami’s shoulders.


  “Thanks. Can I have some tissues while I’m at it?


  “Sure.”


  I handed her a pocket tissue and she sniffed vigorously.


  “But, well...”


  Crumpling the tissue, Minami continued talking in a nasal voice.


  “If I were in a match with a professional, I wouldn’t win, would I? I can only move around a bit and disrupt their flow. I guess it’s only fair that I was just called to fill in.”


  Her words were dry and without a trace of regret.


  Minami had been a member of various sports clubs as a helper, but she had never taken any of them seriously. She was athletically inclined, so she seemed to be able to quickly pick up the knack for any sport and become good at it, but she had never been passionate about any of them to the point of wanting to aim for the top.


  “You’ve been involved in a lot of club activities, but which one of them are you the best at?”


  I asked, and Minami glanced at me and said “hmm” as she moved her gaze upward to think.


  “I wonder which one. I don’t think I’m suited for any of them.”


  “Even though you’re so sought after?”


  “That’s because of my level of dexterity, that’s all. After all, in most sports, the taller you are, the better off you are. Like how in running, the taller you are, the faster you are, right? I think I’m lighter in weight, so I have more instantaneous power, though.”


  “Ah. It’s like how the lightweight class accelerates faster than the heavyweight class in Mario Kart.”


  “That’s right.”


  But all the top players use the heavyweight class since it has a higher top speed.


  “So, I guess that’s why I’ve felt the sport I have the best chance in winning is ping pongー”


  “Come to think of it, there was a time on a family trip when you accidentally hit me with a ping pong ball, right?”


  “Heyーyou were the one who left an opening when I was anxious to win.”


  “Didn’t you ever think about committing to it for real?”


  “Whether or not I’m suited for it is one thing, but whether or not I’m into it is another.”


  Toward the end of the first semester of our high school first year, I began to understand other people a little better.


  The so-called geniuses of the world were not great because they were born with the ability from the beginning. They’re great because they have unlimited motivation to be passionate about something.


  When you realize that you don’t have that, you’d take a step toward adulthood.


  ......But I wonder why.


  It seems like I was the one who was being left behind─


  “─You didn’t have to wait for me.”


  “─I had to stay back and do something so I just came by.”


  Hmm?


  We heard familiar voices from inside the school building and turned around.


  We were now in the walkway leading to the gymnasium. We peeked into the school building from there and saw the Irido siblings at the end of the corridor.


  Irido-san was probably on her way home and was carrying a bag in her hand. What about Irido? Why was he still at school? I thought he had already stopped hanging out with Higashira-san in the library.


  “I have to go buy groceries on the way home. Mom asked me to.”


  “Oh, well, that’s okay. I’ll at least help you with the bags.


  “Then please do”


  “You can carry your own other stuff though.”


  “Stingy.”


  Minami and I looked at each other from both directions.


  The Iridos weren’t usually close with each other at school. That’s why the rumors that Irido-san herself was a “broccon” at the start of high school had died down.


  But the current state of affairs was somewhat....


  “Well, let’s go home.”


  “Ah.”


  Then came the decisive moment.


  Irido-san, smoothly, naturally and casually intertwined her own hand with that of her step-brother, Irido.


  When Irido-san leaned on his shoulder sweetly, he warned her that they were still at school, and pulled his hand away.


  But the two of them remained standing shoulder-to-shoulder, and left in the direction towards the elevator...


  “............”


  “............”


  We watched their backs, starry-eyed.


  The only thing in my mind was one phrase.


  ─They fooled us!


  That guy, Irido, he’s been progressing without my knowledge...! I knew it! Something must have happened to those two after he came to stay over during Christmas!


  “Hey, Minami...!”


  I spoke to Minami with a mixture of frustration and excitement.


  For some reason, Minami kept staring at where they were with her mouth half open as the Irido siblings disappeared.


  “......Hey? What’s wrong with you?


  “......Ummmm.”


  When Minami raised her eyes, she paused as if searching for her words.


  “......A small heartbreak?”


  “Hah?”


  What’s the matter now? Didn’t she give up on Irido-san a long time ago?


  “As someone who once proposed to Yume-chan as well as Irido-kun, how can I put it, it’s kind of complicated...”


  “Neither of us are good at love, aren’t we?”


  “That’s true...... that’s true, but...”


  ......Well, it’s difficult. This kind of thing.


  If you went through a heartbreak, you might reach a point where you’d think you were over it, but in reality you weren’t.


  It would drag on and on, without you even realizing it.


  “Well, want me to comfort you?”


  I said this in a joking manner and it seemed to work in cheering up her mood.


  Sure enough, Minami looked up at me and chuckled,


  “Then, whose house do you want to go to?”


  “What? Why one of our houses?”


  “Oh, that reminds me. Speaking of a certain heartbroken girl...”


  “Don’t be so heartless!”


  Minami shook her shoulders at my shout.


  How could she make such a joke? After seeing those two act so innocently together....


  ...Innocent, huh?


  Maybe I was the only one who saw them that way. I’m sure those two were a lot more troublesome than we were.


  They were in a much more difficult situation than we were, after all. But they overcame those difficulties and were the way they were now.


  If that’s the case, then how long am I going to...?


  I let out a sigh.


  “......Hey. How long until your club activities end?”


  “I’m not sure. Maybe in about 30 minutes.”


  “I’ll wait until then.”


  I can’t just sit on the sidelines and fumble my way through while the two of them go on.


  “Let’s go hang out somewhere on the way home.”


  “You sure? It’s been a long time!”


  “I’ll be your guest to commemorate your lost love.”


  “Oh! That hurt but that was a good answer.”


  “People with a good heart don’t say things like that.”


  Minami took the vest I gave her from around her shoulders and tossed it over to me.


  “Wait for me! I’ll finish the match in an instant!”


  With these words, Minami was gone like the wind.


  “.....a basketball game lasts for a fixed amount of time though, right?”


  I gave a small smile as I held on to my vest, which still had her warmth on it.


  I had decided during our trip to Kobe.


  That I’d have to think about the future, too.


   


  ◆ Mizuto Irido ◆ Domestic long-distance relationship


  There were only a limited number of places and timeframes in the house where we could be lovers.


  It was mainly from the time we returned home from school until our parents returned.


  After that, we could only exchange brief glances in the upstairs hallway while our parents were downstairs or in their room.


  “Well, good night.”


  “Good night.”


  Yume and I waved to each other lightly and I went into my room.


  I sat down on my bed, avoiding the stack of books, feeling a faint presence from the next room.


  Then I looked down at my phone screen and saw that I had just received a notification from Yume.


  「Good night ♥」


  I laughed a little at the heart at the end of her text message. It was probably deliberate.


  I sent a「good night」 too, and fell back onto my bed.


  With our phones, we were not bound by time nor place.


  We could exchange LINE messages before going to bed like this, and sometimes we’d even talk to each other via video call.


  But─we were only in touch for a short time.


  It was like a long distance relationship. Despite living in the same house, we were farthest apart when in it.


  Nevertheless... one day, there will come a time where we can move forward.


  In junior high school, we passed through many experiences. Now was atext new beginning, but also a continuation of those days.


  We knew we were family and still chose to be lovers.


  We had too...... prove ourselves.


  That we could go further than we did back then.


  “............”


  Even if I tried to sugarcoat it with cool words, I was still not much different from a horny adolescent boy with dirty expectations.


  I wonder if Yume thought about that too.


  I wonder if she had any desire to move to the next step with me as well?


   


  ◆ Yume Irido ◆ Expectations and anxiety


  “Haa...”


  I laid on my back on the bed and gently rested my arms on top of my chest.


  Sometimes, for no reason at all, I’d get nervous.


  This month, an entrance to the future suddenly appeared in front of me. Imagining myself going through it, I felt ashamed and anxious without reason and my emotions were not stable.


  I couldn’t help remembering the look of happiness on Asou-senpai’s face, and the first time we almost crossed the line in this very same house two years ago.


  “Unnnnn~~~~”


  I hugged my pillow and rolled around on the bed.


  I was prepared for it, of course, and I was uncomfortable with the reality of it all. I looked it up on the internet and found that the most common place to ‘do it’ for the first time was in your boyfriend’s room. This could probably be the case for me too.


  But in my case, my boyfriend’s room was right next door, and it was also the house where my own parents lived. I couldn’t make such plans so easily.


  But someday...... I think that time will come someday.


  I don’t think it’d be soon. But on the other hand, we had been stuck apart for a long time so I’d rather think we were too late. So I think... I’ll be ready for when the time comes.


  I’m looking forward to it, but I’m scared. Scared, but looking forward to it... Ugh~~~...!


  ...I wonder if Mizuto had also thought about it? What if, if he was fantasizing about my naughty appearance and thinking about doing this or that... I don’t know anything about these things...! Should I ask someone? Like Akatsuki-san or Asou-senpai...! But what should I write!? It’s too embarrassing~!


  ...I’m not sure what I’m supposed to do.


  What lies ahead lies ahead. It’s not like we’ve made any concrete plans...... We should focus on what is in front of us now.


  Not the end-of-year budget committee meetings─February 14.


  Yes─Valentine’s Day is coming soon.


   


   


   


   


   


  


  


  Chapter 2 translator’s notes:

  


  [1]: If I recall correctly, Rakurou is the name of their high school.


  [2]: If I recall from previous volumes, Akki is Akatsuki’s nickname.


  [3]: ROM stands for “read only member”, which basically means someone who only observes and spectates other people’s romance, but doesn’t participate in it themselves.


  [4]: NEET stands for “not engaged in education, employment or training”, and are people who basically don’t participate in society who shut themselves at home.


  [5]: Suzurin often refers to other females with the “kun” honorific. Even though the honorific is usually used for males, with “chan” commonly used for females, using “kun” for females signifies that you’re close with them, but at the same time hold high regard or respect for them.


  [6]: As in it has more meat, since most meats are usually brown when cooked.


  [7]: Kabedon, literally meaning “wall slam” is an action in which you trap another person between yourself and the wall with your hand.
[8]: I left it exactly like this from the raws. The lines in quotation marks here just represent distant conversations outside the room.


  [9]: First time hearing about this but apparently “antelope” can be a term used to refer to hot 15-18 year old females who were currently at the “peak” of their life.


   


  Chapter 3 - Just a girl’s confession


   


  ◆ Yume Irido ◆ Confession Championship


  When we were alone at school, I gathered up my courage and spoke up.


  “Akatsuki-san... Do you have any plans for Valentine’s Day?”


  She looked at me with a raised eyebrow and gave me a knowing look, as if to say, “Ha-ha~n”


  Then she said,


  “Let me guess? You want to give handmade chocolate to Irido-kun, and you’ve already searched for recipes online, but you’re still anxious, so you want someone who knows more about things like this to teach you... Is that what you’re thinking?”


  “I didn’t say that much...”


  But she was almost right.


  Ever since it was revealed that Mizuto and I had started dating, Akatsuki-san had been very attentive to my every need, but there were times when I got scared because she was so perceptive. I guess I felt a little uncomfortable with this insightful attitude of her’s.


  “Alright! I was going to make some too, so let’s make them together! I’ll teach you everything from how to melt the chocolate over boiling water to how to mix in some hair!”


  “No, I’m not planning on mixing in anything inedible.”


  She was kidding, right?


  While ignoring my faint suspicions, Akatsuki-san expanded the conversation with, “Oh, well, then...”


  “Let’s invite one more person.”


  “One more?”


  “Yes, yes. I’m sure you know who I mean, right? That person probably won’t even prepare even a single piece of obligation chocolate if we leave her alone.”


  “....Obligation chocolate?”


   


  During the lunch break, Higashira-san went to the classroom she was summoned to with a bewildered look on her face as if she was facing an unexpected situation.


  “Come to think of it, most cultures do celebrate it......”


  “What kind of day did you think Valentine’s Day was?”


  “I thought it was a day full of posting illustrations of beautiful girls confessing their love...”


  Well, I was no longer surprised. This was the level of knowledge of Valentine’s Day among girls who were not familiar with love affairs in the first place. She probably didn’t even have the chance to give her friends obligation chocolates before.


  “Higashira-san, you are indebted to Mizuto, aren’t you?”


  I explained.


  “I think it wouldn’t hurt to at least make him some chocolate to thank him for all the help he’s given you.”


  “Oh! Good point, Yume! As expected, you have the composure of a quintessential wife!”


  “Stop making fun of me!”


  Higashira-san raised her eyebrows in a troubled manner while uttering a “hmmm....”


  “I’m sorry to break the mood, but I’m afraid I’ve got a little deadline…”


  “Deadline? For what?”


  “For the illustration I have to post for Valentine’s Day...”


  “What a shame for you to compromise your own Valentine’s Day for a fictional one.”


  Akatsuki-san looked in dismay, but to Higashira-san and Mizuto, it was probably much more important than a piece of chocolate.


  Higashira-san shook her head as she said,


  “The setting and the character is done, but I still haven’t nailed the facial expressions. If I knew I was struggling with this, I would have recorded a video of myself when I confessed my feelings to Mizuto-kun for reference material.”


  “You really do think of your youth as nothing more than a document......”


  “What if you asked Irido-kun? He was looking straight at you after all.”


  “According to Mizuto-kun, there was no point because the characters I draw don’t even look like me.”


  Indeed, many of the characters in Higashira-san’s illustrations were very common girls that many would recognize as similar to themselves. This was in direct contrast to Higashira-san herself though, who was just a straight-up weirdo.


  “I一...... just thought of something.”


  ““Hmm?””


  Higashira-san, now with a relieved expression on her face, said.


  “You two can do it. You guys can make an expression as if you were confessing to the person that you like for me.”


  “What...?”


  “Alright then that’s settled! I should be free to make chocolate now!”


  That’s strange.... We initially invited Higashira-san for her own sake, so why were we the ones now paying something in return?


  “Hmm─looks like it can’t be helped...”


  While I had a perfectly legitimate question, Akatsuki-san easily accepted it.


  As our gazes met, Akatsuki-san glanced at me for a moment and then gave me a sullen look.


  Then she fiddled with the end of her ponytail. As if trying desperately to soothe her anxiety.


  “......I like you... can you go out with me?”


  At that moment, both Higashira-san and I held our breaths.


  Even though I knew it was an act, it was enough to make my heart beat wildly.


  “That was good! That was so cute!!”


  “Heh-heh~♪”


  Akatsuki-san responded to Higashira-san’s simple and enthusiastic praise with a grin. I knew she was a dexterous person, but I didn’t expect her to be so good at acting as well.... I wonder if it was based on real life experience...?


  “Well, next is Yume, right?”


  She smiled and looked at me.


  I flinched,


  “Well, I think Higashira-san already has enough reference material now...!”


  “Of course, but the more we have, the better! Right, Higashira-san?


  “Of course!”


  “Ugh. I can’t do it as well as Akatsuki-san!”


  “It’s fine. Just do it based on your experience.”


  With a smirk and a teasing look on her face, Akatsuki-san said.


  “I mean, you have some, don’t you? Or else how would you guys be dating~”


  Were they planning this from the start? They’re just trying to pry the details out of me and tease me...!


  “N─No...... It’s not......”


  “Hmm~?”


  I looked back at her and put the back of my hand over my mouth, as if trying to escape from the situation.


  With embarrassment in my voice, I said.


  “......This time it was different, I got him to confess, so.......”


  Even in junior high school, I relied on a letter.


  I did confess to him before, but it never came from my own mouth....


  ““............””


  I noticed that both Akatsuki-san and Higashira-san had stopped.


  They both had blank expressions on their faces and had lost all emotion.


  “......Hey, what? What’s wrong?


  Higashira said, “N─No, nothing....,” while clutching her forehead.


  “The cuteness from you when you said that was so damaging that it made it hard for me to process my own feelings.......”


  “Ah! Sorry, that wasn’t something I should have said in front of Higashira-san in the first place.”


  Despite my agitation, Akatsukizuki-san stepped forward and...


  “I understand, Higashira-san.... That one hit me hard as well...”


  “Why are you saying that!?”


  Anyway, it was decided that the three of us would hold a homemade chocolate making session.


   


  ◆ Aisa Asou ◆ The one left behind


  I watched with a serious expression on my face as Ranran ate the chocolate I made, looking like a cute squirrel.


  “......How do you like it?”


  She swallowed the contents in her mouth and opened her mouth.


  “I’ll start with my assessment up front.”


  Gulp


  “You made me eat too much, I can’t tell.”


  On the table in the Student Council room, the chocolate wrappings I had brought with me were piled up like debris.


  All of them were prototypes of my handmade Valentine’s Day chocolates, the culmination of my efforts.


  Of course I tasted the chocolate myself, but girls and boys may have different tastes, so I had Ranran, who seemed to have a somewhat male-like taste, taste it too. It was not that I didn’t have other friends.


  Ranran wiped her chocolate-stained lips with a tissue,


  “Even if you call it homemade chocolate, it’s just store-bought chocolate melted, hardened and molded, so you won’t miss out on flavor that much. There’s no need to make so many prototypes, is there?”


  “You really sound like a boy, Ranran! It’s really hard to melt, harden and mold them!”


  “Then, if you appeal to him about how hard it was to make, I’m sure that Hoshibe-senpai would not take it lightly.”


  “......Yes, that’s true, but...”


  I rested my chin on my elbows and pouted slightly.


  “Look, Senpai is graduating soon, right? He’s going off to college, you know? There will be lots of college girls around him, right? He’ll attract some bad bugs, won’t he?”


  “Well, one such example is in the form of Asou-senpai.”


  “Did you just call me a bad bug? You mean the senior who had been recommended to join the Student Council by Suzurin herself?”


  Well, whatever.


  “Anyway! I want to make sure that Senpai doesn’t cheat on me with some strange woman, so I need to disarm him now! That’s why I need the strongest Valentine’s Day chocolate possible!”


  “I see. So you’re saying you can conquer poison with poison?”


  “Ranran?”


  Poison and bad bugs, why is your language so harsh, Ranran?


  “I understand what you’re trying to do. But can I ask you one question?”


  “What? What is it?”


  “You don’t trust Hoshibe-senpai, do you?”


  “Why are you talking like a man who’s fed up with his girlfriend’s restrictiveness!?”


  I plopped down on the desk and crushed my swollen reliance.


  “......It can’t be helped. I’m anxious, you know. I’m worried that Senpai is going to be further away than ever.


  I’m not sure what to do.


  “It must be real tough for Hoshibe-senpai to get so entangled with someone who gets anxious by herself for no reason.”


  “Sharp! Your words have been too sharp, Ranran!”


  She’s like the type of enemy boss where you’d end up taking more damage the more you attack them.


  “I wish you the best of luck.”


  Saying this in an indifferent manner, Ranran took out her textbooks. She spread them out on the desk and began to study.


  I lifted my face and gazed upon her familiar figure.


  “How about Ranran? Giving chocolates to anyone?


  “Do you think there is anyone I would give it to?”


  “Even if it’s not someone you like, like the boys in your class for example~”


  “Even though they do ambiguous things without considering possible consequences, which causes girls to dislike them?”


  “Stabby![1] That’s a stabby remark, Ranran!”


  While quietly writing with her pen, Ranran responded with a, “That’s not my concern.”


   


  ◆ Yume Irido ◆ What happens when only one person has a boyfriend


  “Listen, Higashira-san? Men in the world will say things like ‘even if you call it handmade chocolate, it’s not really handmade since you just melt and harden it, right?’ But you know what? The process of ‘melting and hardening’ contains the blood and tears of women around the world.”


  “I don’t think we should mix in inedible things though...”


  “We’re not adding inedible things! We’re only making Valentine’s Day chocolates!”


  Gathered in the kitchen of Akatsuki-san’s house, we were all set and ready to go.


  A homey girl shouldn’t be embarrassed to show off her skills with prepping ingredients while wearing an apron and all.... But except for Akatsuki-san, Higashira-san and I looked a little out of place.


  At least compared to a year ago, I was much more familiar with cooking. It was now easy for me to search up easy recipes on my phone and whip up a dish in no time. I even tried my hand at making omurice the other day! (Though I’ll reserve the right to hold one’s peace about whether it was successful or not.)


  Following Akatsuki-san’s instructions, we got moving.


  It seemed that Higashira-san was really unfamiliar with cooking, so I asked her, “What’s your specialty dish?” When I asked her that, she replied, “Maruchan Seimen noodles I guess”[2]. If that’s really her specialty, she should consider getting a job related to that.


  So, I took the knife away from Higashira-san’s hand, and Akatsuki and I took charge of the work of making the chocolate. We couldn’t let an illustrator injure her hand afterall.


  At first, I felt very occupied, but as I got to know the procedure, I gradually began to feel more relaxed.


  Akatsuki-san carefully measured the temperature of the water she was using to boil the water.


  “Yume-chan, what’s it like?”


  I tilted my head at her vague question.


  “What’s it like?”


  “With Irido-kun! You’re making chocolates for him, so I’m sure things are going well. We haven’t heard much from you, you know?”


  Mizuto and I recently revealed our relationship to the others at school.


  But the only people who knew were Higashira-san, Akatsuki and Kawanami-kun, who both found out the other day, and President Kurenai... Asou-senpai knows that I have a boyfriend, but she still didn’t know who it was.


  “I’m curious too!”


  Higashira-san’s eyes widened,


  “It’s already been a month, right? And under the same roof.... If nothing really happened......”


  “Right? Higashira-san?”


  “Right? Minami-san?”


  The two looked at each other and smiled wryly. I could almost understand what they were thinking.


  If I were in their shoes, I would probably have had the same reaction. Whether I would ask the other person or not was another matter though.


  I proceed to continue making the chocolate in a solemn manner.


  “Of course not. I mean, we’re under the same roof, but our parents are watching us too.”


  “What? But if you guys do it secretly, you know... There are still many things you can do.”


  “If we do that then the amount of secrets we have to treasure will keep on accumulating!”


  I lightly flicked the foreheads of the teasing Akatsuki-san and the snickering Higashira-san, respectively.


  Of course, there were times here and there when we did usual couple things behind our parents’ backs. But in our situation where we didn’t know when, or if, we would get caught, we couldn’t relax. So then we’d usually dedicate time to meet outside, but even yet, they were public places....


  “That’s because Yume-chan and Irido-kun are both serious people.”


  “Mizuto-kun is like the voice of reason, you know. If he thought something was no good, he really wouldn’t do it”


  Higashira spoke confidently with a proud expression on her face, and it was convincing.


  “That’s fine. It’s proof that Mizuto is thinking about me properly.”


  “But even so, don’t you want to be approached aggressively by a guy once in a while? Girls want that!”


  “But won’t it feel amazing if you could release the pressure after holding back for a bit? I think Mizuto-kun would be the type of person to think so!”


  “Exactly, exactly! Maybe one day, he’ll get desperate and won’t be able to hold back anymore, and his cool demeanor will crack and he’ll go all out!”


  “Eheheheheh. That sounds kinda erotic”


  “Can you stop talking about my boyfriend like that!?”


  So Mizuto was desperate.... Uwawa. Uwawawawa.


  My face started to heat up, and as I tried to cool it down, Higashira-san looked at me─or more precisely, at my body with a pondering look on her face.


  “Yume-san. Since it’s Valentine’s Day, why don’t we do that thing, you know?”


  “Ah, that!”


  Akatsuki-san clapped her hands in agreement, but I had no idea what they were talking about.


  “What are you guys talking about?


  “Here, tie this ribbon around your body─”


  “And put some chocolate on yourself while you’re at it.”


  Higashira-san and Akatsuki-san held said respective items in each other’s hands, and both looked at me with shy faces.


  ““Ta─be─te?””[3]


  “......I won’t do it.”


  “But it’ll be so cute─”


  “It’ll be pretty ecchi too─”


  “Why do you guys have the same mindset as horny teenage boys!?”


   


  ◆ Suzurin Kurenai ◆ Out of ideas?


  After tasting a bite of the prototype chocolate I made, I took a step back.


  “I think this is about right.”


  I had already researched Joe’s tastes last year. To avoid making it feel like obligation chocolate by making it exactly the same as last year, I made some adjustments, but it should still have a taste that appeals to him.


  There will be no failure. Joe will accept it without any resistance. Naturally, he would receive it calmly and composedly.


  ...Is this really enough?


  For example, if I were to wrap a ribbon around my body like I saw in a reference book─no, the embarrassment would be unbearable when he pushes me away.


  Then, how about putting a heart shaped chocolate between my breasts─no, that would be impossible with my size.


  Looking out from the kitchen into the dining room, I sighed.


  I have tried many times to appeal to the lust that a boy should have. I have pushed him down in my underwear, hugged him and breathed on his ears, and casually pressed my breasts against his chest.


  I had tried such approaches before, but Joe always seemed to never budge.


  What should I do from here...? Is it because I’m still immature that I couldn’t come up with a solution? Would a more experienced, mature adult be able to captivate Joe’s attention without relying on such materialistic approaches, and do so elegantly...?


  I can’t think of anything more...... to do.


  If there was one thing I could do, all that’s left is to─


   


  ◆ Mizuto Irido ◆ The third Valentine’s Day


  “Here you go, boys! One each!”


  Yume’s friend (Sakamizu, was it?) was distributing obligatory chocolates like feeding pigeons. The boys, expressing their dissatisfaction and gratitude, while asserting their dominance, grabbed the chocolates like a flock of pigeons gathering around food.


  Not only in the classrooms, but also in the hallways, there were many girls giving chocolate to each other. I wonder when this culture of giving friendship chocolates started. Confectionery producers must be screaming with joy to see so many chocolates selling without being tied to the concept of romance.


  February 14th.


  I didn’t even pay any attention to Valentine’s Day, as I thought it was a holiday without any significant commemoration, until I was in my first year of middle school.


  What changed was the year before last, when this date came while I had a girlfriend. I could still remember it accurately. I could still remember the junior high school classroom where I stored away the chocolate that Yume had given me as soon as we met on the way to school in the early morning.


  Feeling superior to the boys in my class who moaned that they didn’t get chocolate, and a little surprised to find myself like that, I went home, and ate it secretly so my dad wouldn’t find out, and struggled to dispose of the empty box.


  After that, a year passed一and became a day of complete emptiness that brought me utter devastation─and another year later, this day had once come again.


  Somehow, I was currently dating the same girl again as I did two years ago.


  If I told this to last year me, I wonder what kind of face he would make. Would he cry happily? Or would he just laugh pitifully? But for me, who experienced the past year, I felt that this was a future that had been destined to materialize.


  Maybe it was because I was proud that I made this decision with a firm will, not by chance.


  ....Well, I still haven’t received any chocolate yet.


  Two years ago, I had received it while meeting up on the way to school, but this time, there was no way we were gonna exchange chocolates in front of our parents or our classmates. In addition, Yume had to leave the house much earlier than I did, as she had something to do with the Student Council today.


  I guess Yume’s personality was such that it was unlikely that she would not give it to me.


  Maybe she’ll give it during the break? Or after school? I was not comfortable spending the whole day knowing that I would get chocolate. However, it would be too shameful to get carried away with this level of excitement. I had to prepare myself so that I could respond calmly to the call at any time.


  And then it was after school.


  I wondered if she would give it to me secretly at home, before our parents would come home.


  As I was getting ready to leave, I received a notification on my phone.


  「Please come to the usual place in the library.」


  It was a text from Isana. But I hadn’t been to that meeting spot in the library; that is, the place we used to hang out every day from when we first met.


  Well, I’ll go there I guess. Yume was at a Student Council meeting anyway, so her time to leave for home would be delayed.


  With that, I left the classroom and headed for the library.


  The end-of-year test was coming up in a month, but students who studied by themselves usually went to the study hall, so the library was still pretty empty. I passed behind a student reading a hardcover book in the reading area and went to our meeting spot by the window.


  There, Isana was waiting as she lightly sat her butt beside the air-conditioning unit.


  It was still winter and the days were short. Outside the window, the sunset painted the sky red, and Isana’s figure blended into such a scene.


  “It’s been a long time since we met here.”


  Isana replied, “Yes, it’s been a while since we’ve seen each other here”, and moved away from the air-conditioning unit.


  That’s when I realized something. In her hand, she was hiding a box wrapped with a pink ribbon in her sleeves.


  “Mizuto-kun.”


  The red sunset illuminated Isana’s figure.


  “Here.... please accept this.”


  I looked at the box of chocolates offered to me a little shyly and somewhat reservedly, and I couldn’t help but think back to that time when Isana confessed her feelings for me.


  The time when Isana confessed to me...


  “What are you doing, Mizuto-kun? Hurry up and take the picture.”


  The strict atmosphere of a confession suddenly dissipated, and Isana stared at me blankly.


  My mind went blank.


  “Huh? ...A picture?”


  “It’s to document it! So I can use it as reference material for the Valentine’s Day illustration next year!”


  Oh, uh... Oh, I see. I see what she meant....


  Given the atmosphere, I couldn’t help but wonder if I had found myself in the same situation as last month......


  “Oya?”


  ......Shit.


  I guess my looming anxiety was clearly displayed on my face, and Isana smiled wickedly.


  “You shouldn’t do that. If you get nervous from something like this, I’ll report it to Yume, you know?”


  “Don’t do that.... Anyone would be at least a little bit conscious given the atmosphere.


  “Of course, but there’s no way I’d confess to someone who just got a girlfriend last month. I’m not a shameless woman.”


  “In your case, I can’t read your thoughts. You might have changed your mind entirely from last month.”


  “Do you actually think of me as such a shameful woman?”


  “I wouldn’t go that far as to say that.”


  Isana sighed.


  “Then I’ll do it again. This time, make sure you take a picture properly!”


  “Alright, alright.”


  I took a picture, as she repeated the process from the beginning. After a few more run throughs with different poses and compositions, she finally handed me a piece of chocolate.


  “Thank you. What would you like in return for White Day?”


  “Well, how about some nude photos?”


  “Convenience store cookies it is, then.”


  “......Well, I’d still be happy with that.”


  Isana’s lips pursed in dissatisfaction. I don’t know how serious she was. In fact, there was a limit to how much you can draw only beautiful girls, I guess it could be time for her to start drawing male characters. That’s exactly what White Day is for─


  “Speaking of which.”


  I approached the shelves of novels right next to me and pulled out a book from there.


  “Let’s discuss the plans for next month’s White Day illustration, then I’ll be on my way.”


  “Oh, about that! I can only think of erotic ideas.....”


   


  ◆ Todo Hoshibe ◆ How to please a troublesome girlfriend


  Swish. The ball quietly rattled the net.


  “.......Phew.”


  I stopped to catch my breath as I watched the ball bounce up high after going through the net.


  It seemed like..... my motivation had started to come back a bit. I walked over to the ball rolling on the ground and picked it up.


  The outdoor basketball court in February was freezing cold, and there was not a single person in sight except for me. But it was just right for me to get my tired body back in shape. The gap between the warmth of my body and my skin exposed to the cold wind made my senses feel sharper.


  However, as expected, my fingertips were starting to get a little numb一two or three more to go and then I’ll call it a day.


  “Wah!”


  I looked at my wristwatch as I moved away from the goal, and realized that more time had passed than I had imagined. Looking up, I saw that the sun was about to set and the eastern sky was turning black.


  Shit. I’m late.


  I pulled out a towel from the bag I had left by my coat and quickly wiped the cold sweat off my face. If I hurry, I could still make it in time.


  I looked down at my appearance.


  I was completely soaked in sweat, wearing a casual jersey.


  “....I’m not going to make it.”


  I’ve grown up, haven’t I? I should have been able to make such judgments.


  I slung my bag over my shoulder, ran into the public restroom, and changed into a formal shirt and pants. I wore a vest over, left the bathroom, and hopped on my bike.


  The meeting place was a little far, but it was only a short bike ride. Kyoto was the easiest place to get around by bicycle.


  But still, I was a little too late.


  “Too late!”


  Aisa, wearing a coat over her school uniform, was already puffing up her frustration.


  “Making a pretty girl wait in such a crowded place! I almost got hit on too!”


  “You did?”


  “That’s the story of how it almost happened!”


  It was just imagination, apparently. Well, I had really never seen anyone try to pick up girls in public though.


  Aisa looked at the bicycle I was pushing with my hands and made a dumbfounded face.


  “Senpai...... Isn’t it a bit strange to be pushing a bicycle on a date with your girlfriend?”


  “My bad. I didn’t have time to leave it at the bike parking lot.”


  “Well, I guess it can’t be helped. I’ll forgive you since you prioritized spending time with me.”


  “You’re being quite positive, aren’t you?”


  We were at a small plaza between two streets, and there were several other people waiting for others. The atmosphere had a Valentine’s Day mood, so we started walking down the shopping street together.


  “Senpai.”


  Walking next to her, Aisa lightly folded her arms and smiled smugly.


  “Your outfit today looks good, doesn’t it? It has a calm and mature vibe.”


  “I thought you’d like it.”


  “Oh! You understand me so well~”


  I was made to understand. Thanks to someone’s thorough guidance.


  “But...”


  Aisa opened her mouth as she playfully touched our shoulders together,


  “Being the only one in a school uniform..... feels a bit strange. It feels like I’m not good enough for you, you know?”


  “......Then let’s go home. I don’t want to lose my reputation this late in February.”


  “Whoa, whoa, whoa, whoa! ......Geez, you’re still so mean.”


  I lightly patted Aisa’s shoulder as she pursed her lips. But there was some truth to the joke. I would be a university student in a month and a half, while she would still remain a highschooler for another year.


  Just as I leaned in close, Aisa held out a Valentine’s Day chocolate package to me.


  “Here, Senpai. Take this.”


  “Oh.”


  I casually accepted the package without thinking about it.


  This was the second time I had received chocolate from her, with the first time being last year, but it felt so natural that I couldn’t believe it was only the second time.


  Aisa looked up at me with pleading eyes, her lips quivering as she hesitantly spoke.


  “Senpai have you......”


  “Hm?”


  “Senpai... Have you already received chocolates from someone else?”


  “Wha─?”


  I snickered lightly as I turned to Aisa’s who had a somewhat uneasy expression on her face.


  “There’s no way I would receive any. You’re the first person I’ve even met today.”


  “I see......”


  I asked Aisa, who still looked a little anxious.


  “What’s wrong? What are you worried about?”


  “Because, Senpai, you’re popular, aren’t you? I thought you’d receive a lot once you go to university, but...”


  Aisa pouted and expressed her discontent. She was getting worked up over something that was still a year away. Not only was she cute, but she was also a bit troublesome.


  I held back a sigh and considered a few lines.


  I see... Well, I guess this will do.


  “......If Valentine’s Day fell on a day when I had university, I would probably receive a few.”


  “Yes, yes. Popular guys have it different, don’t they?”


  “So, that means you’ll be the last one I receive one from, right?”


  I said with a laugh to Aisa, and added,


  “Do your best to overwrite them, then. Being cunning is your specialty, right?”


  That seemed to have taken effect, and Aisa’s face lit up as she hugged me vigorously on the shoulder.


  “Yes! Then I’ll book you again next year and we’ll have another date.”


  “You should go home, you idiot. I can’t walk around at night with someone in a highschool girl uniform.


  “Stingy!”


   


  ◆ Kogure Kawanami ◆ Valentine’s Day Choice


  When I got home, my childhood friend was making chocolate while wearing an apron over her school uniform.


  “Oh, welcome home─”


  Minami looked back as she slowly stirred the melted chocolate in a bowl. The end of her ponytail, the hem of her apron, and the hem of her skirt swung together in unison.


  I threw myself onto the living room sofa.


  “What are you doing?”


  “I’m making chocolate. It’s Valentine’s Day.”


  “Aren’t those supposed to be made the day before? It’s already the end of the school day.”


  “It’s okay. These are for you.”


  Saying this, Minami dipped her finger into the bowl containing the chocolate and brought it to her mouth.


  She said it without shame.... Well, I guess I’m one of the few who could actually receive chocolate from her at this hour.


  “Ohー, to be honest, I had already made some with Yume-chan and the others, you know? But I accidentally ended up eating the portion I was supposed to give you!”


  “If you’re going to make a new batch, why didn’t you just do it at your own house?”


  “We are already going to have dinner over here today, so it would be easier to clean up if we used this kitchen.”


  I sat on the living room sofa and watched Minami’s back as she stood in the kitchen.


  Men often say things like, “Homemade chocolate is just store-bought chocolate that has been melted and remolded.” But the process of melting and molding actually involved much more effort than your average cooking. However, the reason why she didn’t settle for just store-bought chocolate was because she wanted to put something special into that painstaking process...


  I felt a lingering feeling of nausea rise up in me, and I looked up at the ceiling and tried to hold it in.


  Damn, I’ve become so self-conscious. I miss the days when I was just a kid in junior high school who didn’t know any better.


  “Alright...”


  As I did so, Minami came to sit next to me, still in her apron.


  I shifted my gaze from the ceiling to my side.


  “Is it done?”


  “All I have to do is wait for it to harden...”


  She’s really skilled at it...... Come to think of it, it’s been a long time since I’ve last received homemade chocolates from her......


  Minami looked into my face as she put her hands on the seat of the sofa.


  “I’m free for now, so I’m gonna play video games.”


  “Oh...... Well, that’s fine, isn’t it?”


  “Or do you want to make out instead?”


  “Ugh.”


  The nausea that had almost subsided rapidly returned, and Minami grinned at me wickedly.


  I let out a deep sigh to calm myself down.


  “Hey, stop it. Don’t say things like that…”


  “You have to try exposure therapy once in a while, you know?”


  “No, I don’t mean...... I mean if you keep that up I won’t be in the mood to eat your chocolate anymore.”


  At those words, Minami’s eyes instantly widened.


  Then, she narrowed her eyes slightly and sent me a scrutinizing gaze.


  “Hehー...Fuーfuun~...?”


  “What?”


  “I was just thinking that you seem to care about me a lot more than I thought you did...”


  “It’s not like that. It’s natural to think like that considering the time and effort you put into it.”


  “So you’re saying that you like it?”


  “Gggggh? That’s why...!”


  I’m going to throw up if I’m around her any longer!


  I got up and tried to run to my room,


  “Ah, hey! Don’t run away!”


  Just before I was about to do so, I was pulled strongly by Minami on my arm.


  “Wha, whoa...?”


  My center of gravity was shaken.


  I tried to compose myself, but I found Minami’s petite body right in front of me.


  “Hyah─!”


  A childish face followed in front of me.


  When I realized it, I had my arms propped on the seat of the sofa.


  Her brightly colored ponytail was tangled around my wrist.


  Covered in my shadow, Minami stared at me for a moment.


  Then, her thin lips curved into a smile.


  “Maybe, you want to eat me before the chocolate?”


  I choked.


  [image: Image]


  “Is that okay? ......Shall we create vivid memories with our bodies?”


  Her slender fingers undid the ribbon around her neck. The first button of her blouse was undone, revealing a glimpse of her white neck. Her skin made a trench around her collarbone and it casted a faint shadow, and somehow my eyes were drawn to that area.


  The breath I was holding in my throat burst out, making a weird sound.


  And at that moment.


  “─Hahaha!”


  Minami, who was still under me, suddenly erupted in laughter and clutched her stomach.


  “I was just joking! Your face got way too serious!”


  “......Oh.... Hey...!”


  I felt a shiver go down my spine as I saw her, still erupting into laughter. This woman...!


  Minami curled up like a baby, still giggling,


  “Maybe you’re sexually frustrated? Shall I send you an erotic selfie to satisfy your desires?”


  “......What are you talking about with your infant-like body?


  “You’re not very convincing with your nostrils so wide open, you know? You lolicon.”


  “Ugh......”


  I couldn’t come up with a retort. This time, there was simply no way to argue back.


  “Fufu. Let’s leave it at that for today!”


  Slipping off the sofa, Minami ran into the kitchen. There, she opened the refrigerator and brought out a tray.


  “Well then, here it is. It’s obligatory chocolate from me.”


  I looked down at the bite-sized pudding-shaped chocolates on the table and wondered.


  “Didn’t it harden pretty quick?”


  “I’m telling you, these are just obligatory ones, you know?”


  As Minami took off her apron and hung it over the sofa, she suddenly leaned close to my ear,


  “(The real ones that I put all my love into are still in the kitchen, so eat it when it hardens, okay?)”


  I hurriedly moved away from her, holding my ear as Minami smiled gleefully with a mischievous grin.


  “So, do you want the obligatory chocolate? Or would you instead want the real deal? Or maybe~...♪”


  Minami hooked her fingers around her loose blouse.


  I wasn’t gonna fall for that trick again.


  I grabbed one of the chocolates lined up on the tray and declared loudly.


  “Obligatory!”


  ◆ Jouji Haba ◆ Just a girl


  Before I knew it, only Kurenai-san and I were the only ones remaining in the Student Council room.


  Asou-san left early because she had plans with Hoshibe-senpai. Irido-san finished her own work and went home without any trouble, while Asuhain-san stayed behind. However, when Kurenai-san told them that the rest of them were leaving, she went home as well about five minutes ago.


  The last day of the school year was soon approaching.


  In February, it was dark outside at this time. The windows were blackened as if they were painted with ink, and only the Student Council room, illuminated by artificial light, was white as if it was floating in the air.


  The school building, which used to be so lively during the day, has become so quiet that I felt as if I had been left behind.


  And since only Kurenai-san was the only other person here, it felt like an unreal level of perfection.


  Yes─it was too perfect.


  I don’t think of myself as an overly sensitive person. In fact, it was precisely because I am overly perceptive that I was in such an awkward position.


  「It is now time for final dismissal. Any students remaining on campus─」


  When the announcement was made by the broadcasting club, Kurenai-san showed no intention of getting ready to leave.


  It was only natural─because I hadn’t received mine yet.


  Kurenai-san was not the kind of person who made mistakes, or one to forget what she declared.


  “Joeー”


  When the broadcast ended and the silence returned, Kurenai-san quietly approached me, standing right in front of me with a sigh.


  I braced myself.


  Here it comes.


  She had declared so challengingly the other day. I’m not surprised at what she might be going to do. Even if she suddenly took off her clothes and said, “I, myself, am the Valentine’s Day chocolate,” I would still be convinced that she was the same old Kurenai-san.


  If that’s the case, I’m sure she would have thought of a way to give it to me that I would never have thought of─


  “Here.”


  But it was direct.


  I was puzzled by the heart-shaped box that was held out in front of my chest, without any direction or dialogue.


  “....What?”


  “What are you surprised about? I said I’d give you some, didn’t I?”


  I accepted the red-wrapped chocolates with a puzzled look on my face.


  “Oh, thank you......”


  It was too anticlimactic. Perhaps she had reflected on what had happened the other day and had finally stopped resorting to such tactics. If so, I am happy for her, but I wonder what she meant when she declared that he would make a proper “seduction.” I wonder if there is some kind of trick in this box.


  If so, it was not a good idea to open it here.


  “Well then... Then.......it’s time for us to go home. The school gate will close soon...”


  I tucked the chocolate into my pocket and turned towards the door.


  Unexpected as it may be, it was much better than being forcefully approached like usual. If Valentine’s Day can proceed in a wholesome manner like this, I’d have no complaints whatsoever.


  Kurenai-san seemed to have grown up...... It was not that I was disappointed.


  “─Wait.”


  I was about to put my hand on the door when I felt a strong grip on my arm.


  I felt the hand─Kurenai-san’s hand─tense up.


  Slowly─or perhaps fearfully, I turned around.


  What I saw was a girl, trembling with nervousness.


  Far from a genius─far from being perfect─there was just a girl.


  “......Haha. I’m sorry. It’s kind of late for this, but─when it comes down to it, why do I still feel so anxious?”


  I knew what was to come.


  The scene in front of me felt like déjà vu.


  During the Kobe trip─like with Asou-san.


  That time when she was trying to convey something important to Hoshibe-senpai, and─the current Kurenai-san looked very much like her.


  “Valentine’s Day is originally meant to be like this. That’s why, I decided to not use any cheeky tricks today.


  The tense hand felt like it was not just grasping onto me, but holding on to me as if it was trying to capture me.


  She took a deep breath.


  And then, Kurenai-san looked at me with determination in her eyes.


  “I like you. Please go out with me.”


  Indeed.


  There were no tricks, no schemes, no teasing.


  It was a simple, plain confession of love.


  I had already known for a while that Kurenai-san had such feelings.


  If she didn’t, she wouldn’t have brought me into an empty classroom, pushed me down while in her underwear, or called out to me while in a bunny-girl outfit─I knew better than anyone that she would never do such a thing to someone she had no feelings for.


  But until now, I was not able to believe it from the bottom of my heart.


  Because, I had always viewed myself as someone weird.


  Because, I had always viewed myself as just some tool.


  I knew I was not that kind of person, but I could not get rid of such feelings.


  Because there was no way I could understand the thoughts of a person as great as Kurenai-san.


  But...


  But this confession─it was obvious to anyone.


  It was easier to understand than an elementary school textbook.


  So, I finally, maybe for the first time, understood.


  Kurenai-san was serious.


  The girl in front of me─she really, really, really is in love with someone like me.


  “.........”


  My heart was in disarray.


  I wasn’t feeling lust. It wasn’t something that was easy to understand.


  Something that made me who I am, something that quietly fluttered within the depths of my soul, was violently bamboozling me like an ocean in a great storm.


  It had no form. It had no rules. It had no name.


  I always felt that something was off. I knew it, I had good intuition after all.


  I just didn’t know anything. It was like how someone who started to get used to something would feel a sense of omnipotence, it was simply because I knew nothing that I felt like I knew everything.


  It was so easy for me to know about other people.


  But when it comes to myself, I knew nothing, absolutely nothing.


  “─There is still a whole month left.”


  I blanked out and was unable to utter a word, but Kurenai-san spoke to me.


  “You can take your time and think about your answer until White Day. Just─”


  She still had a bright red face, which I’m sure she wouldn’t want others to see if she could.


  Still, Kurenai-san told me without running away from my eyes.


  “─I’ve built up a lot of courage to do this. Please know that.”


  And then, poof, she let go of my arm, slung her shoes over her shoulder, and strode swiftly out of the Student Council room.


  I was left standing there like a lost child in the white light of the room.


  I’m─meant to be someone with no presence.


  I wanted to be in the background of those who could play the leading roles.


  I don’t want to be someone like Kurenai-san, who was a star that could stand among other stars.


  「─I like you. Please go out with me.」


  But... What about the Kurenai-san from earlier?


  “.........”


  Just one more month.


  Just, only, one more month.


   


  ◆ Mizuto Irido ◆ True love[4]


  “Yes, here. Mizuto-kun.”


  After eating dinner, it was simply handed over to me.


  There were chocolate cookies, about four in a clear plastic bag─I knew without even looking that they were not the real “true love” chocolates as she had just given the same ones to my father just now. It was more like family chocolate. Categorically speaking, it was no different from receiving chocolate from one’s mother. It was probably the lowest tier of Valentine’s Day chocolate in Japan, and after a day of waiting, she had offered it to me.


  “Ah......Aah, thank you....”


  After a moment of blankness, I finally managed to thank her and take it.


  “What’s up? What’s the matter, Mizuto? Are you surprised by your first chocolate from a girl?”


  “Speaking of which, Mitzuto-kun has always only been in an all-male environment, hasn’t he?”


  “No, that’s kinda true. But didn’t you get one from Higashira-san this year?”


  While somehow managing to ignore my parents’ teasing, I was overcome with an unimaginable shock.


  Could it be that this is just it...?


  No, no, no, that can’t be the case. After nine months of complications, we had finally gotten back together, and this was our first Valentine’s Day after that. It couldn’t end with just a batch of chocolates that my father received as well....


  However, contrary to my expectations─or wishes─there was no sign of any real chocolate from Yume, even after taking a bath and staying up late into the night.


  “I think I’m going to go to bed.”


  When the date was about to change with the end of Valentine’s Day approaching─Yume finally said this and tried to leave to her room.


  I felt a bit flustered inside, but I maintained a calm demeanor as I stood up and said, “Well then, I’ll be going too.”


  As I walked up the stairs behind Yume’s back, she turned around and looked back at me.


  “Good night.”


  So she said.


  Really...... Was this really it?


  If we went into our respective rooms...... I knew that Valentine’s Day was over for the year.


  But I was not sure I could do such a pathetic thing as asking for real chocolates.


  “....Good night.”


  I could only respond in that way and look at Yume’s back as she went into her room.


  ....I wonder if this is how it was supposed to be.


  I may have been glorifying Valentine’s Day when we were dating. Back then, we were both in our first relationship, and we were both narrow-minded junior high school students, so we saw every little thing as an accomplishment. But two years have passed since then, and after living together for one and a half years, we were now in a mature relationship that surpassed that of most other couples living together.


  So, is this what Valentine’s Day is all about?


  ....It’s somehow frustrating. It felt like I was falling behind Yume.


  With an unsettled feeling, I went through the door of my room.


  And.


  I noticed─on my desk─a sachet that I didn’t recognize.


  “......Ah.”


  Before I could think, I walked over to the desk.


  The sachet, with a cute ribbon tied around it, contained a large heart-shaped chocolate with the words “Happy Valentine” written in white chocolate.


  Then─there was a presence behind me.


  Someone appeared at the door and announced, in a whisper, so quiet and fast that I might have missed it.


  “─My true love.”


  And when I turned around, the person in question had slammed the door shut and fled off to her room.


  “.....You got me.”


  I couldn’t help but cross my mouth as I muttered to myself.


  I was surprised that she could successfully play a trick on me─she had really grown up in the past two years.


  I pulled out a chair and sat down, carefully undoing the ribbon that sealed the bag closed, and savored the chocolate, which felt sweeter than it tasted.


  The next morning.


  I said to Yume confidently, whom I met in the living room, as if it was natural.


  “Thanks for the chocolate. It was delicious.”


  My father and Yuni were in the living room.


  But I was able to say that out loud without hesitating, because they had already known that I had received chocolate from Yume yesterday.


  But whether it was “true love” chocolate or obligatory was the only detail I was aware of.


  Yume smiled and said,


  “You’re welcome. I’ll look forward to your return, won’t I?”[5]


  “Well, I’ll keep that in mind.”


  Neither my dad nor Yuni seemed suspicious.


  After confirming this, Yume and I exchanged secret glances and chuckled at each other.


   


  


  


  Chapter 3 translator’s notes:

  


  [1]: In the raws, the slang “gusagusa” (グサグサ) was used. It can mean to stab something with a knife, but it can be used as a slang to express, metaphorically, the reaction or shock of repeating a harsh remark.


  [2]: Maruchan Seimen is an instant ramen brand.


  [3]: The raws say “食・べ・て?” which directly translates to “eat” but in this context, they’re basically asking Yume to become “food” or a “snack” and offer herself. I couldn’t think of any one word phrase in English that means this, since “eat” is made of one syllable, while the word in Japanese has three syllables which were explicitly said in a way to emphasize each syllable, so I just settled with typing the romaji or how it sounds like.


  [4]: Specifically, the word “本命” (Honmei) was used in the raws. It can directly mean “true love” or “special someone” but in the context of Valentine’s Day, it’s used to label the recipient male of Valentine’s Day chocolate. I’ve decided to use the phrase “true love” for when the phrase pops up numerous times in this chapter.


  [5]: Referencing White Day.
 


  Chapter 4 - I’ve got brilliant illusions


   


  ◆ Jouji Haba ◆ Found during dusk


  Have other people ever thought something about themselves was great, even once? 


  I have. Just one thing, though. 


  「Let’s go to club activities!」 


  「Yeah! ....Oh, but I have to do class duty today... Huh?」


  I’d already done all the extra work, like cleaning the blackboard and taking out the trash. 


  No one noticed who did it. Everyone tilted their head in puzzlement and went where they were supposed to go to do what they were supposed to do. 


  This specialty has its issues, though.


  I never stopped to look at anyone, no matter who I support or how I support them. I would never be counted as a character in anyone’s life. I could only be a blacked-out offstage character, unnoticed, like a natural phenomenon. 


  That was the only thing─I think I was great at, and that was the only special thing about me.


  I have no ability. 


  I’m not athletic. I can’t study very well. I have no artistic sense. 


  The only quality I had was that no one pitied me for it; or rather, no one worried about it. 


  Then I guess it was pretty much a given how I was going to live my life.


  Give me all the extra work.


  People with abilities should dedicate their time to appropriate tasks. Leave the unnecessary work to someone like me, who was incompetent, and let others focus on what only they can do.


  I, who could do nothing, would digest what anyone else could do.


  That was the only thing I was proud of─


  「Haba-kun.」


  It was dusk.


  I was carrying a garbage bag, and she stopped me without losing sight of me.


  Until she showed up.


  「Haba Jouji-kun. There’s something only you can do.」


   


  ◆ Mizuto Irido ◆ Comforting each other, supporting each other


  Mixed with the ticking of the clock was the sound of a pen running.


  Then, there was the occasional sound of paper being flattened and scraped. This was the sound of me turning the pages of my textbook.


  “You two, I’m going to bed soon too.”


  Yuni said as she headed for the door leading to the hallway.


  “Don’t push yourself too hard. Good luck!”


  “Yeah, I will. Good night.”


  “Good night.”


  Yuni-san nodded in agreement to our reply and left the living room. Her footsteps left for the second floor where her bedroom was located.


  I then looked up from my textbook.


  There, was Yume quietly studying on the kotatsu with her textbooks and notebooks open.


  It was no longer unusual for me to watch this scene.


  In the first semester, we were so stubborn that we cooped ourselves up in our respective rooms, but for this year’s final exam, we naturally began to cooperate and study. We had distinct strengths in different subjects. What used to be a source of animosity in the past had become a good complementary relationship since we started cooperating.


  However─


  “......fuah.”


  Yume opened her mouth and made a small sigh. Then she rubbed her eyes.


  I looked at her,


  “You really shouldn’t push yourself too hard. I’m sure you have other things keeping you busy besides studying, right?”


  “Yeah... well, I guess.”


  The Student Council seemed to be in its busiest period during this time. There were events like the budget committee discussion for the next school year, graduation and entrance ceremony preparations, and various other events that most ordinary students weren’t even aware of. And on top of that, it coincided with the most challenging end-of-year exams, so it seemed like they had a scheduling problem. Let’s say hypothetically, If Valentine’s Day were to fall in March instead of February, then Yume wouldn’t even have time to make chocolates.


  “It’s not like you’re falling behind in studying for the exams, so take a break once in a while.”


  “Hmm...”


  “You tend to push yourself too hard. Don’t worry, no one else is watching.”


  “Haaah~~~”


  Yume stopped her pencil and slumped her head on her notebook, letting out a big, heavy sigh.


  “This is the busiest third semester I’ve ever experienced...”


  “Well, it’s usually a period without any events.”


  The only events people faced were Valentine’s Day and White Day─it was like a kind of victory lap, a casual match-like impression of a semester. Though this was not the case for Student Council members.


  Yume stretched both her hands lazily on the kotatsu.


  “Everywhere I look, the receipt management is sloppy, and the budget planning is not progressing at all...”


  “That’s tough.”


  “They’re buying unrelated items like crazy just to use up the budget...”


  “That’s a serious situation.”


  “And the Vice Principal suddenly came up with the idea of adding more events to the ‘farewell party’...”


  “The woes of middle management, huh?”


  As Yume continued to vent one complaint after another, I offered appropriate nods and responses. It’s not that I was indifferent; but as an outsider, there was only so much I could do.


  Yume flapped her extended hands and says,


  “I’m tired~~~....... Comfort me~~~.......”


  “Yeah, yeah.”


  I reached out my hand and gently stroked Yume’s long hair, lightly caressing the area around her ear. It felt like I was soothing a large dog, but Yume seemed to appreciate it as she rubbed her cheek against the palm of my hand, looking content.


  “Will this help keep you going?”


  “Mmm~... a little more.”


  I smiled at her cloying voice and ran my finger along the back of her earlobe. Yume gazed at me with soft eyes, her lips slightly parted as if tickled.


  “Thank you.”


  A strand of hair that was covering her ear fell onto her cheek.


  “If this much is enough, it’s a bargain.”


  “Well then, I’ll expect something more for White Day, okay?”


  “Don’t put pressure on me...”


  I was in the middle of planning things out right now.


  Yume chuckled softly, shaking her shoulders.


  “How about you? Are you doing okay?”


  “Huh?”


  “You’re also looking after Higashira-san’s studies, right?”


  Continuing from the second semester, I was once again entrusted with tutoring Isana.


  Well, even if Nagitora-san didn’t ask me, I couldn’t let Isana fail as her manager. I was currently in the midst of helping her catch up on the third semester, during which she seemed to have been barely paying attention to classes remotely.


  “Isn’t it tough?”


  “Even though you have your own studying to do.”


  “Well, my studying doesn’t take up much time, so it’s fine. Isana’s, on the other hand, is incredibly time-consuming.”


  She often lost motivation quickly, and I had to repeat things to her multiple times before she understood. It was terrible. She belonged to that typical group of people who could only demonstrate their abilities in things they were interested in.


  Suddenly, Yume reached out and placed her palm against my cheek.


  “There, there.”


  “Are you comforting me?”


  “If you want, I can even give you a lap pillow.”


  “We’d end up falling asleep. If our parents saw us like that while sleeping on the kotatsu, it’d be the end of it.”


  “Oh, right.”


  If our parents saw me sleeping on her lap, with the both of us by the kotatsu, the next morning, it would be the end of the world.


  “Then... Let’s consider it for White Day, okay?”


  “The graduation ceremony is also on that day, isn’t it?”


  “Yes. I still have the entrance ceremony to go to, but I’m done with that.”


  “In that case... let’s look forward to it.”


  “Yeah.”


  As I held her hand that was resting against my cheek, Yume tightly grasped my hand in return.


  Eventually, without prompting from either of us, our fingers entwined on top of the kotatsu.


  “Hey...”


  “What is it?”


  “Just for a little while... can we cuddle?”


  After a brief pause, I respond,


  “I guess it can’t be helped.”


  “Hehe. Yay!”


  As I moved aside a bit to make space, Yume approached me and placed her legs inside the kotatsu.


  And then, she leaned her shoulder against mine. I supported her in response, wrapping my arms around her slender waist.


  “Mmm...”


  Needless to say, our studying for today was already over.


   


  ◆ Todo Hoshibe ◆


  “Senpai! Are you alive?”


  With a sudden creak, my bedroom door swung open, and I jumped up from the bed. Almost unconsciously, I quickly covered the screen of my phone with the blanket.


  The one who opened the door was my girlfriend, Aisa Asou, dressed in casual clothes and a coat.


  Looking at her mocking smile as usual today, I said.


  “Since when did you have a key?”


  “I have a spare key from your mother.”


  Aisa proudly replied, showing off the key. She seemed to have won favor with my mother... even though she’s disliked by our classmates, she knew how to handle situations like this.


  Sighing, I said, “Ugh,” and Aisa narrowed her eyes.


  “Senpai...,” she said, her gaze fixated on the phone hidden beneath the sheets.


  “Could it be... you were watching something naughty?”


  Aisa spoke as if interrogating a suspect, and I stared back at her eyes that had the gaze of a police officer conducting an investigation.


  “Could it be.... That you’re the type to ban her boyfriend from watching adult videos?”


  “Yes”


  An immediate answer.


  It was refreshing to hear her declare so openly.


  Aisa took a step closer, placing her hand on her waist as she looked down at me.


  “But it’s not necessary, right? When you have such a cute girlfriend like me!”


  “Speaking on behalf of all men, real people and content are two different things,” I retorted.


  “I send you selfies every day!”


  I shrugged my shoulders at Aisa, who pouted in an exaggerated manner.


  Why can’t she understand? How can I look at my girlfriend the same way as I viewed AV actors?


  “Well, I’ll make sure to satisfy your sexual desires later, Senpai.”


  “Don’t say such scary things.”


  “For now, it’s about appetite. Your mother asked me to make lunch for you.”


  Aisa lifted a plastic bag lightly, indicating that it contained ingredients.


  “How did she ask you?”


  “Through LINE.”


  “Don’t start using LINE to communicate with my mother. That’s not right.”


  It’s uncomfortable, really. My mother even said, “Make sure you don’t lose such a good girl like Aisa-chan” to me the other day.


  Since we started dating, Aisa had started acting like a live-in wife in a presumptuous manner. It was because she had become friendly with my mother. It was not bad that she had domestic skills despite her appearance, but when she did it, it often felt overly calculated.


  “I appreciate you cooking, but what about your studying, Aisa?”


  “What do you mean?”


  Aisa averted her gaze nonchalantly.


  This girl... The semester finals were approaching, and yet she’s here escaping from reality?


  “Well, it can’t be helped... I’ll help you study later.”


  “Hehehe. Sorry to bother you. I’ll do my best not to embarrass the Student Council.”


   


  ...And so, in the end, this was what happened.


  “Mmm... Nngfhh...”


  As I listened to her satisfied breathing next to my ear, I glanced at the window with the curtains closed. It was already past evening and approaching night.


  Next to me, I saw my naked girlfriend, using my shoulder as a pillow, sleeping. Rather than being exhausted, she must have been tired from the start. The Student Council was busy with various things at this time. In that case, one might say, “Was this the time to be doing something like this?” But...


  “We’ve really fallen for each other. The both of us......”


  I let out a whisper as I gently stroked Aisa’s bangs with my fingertips. I had no right to lecture her─I can only hope that she hasn’t neglected her studying for the exams.


  While caressing Aisa’s head, I started tinkering with my phone again.


  Then, amidst the sleepy breath tickling my neck, she muttered some words which mixed in.


  “Shenpaii... Nnn, we’ll always be together...”


  ...She even spoke such calculated words while sleeping.


  Suppressing a wry smile, I brought my lips to Aisa’s hair and softly replied,


  “...I know.”


  That’s why I was thinking carefully about what to do for White Day.


   


  ◆ Kogure Kawanami ◆


  Every once in a while, I would also reflect on my life.


  Like many people, the golden period of my life was probably during elementary school. Surrounded by friends, feeling like the protagonist of the world, was how I spent each day.


  What was the difference between the me back then and the me now...?


  The answer would be the sense of omnipotence. The sense of fulfillment. I was convinced that I couldn’t fail no matter what I did.


  Or perhaps, it could be said that I hadn’t experienced any setbacks yet. That’s right. Like a small-time leader, or a frog in a well, unaware of the vastness of the ocean. Even so, I felt that the me back then was somewhat better than the current me.


  Rather than realizing I couldn’t do anything─


  I think it was better when I arrogantly believed I could do anything.


  When did it become like this?


  Ah, it must have been back then.


  That moment when I mistakenly believed that I could get a girlfriend by just waiting with my mouth open.


  「I─I... like you...」


  When my childhood friend, whom I had fond feelings for, confessed to me without me doing anything, I was sure I became limp.


  I became accustomed to being on the receiving end of things.


  Thinking that Valentine’s Day coming before White Day might be a kind of gender discrimination, such societal thoughts passed through my mind. For example, what if the genders were reversed between me and that person? The female me would surely agonize over what kind of chocolate to give as the fourteenth of February was approaching. However, in the reality I found myself in, I just had to wait to receive chocolate and then think about how to reciprocate.


  Since starting a relationship with that person until now, I felt like I had been living passively all along.


  I feel that my gender, or sexuality, was somewhat involved, but fundamentally, it was my own arrogance and laziness.


  Even in treating my condition, it was always her taking action, and not once have I made a move─yet I should have a responsibility to fulfill her wish of at least being able to freely express love.


  “Sometimes... I should show some masculinity...”


  Peck! My forehead was lightly tapped with a notebook.


  “Hey. Don’t slack off!”


  I lifted my head, which was resting on the armrest of the sofa, and found Minami peering at me with raised eyebrows. She was wearing a fluffy, knitted outfit, a relatively civilized appearance for them.


  “I’m not slacking off. I was reflecting on my own life, you know.”


  “Reflect on the test material first. I’m helping you study, you know! You can’t rely on Irido-kun this time, right!?”


  As Minami spoke, she placed a freshly brewed cup of coffee on the table.


  That’s right. It was the same last time too. My second-ranked friend was completely focused on making sure Higashira didn’t fail, so I couldn’t go crying to him for help.


  I have to think about what to do for White Day, and yet... I wish she would consider my situation a bit more. I was a guy who received homemade chocolate as a Valentine’s gift, afterall.


  “Alright, alright. Let’s continue!”


  Minami sat cross-legged next to the table and started patting the carpet, as if telling me to come over.


  “I’m also barely making it this time! Do it properly, okay!”


  “Yeah, sorry.”


  I got up from the sofa and sat cross-legged next to Minami, who frowned suspiciously.


  Then, Minami raised her eyebrows in disbelief.


  “...What?


  You suddenly became so honest.”


  “I just psyched myself up, that’s all.”


  No matter what, it started with the test right in front of us.


  If you say you don’t like living a life where everything was handed to you.... then at least I should be able to handle this much on my own.


  I picked up my mechanical pencil and took action as I went along.


  “By the way, I’ve been meaning to ask...”


  “Hmm?”


  “What would make you happy?”


  Minami looked puzzled and stared at my face.


  “Wait, are you trying to get me to say something erotic?”


  “I’m not! You’re the one who’s erotic!”


  I realized I was the foolish one for asking.


   


  ◆ Jouji Haba ◆ The capacity of background characters


  「Come on, take a seat, Treasurer. You’re going to be in the Student Council from now on.」


  It was somewhat of a kidnapping.


  As someone who aspired to be an invisible background character, unnoticed by anyone, I found myself dragged into the Student Council and given the title of treasurer.


  The one who did it was a classmate who was appointed vice president as a first-year student.


  「What’s your intention?」


  Kurenai-san answered calmly.


  「If you ask me, I want to know what your intentions are. You possess the insight and practical abilities of a seasoned secretary, so why do you want to blend in with the crowd? If such a hidden gem is right in front of me, wouldn’t it be only natural to for me to want to secure it without hesitation?」


  Kurenai Suzurin had an irrepressible personality.


  With those abilities and that beauty, she gathered attention everywhere, and even praised me for qualities I don’t possess. Calling me a hidden gem... she really knows how to flatter people.


  And so, the Student Council I joined... It wasn’t as bad as I thought it would be.


  「Joe-kun, amazing!」


  「You’re done already?」


  「As expected!」


  「Compared to that, Aisa, you’re slow with your work...」


  「Hey, Aisa Asou, Don’t push your work onto Joe!」


  「Hehe. But he’s a resourceful subordinate you know? It’s reassuring.」


  「What kind of look are you giving me? That’s called being cheeky.」


  Aisa-san and Kurenai-san were at odds with each other, while the senior in charge of general affairs calmly observed, and the Student Council President yawned as if bored. To be able to be in such a space, it wouldn’t be a lie to say that it felt comfortable.


  Being in the Student Council... It was a title that was a little too much for me.


  But being able to be by their side──probably, it was enjoyable.


  That alone was enough.


  It was more than enough.


  「What’s wrong, Joe?」


  「There’s no need to run away. This girl here is trying to serve you.」


  「Hey, hey. You’re being extravagant. Even though this beautiful girl is offering you her virginity, you’re rejecting it?」


  But it was too burdensome for me, Kurenai-san.


  As someone who has lived only a transparent and shallow existence.


  To bear someone else’s feelings... It was too heavy.


   


  ◆ Mizuto Irido ◆ You’ve worked hard


  “──Alright. OK.”


  “Haahhhhh............”


  The moment I gave my OK, Isana slumped over the desk, completely exhausted.


  “I made it.... I really thought it was impossible this time.....”


  “Good job. I’ll take care of the upload.”


  “Thank youuu...”


  As part of Isana’s production, we made it a routine to upload illustrations related to seasonal events. Of course, White Day was included in that, but Isana seemed to have struggled with it for the first time. She really couldn’t come up with any ideas and had faced an artist’s block.


  Now that I think about it, in light novels, which were the main sources for Isana’s inspiration, stories tend to reach a climax around White Day, so there’s often no time to focus on it. In the case of rom-coms, it’s often about choosing one heroine from multiple options for White Day. That impression took precedence, and perhaps that was why it seemed she didn’t have many ideas specifically for White Day.


  Besides, it was generally an event centered around men.


  She considered drawing male characters, but in the end, the suggestion of “Why not try drawing the winning heroine?” became a breakthrough. Choosing a theme resembling that of a climax of a rom-com was something that she could easily draw.


  The concept of winning or losing among rom-com heroines was a widely shared context, and it matched Isana’s art style, which evoked a sense of storyline behind them. It looked like it could reach 500 retweets.


  ....Recently, she’s been getting a few followers from accounts that seem to belong to those connected to the professional industry.


  There was a possibility that some commercial work might come her way. I consulted with Keikoin-san, and he said, “It wouldn’t be strange at all if that happens.”


  However, it was still too early for Isana to take on commissions for light novels, which she held a lot of sentimental value for.


  Because she had too little experience with characters other than illustrations of cute girls. She needed to expand her scope and be able to handle drawing male characters and adult characters, and needed to also accumulate knowledge about designing miscellaneous small objects. She needed to gather her strength until at least the middle of next year, and then create a portfolio──


  ──As I was planning this in my head while leaving Isana’s room, I found Nagitora-san in the living room. Nagitora-san was sitting on the sofa with her knees sloppily raised, playing a video game on the TV. It seemed to be a highly demanding and competitive game, but as soon as I stepped into the living room, without even turning around, she said....


  “Hey. Good job.”


  “...Thank you for your hard work.”


  “I’m not tired at all. Don’t underestimate me, you brat.”[1]


  I wish she wouldn’t bite back like that at such a simple greeting, but I’ve grown quite accustomed to this person’s immature behavior.


  “I bet it’s tough managing that lazy girl. I heard about the results of the end-of-year exams.”


  “...It’s my ability. Besides, I’ve never been the type to spend a lot of time studying.”


  “Be proud of yourself. You’ve managed to keep my daughter from getting failing grades at that prestigious school.”


  Perhaps her match had finished, as Nagitora-san stopped gripping the controller and turned around to face me.


  “Well done. You can cuddle with my daughter if you want.”


  “I’ll pass since that’s not particularly appropriate.”


  With a laugh, Nagitora-san made an excuse and started the next match.


  .....I haven’t told her about Yume and I dating. I’m not sure how serious she was about trying to get Isana and me together, but eventually, I’ll need to have a proper conversation. After all, it was a fact that I, someone who has a girlfriend, had been going in and out of another girl’s room... She had the right to criticize me as that girl’s parent.


  However, even that would wait until Isana’s situation calms down a bit. If, by any chance, contact with me was prohibited, Isana wouldn’t be able to do anything in her current state. No matter how negatively it may affect my impression later, I believed now was not the right time to say it.


  Returning to her room with a glass of water, Isana was still lying face down on the desk, and had fallen fast asleep. It must have been overwhelming for her to face her first artist’s block while also dealing with the end-of-year exams. I took the blanket from the bed and gently placed it over Isana’s shoulders as she peacefully rested.


  “You’ve worked hard.” I softly uttered these words and placed a small bag beside her face. Inside that bag were some high-quality cookies I had bought from the underground subway mall.


   


  ◆ Aisa Asou ◆ Senpai


  Whenever I woke up, I found myself feeling cold more often.


  It was not because of the weather in March. The blankets haven’t become thinner either.


  It was probably because Senpai has been around more often. I longed for Senpai’s warmth as I hugged my knees under the covers. I became anxious about it. Just because Senpai wasn’t here in the same bed, I felt so lonely.


  Even though we sleep together twice a week now, my insatiable need for approval seemed to be saying that it was not enough─could it be that I’ve become addicted to him?


  No, no, let’s put it in a positive light. My body has been dyed in Senpai’s colors. Eek, how naughty! The truth is, probably.... that I was just throwing a tantrum at the thought of Senpai not being Senpai anymore.


  Senpai has been Senpai to me since the day we met. It couldn’t be any other way, and that was why even now that we were lovers, I continued to call Senpai “Senpai” and had no intention of dropping such honorifics.


  Senpai occasionally asks, “How long are you going to use honorifics?“... but I often found myself feeling that being in the position of a junior was surprisingly comfortable. It made me feel like I could depend on Senpai. I felt like I could cling to Senpai. While being treated kindly like a younger sister, we could also be lovey-dovey like lovers at the same time. Wasn’t that the best?


  In short, I didn’t have much confidence in myself. I always strived to become an equal to Senpai, but I lacked confidence to do so.... I was always torn between wanting to be praised by everyone and trying to minimize myself. It was no different from when I was struggling with complexes over Suzurin while feeling insecure. Starting next month, I’ll find myself living a high school life without Senpai.


  “──Hey, onee-chan! How long are you going to sleep!? Today is the graduation ceremony, you know!?”


  My exceptional sister-alarm clock rang, and I poked my head out from under the covers.


  The Student Council was running the behind the scenes of the graduation ceremony. In other words, we were its core. I had experienced it last year, but Ranran and Yumechii probably still didn’t know the ropes.


  I have to go.


  I’m already a senior, after all.


  The graduation ceremony ended without any issues.


  As the graduates exited, in the suddenly empty gymnasium, we began to tidy up the arranged chairs. From outside the gymnasium, faint voices of cheers or tears, a mix of emotions, could be heard.


  I didn’t cry.


  Besides Senpai, the only senior I knew was the general affairs senior. But even so, since we’re connected through social media, it didn’t feel like saying goodbye.


  In the first place, I was the type who didn’t cry at graduation ceremonies.


  I wanted others to cry when I graduated, but when seniors graduated, my tear ducts remained dry. I was completely unfeeling in that regard.


  Or maybe... I just didn’t want to accept it.


  The fact that Senpai is graduating.... The fact that Senpai won’t be my senior anymore.


  “Aisa.”


  As I carried a folded chair, Suzurin spoke to me.


  “You can leave this here. Why don’t you go?”


  “Mm....”


  It was a thoughtful offer, but I hesitated reflexively.


  And then what came out of my mouth was a pathetic excuse.


  “Well, it’s fine. I know I’m not liked. If I butt in, it’ll ruin the touching mood.”


  Suzurin furrowed her eyebrows suspiciously.


  “....You’ve become quite understanding. Despite being someone who tends to butt in.”


  “The composure of a lawful wife, huh? Don’t worry, we already have plans to meet.”


  Yes──today was not only graduation day but also March 14th.


  White Day.


  I had already received a message from Senpai saying that they would give me a Valentine’s return gift.


  So, it’s not necessary to meet at school──


  “Other juniors might confess their feelings.”


  My spine froze.


  “Today is your last chance, but if you’re okay with that──”


  “Sorry, I’ll leave it to you then!!”


  I thrusted the folding chair I was carrying onto Suzurin and ran outside the gymnasium at full speed.


  I understand.


  This was an unnecessary worry. Senpai wouldn’t care if I’m no longer a junior or if other juniors confessed to him. After all the effort I put into winning him over, some random junior couldn’t interfere.


  But still.... I wanted to be Senpai’s number one junior.


  Until the very end. Without missing a single moment.


  Because──to me, Senpai is the greatest Senpai...!


  “Senpai!... Huh?”


  The scene I had imagined was completely absent at the school gate where I ran in search of that person in question.


  Surrounding Senpai, there were no signs of any underclassmen.


  Only Senpai, leaning against the school gate pillar, playing with the tube containing the graduation certificate.


  And then,


  “Hmm? Oh, you’re early.”


  In that manner, Senpai looked at my face and said as usual.


  I looked around the school gate multiple times, but there was no one except Senpai.


  “Huh? Um.... Senpai? What about the others seeing you off?”


  “They weren’t that interested. I quit the club in my first year, and the people I got to know through the Student Council showed up to some extent. But they left early.”


  “Huh? Why is that...?”


  “I had a prior engagement.”


  Senpai laughed cynically.


  “I told them I would not keep my cute girlfriend waiting. Remember? Last month.”


  ....That was just a joke.


  Even now, what Senpai said was probably a joke.


  But.... Senpai prioritized me above all else. That must be true.


  “Senpai...”


  “Hm?”


  Because I’m a pushover, that was all it took for me to forget my worries.


  “I guess you don’t have much popularity, huh?”


  Have I become a little devil?


  I hope my genuine sense of relief wasn’t showing on my face.


  Right now, that was the only thing I was anxious about.


  “Don’t underestimate the former Student Council President. I get invited to alumni reunions all the time.”


  He said it jokingly as he approached me.


  Then, with his hands in his pockets, he says, “Bend down a little.”


  “Huh? Senpai, what’s this all of a sudden─”


  I obediently bent down a little as instructed, and Senpai reached around the back of my neck.


  A light sensation increases around my neck.


  There, I found a thin necklace hanging from my neck.


  “Happy─uh─you always hear about ‘Happy Valentine’s Day,’ but what about ‘Happy White Day’?”


  I stared down at the necklace hanging from my neck.


  This... This!


  “S-Senpai, this...!”


  “It’s like a substitute for a collar. Since I can’t directly, physically own you that often anymore.”


  Saying that, Senpai averted his eyes with a somewhat embarrassed look, like a delinquent.


  “....It’s just right. To keep away the bad bugs.”


  “─Wha...Wha, ah, aaahhhh!”


  “Senpai!”


  “Huh?”


  “....Nuo─!”


  I forcefully pushed down Senpai’s shoulder.


  Our lips met as we drew closer, and without hesitation, I overlayed mine on top.


  To imprint the sensation, we stayed connected for a solid ten seconds, and then I peered into Senpai’s eyes.


  “Congratulations on your graduation, Senpai.”


  “....Thanks.”


  Senpai responded curtly, hiding his lips with the back of their hand. I chuckled softly.


  Only I know how cute Senpai can be.


  With this kind of Senpai, I don’t just want to rely on him; I want to be able to rely on him from the bottom of my heart.


  “By the way, did you know that wearing a necklace goes against the school rules?”


  “It’s fine as long as no one finds out. As long as it’s not exposed.”


  “Oh, really? Is that the opinion of the former Student Council President?”


  Senpai is my greatest senpai.


  And I am his greatest junior.


  [image: Image]


  ◆ Minami Akatsuki ◆ I said you can do whatever you want


  Did you know?


  When you’ve been childhood friends for ten years, you’d tend to run out of options for White Day.


  It started out as something cute. I gave him a 10 yen chocolate, and in return he gave me a 30 yen snack. It seemed they took the saying of “triple return on White Day”[2] to heart.


  I think the first time I gave homemade chocolate was in our first year of middle school. About a month later, he bought me cookies in a fancy-looking tin. Apparently, his parents made him do it. We then played video games and ate them together.


  I should have prepared chocolates every year, but since White Day gifts weren’t limited to just chocolate, it seemed tough for him every year. It was alright with cookies or candy every year, but returning the same thing as the previous year was against his pride, so it seemed.


  The last thing I received was during our second year of middle school.


  It was alphabet-shaped cookies that formed a message when rearranged properly.


  It was a fancy presentation that I couldn’t imagine coming from him now, but it was probably something he could do during the sensitive period of being a second-year middle school student. Sometimes, an excessive self-awareness focused on individuality could work in a positive direction.


  After thinking for about two hours, I arranged the cookies to produce this sentence:


  ──「HUNT OKAY」


  Hunt okay?


  Hunt what?


  What?


  Could it be──


  I’ll repeat again, this was a story from when we were only in the second year of middle school.


  It was a story from when I was at my most sensitive, ignorant, and narrow-minded state─the most embarrassing time for me.


  ──Could it be.... I was being hunted!?


  Kyaaa─kyaaa─kyaaa!


  Just as I indulged in my delusions, the real answer was that it was supposed to spell out 「THANK YOU」.


  Even I, who thought for two hours and couldn’t come up with the simplest answer, was still me─in other words, I must have wanted something more than just being childhood friends with Ko-kun.


  Two years had since passed. The fantasies of those days were no longer within reach─or rather, they had been fulfilled to an excessive degree─and somehow, we reached another March 14th as just childhood friends.


  Without uttering the phrase “I’m home” I silently opened the front door. I had come back after bidding farewell to the Senpais I got to know as a club helper during the graduation ceremony. I was invited to the farewell gathering, but being just a temporary helper, it felt different to join in without being an official member. So I made up an excuse and returned home alone.


  Naturally, this was my excuse:


  “Well, you know, it’s March 14th today....”


  I evaded the seniors who teased me, saying, “Is it that guy!?” with a smile, and safely made my way back.


  Well, it wasn’t exactly a lie.


  I just hadn’t mentioned that we never made specific promises for this day in the first place.


  “Ah...”


  After turning on the air conditioner, I tossed my coat and flopped onto the sofa, lying on my back.


  It felt like even though I had many friends, I often ended up being alone at crucial moments.


  Was I perhaps a “kyoroju”[3]?


  I had to admit though, I naturally tended to be on the introverted side.


  “I miss Yume-chan....”


  Should I message her on LINE? But she might still be busy with graduation ceremony duties with the Student Council. I shouldn’t bother Maki-chan and Nasuhana-chan either.


  ....Regardless, I should change my clothes.


  Even though the graduation ceremony wasn’t for me, I was wearing my school uniform because I had to go to school to attend it either way. Using only my body’s momentum, I sat up from the sofa, took off my ribbon, tossed my blazer, and let my blouse fall to the floor. Then I stood up and unzipped my skirt as it fell to the floor.


  The room was just starting to warm up with the air conditioning, so it wasn’t cold wearing only a thin inner shirt and shorts. Before going to get a change of clothes from my room, I decided to put my uniform in the washing machine.


  Just as I was about to kick up the skirt that had fallen at my feet....


  “─Yo. Are you home?”


  “Ah.”


  Kawanami leaned his face in from the entrance, throwing me off balance.


  The skirt I intended to kick up into my hands ended up landing looped around his neck like a hoop.


  “Ah.”


  With a lizard-like expression, Kawanami looked at me, who was only wearing panties and had my legs kicked up in a compromising position.


  “My bad. I messed up.”


  “And that’s the line of a lucky pervert, huh?”


  Show a little more excitement. You got to see a girl half-naked after all.


  I thought about keeping Kawanami embarrassed, with nothing but my underwear on, until his face turned bright red, but it was too cold, so I put on a change of clothes I got from my room.


  I wore an oversized shirt that practically turned into a dress on my figure. Since my legs would be cold with just that, I accompanied it with a pair of thigh highs.


  It was defenseless loungewear that allowed me to “accidentally” show my panties.


  I wanted him to fantasize about catching a glimpse of the panties he saw earlier.


  “You can come in.”


  When I called out from inside the room, Kawanami peered through the gap in the door with a guarded expression.


  “Why is it that today of all days you’re in your room? You’re always in the living room, right?”


  “My mom and dad might come back today. It would be awkward, don’t you think? Ko-kun ♥”


  Kawanami entered the room with an expression as if he had just eaten a bug, taking heavy steps, and closed the door behind him.


  Although he was like family with my parents, he probably didn’t have the composure to give me a White Day return gift right in front of them. After all, we even hid our relationship back then when we were dating.


  Kawanami walked towards me as I sat on the bed and handed me a wrapped rectangular box and said, “Here you go.”


  “It’s White Day,” he said.


  “Oh, what’s inside?” I asked while receiving it.


  “Macarons,” Kawanami answered in a calm tone.


  “Oh, nice. I like macarons.”


  “Take a look at the card.”


  Card? As I looked closely, I noticed a small card sandwiched between the gold ribbon that tied the wrapping paper in a cross shape. This is.... I took it out and turned it over.


  「A ticket for you to do anything today.」


  That’s what was written on the card.


  “That’s this year’s White Day gift,” Kawanami declared, crossing his arms arrogantly.


  “Because I’ve made you worry about my condition. Today, I’ll endure it. So go ahead, do whatever you want!”


  Looking up at my childhood friend, who now stood tall like a confident military general, I couldn’t help but break into a smile.


  “...I never expected to be presented with ‘The present is me ♥’ by a guy....”


  “Don’t translate my manly spirit of enduring torture into something so weak.”


  What does he think I was gonna do? I stared at the card for a moment, then stood up from the bed.


  “Well then... I’ll take you up on your offer.”


  “Bring it on,” Kawanami said, uncrossing his arms and opening up his body towards me.


  So I touched him with my palms. Firm. Completely different from a girl’s chest. It was not like this was the first time I touched him like this, so it was not particularly novel, but the fact that I was touching him with a clear malicious intent made it feel more obscene than anything else.


  It was a physical examination.


  You could think of it as a physical examination.... This was part of his exposure therapy, and I’d also check if there was anything wrong while I’m at it.


  From the chest to the sides and upper arms, I performed palpation. See, it was not lewd at all. It was completely age-appropriate. Only adults with dirty minds would perceive playing doctor as an inappropriate act.


  I am a doctor.... I have nothing to be ashamed of as a healthcare professional....


  Well then, just touching over the clothes isn’t enough, right?


  I lifted up his shirt.


  He didn’t have any abs.


  But what I found was a reasonably toned abdomen, a belly button, and the edge of his boxer briefs peeking out from his jeans.


  And a belt.


  “──Ah!”


  I instinctively reached for the belt and then realized it, stopping myself.


  Oh.... That was close!


  I was about to take off his jeans!


  It was about to turn into an R18 situation!


  No, this won’t do.


  It can’t go any further.


  If I let myself take control like this, the bad side of me would resurface. Unpleasant, sexually charged episodes would emerge that I can’t even discuss with Yume-chan or Asou-senpai.


  I mustn’t take control.


  That’s right, that was the original plan.


  If he said I could ask for anything....


  “Hmm?”


  As I fixed back his shirt and distanced myself, Kawanami looked at me curiously.


  “Is it over now? Just a regular physical examination, huh?”


  “....Yeah.”


  I sat back down on the bed.


  Thud.


  I laid back, facing upward.


  “So now it’s your turn.”


  Kawanami looked down at me, lying down, with wide eyes.


  If I was allowed to do anything, then this kind of request was also acceptable.


  If I were in control, things would go too far, but as long as he was in control, it was unlikely to escalate to that extent. Even if his self-restraint were to snap....


  Well.


  That’s.... what I was planning.


  “What’s wrong?”


  As I looked up at Kawanami frozen in place, I smirked and taunted him.


  “What happened to your manly spirit? Hm?”


  Kawanami’s cheek twitched involuntarily.


  He looked like a fish caught on a hook.


  “...A physical examination, huh?”


  “Yeah. Every nook and cranny, right?”


  Even though I’d be in trouble if he really examined every nook and cranny, the words that came out of my mouth challenged him.


  Thanks to that, Kawanami placed his knees on the bed as it creaked slightly. The weight of his body caused the mattress to deform as he settled himself over me.


  Kawanami’s lips were dry.


  Maybe it was because of the air. Or perhaps......


  “Need help?”


  “I don’t need that, don’t I?”


  After uttering a confident line, Kawanami’s hand hesitated as it reached towards my abdomen.


  He touched my stomach over my shirt. The fabric was thick, so there was no sensation at all.


  “Aren’t you holding back?”


  I mocked with a snicker.


  “Don’t you actually want to touch somewhere more sensitive~? Oh, Doctor-sama~?”


  “You’re quite good at teasing, aren’t you? You brat.”


  “By the way, shall I tell you something interesting?”


  “What is it?”


  “I’m not wearing a bra right now.”


  “................”


  Kawanami fell into silence for about five seconds.


  “...I guess I didn’t need to know that from the beginning.”


  Even if he acted tough, there was no need for such a long gap of silence, was there?


  “Why don’t you check if it’s really unnecessary? You might be surprised─”


  “No, thanks.”


  “Don’t assert it so quickly.”


  It really exists!


  More than you think!


  “Just go and check already!”


  “Ah. Oi!”


  I grabbed Kawanami’s hand and forcibly placed it on the left breast.


  Kawanami’s rough, masculine hand fully enveloped my breast through the fabric.


  “Well... How does it feel?”


  Kawanami’s fingers moved as if searching for something.


  “No... I can’t tell through the clothes.”


  Even though I did it myself, I already realized my mistake.


  I should have done it on the right chest.


  Because, on the left──


  ──Thump, thump, thump.


  “Can you really...... not tell?”


  ──Thump, thump, thump, thump, thump, thump.


  “Now that you mention it.... it might be a bit soft?”


  ──Thump, thump, thump, thump, thump, thump, thump, thump, thump, thump.


  The excessive rush of blood was robbing my brain of coherent thoughts.


  Kawanami’s lips were dry.


  It looked a bit painful..... He should have applied some lip balm....


  “But it’s hard to distinguish between fabric softness...”


  Kawanami’s lips are dry.


  I wonder what he had for lunch today.... His lunch...... was probably fine.


  “Besides, it’s childish to be fixated on breast size...”


  Ko-kun’s lips were dry.


  I moistened my own lips.


  “But, my arms are getting tired, so....”


  “─Hinya!”


  As the hand resting on my chest applied pressure, I let out a high-pitched voice in response to the stimulation.


  “Oh, sorry─”


  Ko-kun became flustered and shifted the position of his hand on the bed.


  But my bed was small.


  There was nothing in the place where he moved his hand to.


  ──Ko-kun’s hand slipped down.


  “Ah─”


  Ko-kun lost his balance.


  As he was about to fall on top of me.


  He quickly placed his hand on the bed again.


  Ko-kun’s face came closer, our breaths and lips brushing against each other.


  And there, it stopped.


  “─Nee.”


  I’m sorry.


  I can’t take it anymore.


  I wrapped my hand around Ko-kun’s neck and latched onto his dry lips.


  “────!?”


  I held down Ko-kun, who was squirming in surprise, with both hands and continued pressing our lips together.


  “──Haah... nn...”


  When it became difficult to breathe, I released for a moment, and then did it again.


  I overlapped our lips repeatedly, as if blowing my overflowing emotions into him.


  The sensation after such a long time was still dry and painful.


  But I couldn’t bring myself to stop. It was as if someone had possessed me, and I kissed him passionately.


  “──...Ha...... Fuu...”


  After who knows how many times, after who knows how many minutes.


  I finally regained my composure and pulled my face away from Ko-kun.


  Ko-kun.... had a surprised expression.


  His eyes widened, his mouth slightly open, he looked completely dumbfounded.


  “──......Ha...... Ha......”


  Only our ragged breaths were audible together.


  While listening to that sound, I slowly pressed the back of my hand against my lips.


  “......Sorry......”


  With my hand covering my face, I tried to hide my feelings by avoiding eye contact.


  “Don’t... look at my face right now...”


  What I managed to say wasn’t an apology for my audacious actions.


  “If you see this face.... you’ll probably.... end up vomiting....”


  My current face....


  It was probably the most.... feminine face I’ve had in this past year.


  “......Yeah......”


  Kawanami let out a small voice and slowly lifted his upper body.


  I glanced at his face, which had already turned pale.


  “Sorry... I’ll go home for now...”


  “...Yeah. That’s probably for the best...”


  Leaving me curled up on the bed, Kawanami left the room.


  Alone in the room, I gazed at the ceiling for a while, waiting for the heat in my body to dissipate.


  ......I’ve...... only gone and done it now......


  But, because he brought up something like that...... It was bound to happen, right?


  I wanted to say it was a miracle that it ended with just us kissing. I thought we would go all the way since he didn’t resist at all...


  “Huh...?”


  Thinking back, I tilted my head.


  “......Wasn’t it late for his complexion to turn pale?”


  In the past, he would have definitely fainted earlier from his allergy or something after doing something like that...... But he just managed to leave on his own two feet, as if nothing happened.


  “......”


  He’s healed.


  He’s better than before.


   


  ◆ Suzurin Kurenai ◆ What I obtained


  In junior high school, I once took on the role of conducting our class during the cultural festival.


  It was natural for me, considering my abilities. Every one of my classmates supported me, and I naturally assumed that role.


  However, there was something I still didn’t know at the time. I didn’t realize that I wasn’t a perfect human being.


  「Hey, Kurenai! Don’t you think it would be better to do it this way......」


  「That’s a good idea, but it would disrupt the overall balance and increase the workload.」


  「......I see.」


  「Kurenai, the boys are fighting!」


  「What a waste of time. Just leave them be. Send them to do some other task instead.」


  「Uh...... I─I understand...」


  Thanks to that, our performance turned out to be satisfactory.


  It was well received.


  But now, I understand.


  The others cared more about doing what they wanted while I wanted to maintain an overall balance.


  They wanted everyone to get along with each other more than focusing on work efficiency.


  If we were a company, our performance under my influence would have been flawless. However, it was just a school, just a cultural festival.


  「Kurenai always think she’s right.」


  I overheard people gossiping behind my back.


  「She feels like it’s not worth listening to what we think.」


  「Yeah, it’s like everything is up to her.」


  「The cultural festival ended up feeling unsatisfying......」


  That was probably not just the opinion of a single person. As evidence, gradually, one by one, people started disappearing around me.


  I believed I had done the right thing.


  But no one...... no one was seeking the same righteousness.


  I believed that I was the most correct.


  I believe that I was the most capable.


  My self-confidence remains unshaken. I have yet to encounter anyone who could shake it yet.


  However...... I knew that I was not perfect.


  I lacked the ability to acknowledge others.


  The ability to respect something in someone else, even to the point of denying myself──


  That was when I found him.


  A solitary, inconspicuous boy quietly handling other people’s tasks.


  Haba-kun.


  The final piece that could fill my void.


  「There’s something only you can do.」


  That role I arrogantly imposed on him, but eventually, it became more than just that.


  Joe.


  It was not because you could do what I couldn’t.


  「I like you. Will you go out with me?」


  It was because your existence shined.


  You stuck with someone like me. You could recognize others, but you couldn’t recognize yourself. That awkward admiration, that twisted infatuation, everything started to shine.


  You’re not more right than me.


  You’re not more capable than me.


  But still, you shine brighter than me.


  Ah, he’s dazzling. Because no one else noticed. Objectively, he didn’t exist. Blinded by that light, I must be seeing an illusion.


  But you know, they call it love, right?


  I couldn’t find any reference to what I was feeling. No matter how much I searched, it didn’t come up.


  Me, who believed that I was more right than anyone else......


  This was the answer.


  This is what only you could do.


  The metal chairs and green floor mats were removed, and the gymnasium returned to its original state.


  I sat on the edge of the stage and gazed at the uninhabited space.


  There was a slight sense of accomplishment. Despite the upcoming entrance ceremony...... Despite half a year left in my term as the president... As the end of the school year approached, I felt like I had achieved something.


  ......There were many Senpais crying.


  In the event called the graduation ceremony, the personalities of those working behind the scenes didn’t show through──and yet, just by being a part of it, I couldn’t help but feel a little better than I did in junior high school.


  I would find myself in their shoes next year. Would I be able to cry the same way?


  Would I be able to cherish the three years I’ve lived in this high school to the point of shedding tears?


  “......Seems unlikely.”


  I muttered quietly, filled with self-mockery.


  I knew my own personality better than anyone else. I’m quite cold-hearted. Unlike Aisa, who would always say she wouldn’t cry, but ends up crying anyway, I was different...


  At that moment, the entrance to the stage side opened with a creak.


  Footsteps, belonging to just one person, echoed through the empty gymnasium.


  “Kurenai-san...... Irido-san and Asuhain-san have gone home.”


  Joe’s usual soft voice resonated loudly in the deserted gymnasium.


  “I see.”


  I replied shortly, remaining seated at the edge of the stage.


  Joe paused about three meters away and looked up at my face.


  “This year’s events have finally come to an end.”


  “Yeah. Next is the entrance ceremony in April.”


  “........................”


  Joe fell into silence as if waiting for something.


  No.... Maybe it was different.


  Although I wasn’t as skilled as Joe, I’ve acquired some skills in observing people──especially him, whom I’ve been by his side of for a long time now. I could sometimes sense subtle expressions and nuances.


  He...... must be hesitating.


  Taking a step forward...... Stepping into the unknown.


  Just that alone was significant progress, I know. He didn’t even challenge the choice of whether to summon the courage or not. Without challenging or facing it, his way of being was determined. Even without completing the great task of making a decision, his life was fulfilling.


  More than that.


  It could have become something he desired...... or maybe not.


  Just the fact that he was hesitating...... For me, it was the greatest achievement.


  I exhaled into the cool gymnasium air from my slightly relaxed lips, and...... quietly, I took the initiative.


  “It’s the same as the beginning, isn’t it?”


  “Huh?”


  I jumped down from the edge of the stage.


  The sound of my landing echoed crisply, giving me a sense of satisfaction as if I had monopolized this gymnasium.


  “There was no one else there in front of the dumpster at that time. Just you and me, like when I called out to you...... at that time, Aisa, Yume-kun, Ran-kun, the president, and the administrative assistant weren’t there. It was just the two of us.”


  While gently stroking the edge of the stage where I had been sitting until a moment ago, I continued.


  “I felt like I found the missing part of me. Not an arm or anything like that. Something even more important, a leg to walk with. With you by my side, I thought I could walk anywhere.”


  A self-deprecating smile naturally appeared on my face as I looked at Joe.


  “At first─that was all it was.”


  And your evaluation that you were too overrated.


  For me, it was too modest.


  “You taught me how to understand others. You corrected my arrogance and taught me how to build appropriate friendships. But, more than that─your low self-esteem was frustrating, your deep empathy was endearing, and your stubbornness was infuriating.”


  Facing Joe directly──I said,


  “It was all──first experiences for me.”


  You might say it was just a coincidence.


  You might present a more fitting argument, saying that someone else who met me before you might have done it first and defeated me in the debate.


  But you know what?


  The reality was that it was you.


  Even if it was just a mere coincidence, that was the one and only fact.


  Even if the result or outcome wasn’t the best.


  I would proudly declare that you, the one I met in reality, were not just the best, but the greatest thing that had happened to me.


  “What do you think?”


  One step.


  “It’s my final chance...... to leave an impression.”


  Two steps.


  “Do you finally believe me?”


  Three steps.


  I approached Joe.


  This was probably the greatest approach I could make.


  If he didn’t take the remaining three steps towards me... it would be meaningless.


  “──I”


  After a brief pause, Joe softly opened his mouth.


  “I’ve never thought that I had any value. Without any significant reason...... It’s been like that since I was little, as if it was natural.”


  In a halting manner, as if making up for lost time, Joe spoke up.


  “But maybe...... that’s the same for everyone. No one knows their own worth from the beginning...... During childhood, we are spoiled and have illusions, but eventually, we’d find reality──I’m sure, Kurenai-san, you were the same way too.”


  Joe’s tone of voice sounded like a sigh.


  “I initially thought I was different... that I had something different compared to others from the start...... But, yes.... in the end, the difference was what I acquired. While watching Asou-san, Irido-san, Hoshibe-senpai, and you, Kurenai-san──all of you kept changing, I couldn’t help but realize it......”


  And then, Joe said,


  “I.... am fine being in the background.”


  With strength and without hesitation.


  “That worldview hasn’t changed. I’m able to take pride in being that kind of person. I know better than anyone else the greatness of being in someone’s background──I just realized that it wasn’t something given to me, but something I obtained on my own.”


  Jouji Haba.


  A boy with an overwhelmingly subtle presence, not just in the Student Council of Rakurou High School, but in the entire school.


  And now, he was asserting his existence with unwavering conviction, clearly and distinctly, in the empty gymnasium!


  “Kurenai-san...... You and I are incompatible.”


  Even though I should have been chilled to the bone by hearing such words, my body was reacting in the opposite way.


  My heart was pounding, uncontrollably.


  “But...... setting that aside, what I’ve obtained──what I truly think is different.”


  I couldn’t take my eyes off Joe’s every movement, every gesture, and the movement of his lips.


  “You have everything that I don’t have.... You shine like the protagonist on the stage──and yet......”


  One step.


  “You found me, a lowly background character, offstage.”


  Two steps.


  “If you ask me since when──the answer is clear.”


  Three steps.


  “I’ve loved you from the beginning.”


  Standing in front of me.


  Lightly holding my hand.


  He placed a small bag with chocolates in the palm of my hand.


  “......I’ve been deceiving you all along, I’m sorry.”


  With a tendency to lower his gaze, Joe added a mumbled phrase, a familiar habit of his. I smiled and peered into his lowered face.


  “Handmade chocolate?”


  “Well, um...... I couldn’t think of any other way to respond than to return the same thing......”


  Joe’s voice, which had been noticeable just a moment ago, gradually faded away as if it were a lie. I chuckled softly.


  “Returning the same thing... I guess that’s okay. That’s what I think.”


  As I said, “Please go out with me,” I handed him homemade chocolate. And Joe, in return, did the same thing.


  Blushing slightly, Joe mumbled.


  “Well...... I guess that’s what I thought too......”


  “Well then, don’t you have something to do?”


  With the chocolate in my hand, I leaned closer to Joe’s waist and drew near.


  “Eh......ah...”


  “You’ve been teased so much until now. Isn’t it okay to be a little impatient at this point?”


  As I stared at him from such a close distance, Joe glanced around in various directions and then tightly closed his eyes for a few seconds.


  “Th-then...”


  Seeing Joe open his eyes as if he had made up his mind, I naturally closed my eyelids.


  And then...


  ......I was tightly embraced with a strong force.


  “................”


  “................”


  Feeling the arm wrapped around my back tensing up, I smiled silently.


  ......I had intended to ask for a kiss.


  Well, it’s fine──It’s also my first time being embraced by Joe.


  In the middle of an empty gymnasium, we embraced each other for seconds, minutes on end.


   


  ◆ Yume Irido ◆ Where is love located?


  After returning home from school, I changed out of my school uniform in my room and sneaked outside, making sure my mother wouldn’t see me.


  If she saw the carefully prepared outfit I was wearing for my date, she would definitely attempt to pry details out of me, and I might end up being late for the meeting time. Considering those risks, I had the option of going in my uniform with a coat, but I really wanted to approach the date in proper attire.


  Today, I had a date with Mizuto, a White Day date. It seemed like it was also a celebration for getting through the busy period of final exams, prep for the graduation ceremony, and other Student Council affairs. When Mizuto always suggested going on dates, I couldn’t help but feel deeply moved, thinking, “Ah, we really are dating.”


  When the two of us go out together, we choose meeting places far from where we lived. It was inconvenient for both our parents and people from school to find out. In case of emergency, we had to pretend to have a good sibling relationship and deceive them, but if possible, it was better if the groups in question didn’t show up.


  We’d take a train from Karasuma Oike Station to Sanjō Station. It felt like a waste because it was a ride that would only last a few minutes, but Mizuto would apparently cover the expenses for today. Not hesitating to accept such generosity was also a sign of being worthy of being treated.


  Well...... he seemed to be earning a little bit of money from being Higashira-san’s private tutor, so it was alright as compensation for cheating.


  I contacted Mizuto while on the train.


  「I’ll be there soon.」


  I received a response around the time I got off the train.


  「I’ll be waiting at the bookstore.」


  Came the reply. There was no romantic atmosphere for the location of the meeting. But that’s just like Mizuto.


  When I exited the subway ticket gate, I went directly up the escalator and headed towards the bookstore located on the upper floor. This station building had bookstores on every floor from the first to the third floor, but I could roughly guess where Mizuto would be.


  When I reached the paperback corner on the third floor, I spotted his familiar figure from behind. I approached and called out to him in a soft voice.


  “Sorry to keep you waiting.”


  “Mm.”


  Mizuto glanced at me briefly and returned the paperback he was holding back to the shelf.


  “Is everything alright?”


  “There were some notes written inside.”


  “Oh...”


  It was something that occasionally happened with used books.


  “What kind of notes?”


  “It’s better if you don’t see them.”


  “Why?”


  “It’s vulgar, elementary school humor.”


  “Ah......”


  I remember seeing that too. Like in the dictionaries at the school library...


  “Anyway, shall we go?”


  Regardless of where we were, a bookstore wasn’t the best place for a conversation. We left the quiet store.


  Once we were outside the station building, we crossed the pedestrian crossing and approached Sanjō Bridge. Along the wooden railing, which had onion-shaped capitals on top of its pillars[4] evenly spaced, we crossed the Kamogawa River towards the downtown area.


  “Since junior high school, I’ve always thought...”


  Unexpectedly, Mizuto spoke up along the way.


  “I don’t have the knack for enjoying the city.”


  “......Yeah. I kinda had a feeling.”


  I let out a wry smile.


  I think I’ve mentioned multiple times before that our dates back then had no particular pattern. But especially with Mizuto, he seemed to have little interest in the act of going out into the city itself.


  If we were to go to a busy shopping district together, I had no idea how we would have fun. Or rather, even if we did something, I didn’t know what would be enjoyable─wouldn’t it be more interesting to just read a book at home? That’s what he probably thought.


  Of course, I never materialized those thoughts of his into words, considering our relationship as a couple and all, but now, after spending nearly a year together as a family, I understood─it was something he definitely thought deep down.


  “I feel like you enjoyed the aquarium, though.”


  “Well...... maybe the aquarium was just better.”


  Let’s leave it at that. Actually, I think it’s easier to enjoy it when there’s a clear purpose like “observing fish.”


  “Anyway, I did try to think of various ideas as today’s host...”


  “As today’s host?”


  “But I gave up. I have no idea.”


  The man who abandoned the idea of constructing a date plan. Welp, that’s my boyfriend for you.


  “So today is a no-plan date?”


  “Let’s just say I have increased flexibility.”


  “Fufuu.”


  As I smiled proudly, Mizuto looked at me suspiciously.


  “Looks like you understand, huh? The difference in how we spent this past year.”


  “......─Should I ask? What kind of victory are you aiming for?”


  “To teach my incompetent boyfriend. How to have fun outside of bookstores and libraries!”


  Mizuto surrendered with a weak “Alright......” and accepted my victory.


  As I swiftly took his arm, I said, “Mizuto,” while putting a smile full of confidence.


  “Today, enjoy watching me having fun, okay?”


  In an even more submissive manner than before, Mizuto gently relaxed his cheeks.


  As we strolled through the arcade shopping street, we entered the shops that caught our attention one by one.


  “How about this? This outfit is cute, right?”


  “If you think so, I guess.”


  “No, no! I’m asking about your preference! The correct answer to the current situation is, ‘How about I dress to your liking?’ I’ll willingly adapt to your taste! Buying something I like for myself is something I can do alone!”


  “When did this turn into a language test?”


  As I said that, Mizuto poured his attention onto another outfit and placed it over my shoulder.


  “This one might be good.”


  “......Did your taste change a bit?”


  The previous Mizuto was fond of girly, elegant designs. But now, the shirt resting on my shoulder was of a calm design, the kind that Akatsuki-san would occasionally recommend.


  “Well, you’ve grown significantly taller. I can’t recommend the same style as before.”


  I squinted my eyes and stared at Mizuto’s face intently.


  Mizuto’s gaze wavered, and he awkwardly averted his eyes.


  “What...... What is it?”


  “I’ll let you in on a secret...... When someone’s fashion sense suddenly changes, it’s usually because there’s another girl involved. At least, that’s how I feel.”


  Mizuto quietly looked away, appearing uncomfortable.


  “It’s because of Higashira-san, right?”


  “Well...... Let me explain.”


  “Go ahead.”


  “I’ve been gathering reference materials for her illustrations, which includes researching girls’ fashion.... So, when doing so, I would usually think about what would suit you......”


  “I see...”


  I thoroughly enjoyed Mizuto’s unusual and weakened expression before the corners of my mouth curved into a smile.


  “Well, I’ll forgive you. It means you’ve been thinking a lot about me, right?”


  “Yeah, that’s right...”


  In a voice mixed with resignation, Mizuto let out a sigh, and my smile only became stronger.


  “But remember, it’s absolutely forbidden to show any traces of other girls during our date. Keep that in mind!”


  “What am I supposed to do when you’re the one who keeps looking for such traces?”


  “Do your best!”


  “That’s unfair...”


  I chuckled softly and teased him, then I bought the recommended outfit right on the spot. Mizuto offered to pay for it, but using this as a return gift for White Day would be a bit of a waste.


  “Shall we go look for pants that fit well with this outfit next?”


  “It probably goes well with anything, don’t you think?”


  “That’s true, but since we’re at it, I want to coordinate the top and bottom, you know?”


  Tilting my head slightly, I said, “Don’t you want to see me wearing clothes that you picked out for myself?”


  “......Seriously, you’ve become quite cunning.”


  “I want to hear you say I’ve become more fashionable.”


  Enjoying the faint sense of possessiveness my boyfriend occasionally showed, we walked through the shopping street.


  We were a couple who spent time under the same roof, but we were fundamentally different from other cohabiting couples. Because we were hiding our relationship from our parents, who lived together, we couldn’t be lovey-dovey at home, and we couldn’t be overly affectionate in public spaces either.


  So, what was the most suitable place for us to act like a couple? In the past two and a half months, we had already found the answer: the couple’s booths in internet cafes.


  “I feel somewhat complicated,” I muttered.


  Closing the door to the private booth, Mizuto asked, “What’s complicated?”


  “Because we came up with the idea of meeting at an internet cafe, I can’t help but recall the time you went with Higashira-san. This situation makes me feel guilty,” I confessed.


  Mizuto made a wry smile; or rather, a blend of a wry smile and a polite smile. He sat next to me and said, “As much as I’d like to sincerely accept your complaints, there’s no other place that fits our budget and requirements, right?”


  “Yeah, that’s true, but......”


  I sulked, and Mizuto lightly bumped his shoulder against mine.


  “I’ve only been to an internet cafe with Isana once, but this is our third time together. I’d say you’re winning.”


  Bumping my shoulder back, I leaned against Mizuto’s shoulder, and he supported me by placing his hand on my back.


  ──What Mizuto does for Isana, he would do for me too.


  He might be faithfully keeping that childish promise.


  And if that’s the case... It naturally reminded me about it.


  Actually, I ended up asking Isana the details about what happened when Mizuto and Isana came to the internet cafe.


  About the small accident that occurred there.


  “........................”


  I stole a glance at Mizuto’s profile.


  He seemed completely unaware of what happened in the past, reaching for the mouse in front of him and starting up the computer.


  “Want to watch something?”


  I involuntarily backed away a little.


  Mizuto leaned forward, and his arm was dangerously close to touching my chest.


  “Hmm...... Yeah. Then, let’s just watch something random.”


  As the only one conscious of it, time passed in the small enclosed space.


  Doing things at an internet cafe was truly trivial. We watched videos on the computer, read novels we brought along, and of course, sometimes read manga.


  It was like the things we used to do together during junior high school in the library, but now it felt closer and freer.


  It was not necessarily about having conversations.


  For us, who spent time together as a family, silence was not scary.


  It was simply a time to be oneself without worrying about others’ gazes──just that.


  ......That’s why.


  That’s why──because we were lovers, we could do...... things that we couldn’t do if we weren’t in a closed room.


  No, no, of course, I know we shouldn’t do anything indecent. The soundproofing here isn’t great, and unless we spoke softly, others could hear our conversation...... But, well.... if we were in such a cramp room and were this close, accidents were bound to happen, wouldn’t they?


  “........................”


  While discreetly stealing glances at Mizuto’s face...... I gently place my hand on top of his.


  Mizuto stole a quick glance at my face.... then slowly and gently held my hand in return.


  This much is...... fine.


  I slightly shifted my buttocks to the side and leaned my shoulder against his. And without leaning too heavily, I lightly rested some of my weight on Mizuto.


  It’s still okay.... It’s still okay....


  I slowly released our clasped hands. Then, with a bit of hesitation, I timidly place my hand on Mizuto’s waist. As if silently begging for this kind of touch....


  “........................”


  “........................”


  Without words, we communicated through the air alone.


  Gradually, with the same hesitation, Mizuto’s hand found its way to my waist. From behind, his hand gently rested on my side, applying a light pressure as if embracing me.


  ......It’s okay.


  I’m sure it’s still okay.


  If I just slightly changed my posture, Mizuto’s hand might shift...... and he might accidentally touch my chest.


  But that would just be an accident...... So it’ll be okay...... it would be fine.


  Mizuto’s hand gradually moved upward.


  Eventually, it traces my ribs over the fabric of my clothes... And then, it reaches the lower edge of my chest─


  “Ah...”


  Mizuto suddenly exclaimed, and I trembled.


  “W-What’s wrong?”


  “Our time’s almost up...... What should we do?”


  Caught in Mizuto’s gaze, I hesitated.


  What should we do...... Even if he asked, I’m not sure.


  If we extended it, what would we end up doing......?


  “........................”


  “No...... Let’s go home soon. Our parents will be coming back.”


  “Yeah...... You’re right.”


  Saying that, Mizuto released my hand and began tidying up.


  I let out a silent sigh.


  Anyway, there were limits to what we could do...... at least at where we currently were. So, where would that not be the case?


  I lightly shook my head to dismiss those thoughts that heated up my brain.


  I’ve recently found myself thinking about such things all the time. When did I become so vulgar?


  Someday...... Well, I mean......


  But not now...... and not here.


  If not now, then when?


  And where?


  I couldn’t find an answer to those questions no matter how long I pondered.


  We had to be home before our parents returned in time for dinner.


  That was the rule for our date.


  It was currently March, but the days were still short, and the sky had mostly turned dark by now. When summer comes around, I would surely feel reluctant to leave while it’s still bright outside.


  Even at home, we could be together. But it wasn’t as lovers. As family, we didn’t hold hands, we didn’t kiss, we didn’t lean on each other’s shoulders.


  I found myself increasingly frustrated by that fact.


  Ah, there truly was no limit to human desires. Even though we were so happy, once we got used to it, we would start to desire for more and more.


  How far do I have to go to feel fulfilled?


  If there was no goal, there was nothing tha felt more despairing. Even the happiness I yearned for loses its significance once obtained, it becomes less than what I expected.


  How profound can love be?


  Is there something I will yearn for until I die, something so deep and profound......?


  “In the end, we settled for something safe.”


  Mizuto said while looking down at the bag he was carrying.


  “White Day. I should have probably given you something better, but in the end, it’s just a cookie set.”


  “It’s fine. We can enjoy it openly at home.”


  If Mizuto is by my side, that’s enough for me──


  I guess I’m not a person with shallow desires, to be able to say such a thing.


  As we walked along, the neon lights of the downtown area danced around us.


  I had never been actively searching before.


  But if I searched carefully, I’m sure I can find one or two. A place where we could be ourselves, without worrying about other people──a place where we didn’t need to act as family.


  It was a big problem for us, as high school students, to enter such places.


  And it was an even bigger problem for me, as a member of the Student Council.


  ......Even though a pair of Senpais had already crossed that bridge.


  When I thought about it, it didn’t seem like such a special thing, and I found myself thinking, “Well, if that’s the case...” as I whispered in my heart to Mizuto, who walked beside me holding my hand.


  ──Hey. Do you want to...... with me?


  But I couldn’t say it out loud because I think it would be cowardly. It felt uncomfortable relying on Mizuto’s resolve while I tried to take the easy way out. The answer was probably already decided since the moment I asked.


  “......Yume.”


  Suddenly, Mizuto spoke in a slightly lower voice, and my heart skipped a beat.


  “Thank you. I had a great time.”


  With relief washing over me, I broke into a smile.


  “Do you understand a little now? How high school students should have fun.”


  “I wonder. If I were alone, or with someone else...... like Isana or Kawanami, my impression would have been completely different, I think.”


  Mizuto looked up at the sky, where the curtain of night had fallen.


  “I’m the kind of person who doesn’t change much, but because you keep changing, I feel like I might be left behind. That’s how I feel.”


  “Left behind......?”


  “If I were to put it in a cool way.”


  In a dim study room, a boy who was reading a book called “The Siberian Dancer,” an unknown book, and crying all alone──now, thanks to me, existed in the world.


  “......In that case.”


  I gripped Mizuto’s hand tightly.


  “Make sure to catch hold of me properly. So that you won’t be left behind.”


  “Yeah──I’ll do that.”


  I take back what I said before.


  If Mizuto is by my side, that’s all I need.


  At least for now, I felt like I could believe that.


  ......Or so I thought, until a certain incident happened when we arrived home.


  “....Hah?”


  “....Eh?”


  In front of us, my mother and Uncle Mineaki were smiling happily.


  The reason was because,


  “Well, it’s almost our wedding anniversary.”


  “We’re planning to go on a delayed honeymoon during spring break.”


  Our parents informed us with eyes full of trust.


  “So, both of you...... We’ll be away for about three days.”


  “We’re counting on you to look after the house while we’re gone.”


  


  


  Chapter 4 translator’s notes:

  


  [1]: Here, Isana’s mother used the phrase “お疲れ”, which means “good work” or “thanks for your hard work”, while Mizuto replied with “お疲れ様です”, which is basically the same phrase but with a more polite way of saying it. You would usually say it to someone who is tired after finishing up some work; but in this case, Nagitora wasn’t doing any work so she snapped back at that comment. Mizuto probably wasn’t trying to mock her though.


  [2]: There’s a saying in Japan that those on the receiving end of a Valentine’s Day gift should give a White Day gift of three time’s the Valentine’s Day gift’s value in return.


  [3]: In the raws, she describes her self with the phrase “キョロ充” (kyoroju), which is a phrase combined from two phrases: “キョロキョロ” (kyorokyoro) and “充実” (juujitsu). “キョロキョロ” means to be vigilant, or sharp, regarding one’s surroundings, and “充実” means fulfillment or satisfaction. So when combined together, it’s a slang used to describe those who care about appearing/being popular. 


  [4]: I’ve actually crossed this bridge before. The bridge in question is just a normal bridge with pillars that have “onion shaped-like” capitals (the head of a pillar) at the top. It’s not really that much of a tourist destination (at most it’s just a normal bridge), but it’s a pretty neat accurate detail the author decided to add.


   


  Chapter 5 - If I reach out, you’ll be there


   


  ◆ Mizuto Irido ◆ The Determination of a Man


  At the entrance of a convenience store far from home, I aimlessly looked left and right.


  Going straight would lead me to the onigiri shelf, and if I turned left, I would arrive at the magazine section.


  Normally, it would just be a familiar space with no special significance, but today, inexplicably, there was a corner that radiated a presence I could not ignore.


  I remembered back in junior high school when I visited a pharmacy for the same purpose and couldn’t find said exact section. I ended up circling around the large pharmacy. Twice.


  Even after finding the section I was looking for , I walked around aimlessly for three more laps without picking up the item I came for. Looking back now, I had only made myself look suspicious, and the employees might have even thought that I might have been seen as a potential shoplifter back then.


  But this time, it was not as bad.


  I completed one lap.


  I casually picked up a mineral water bottle that I didn’t really want and headed straight to the magazine shelf. I randomly pulled out a manga magazine, flipping through it without actually reading it, and held it under my arm.


  And then.


  In a completely natural flow, I turned around.


  Boxes containing white masks came into my view one after another. Those weren’t what I was looking for, and I lowered my gaze. After a few seconds of scanning my field of vision, I finally noticed their existence. They were hidden in a corner. With their stylish packaging, it seemed as if the store knew they shouldn’t be exposed to public scrutiny, and instead were discreetly concealed among band-aids and wet wipes.


  The packaging of those small boxes only emphasized numbers like 0.01 or 0.02[1]. Only those who came here with a clear purpose would understand the meaning behind those numbers......


  For now, I gazed at the masks on the higher shelves for a few seconds.


  Then, with determination, I smoothly lowered my gaze again and examined the small boxes on the bottom shelf.


  The only differences among the lined-up boxes were the numbers on the packaging and the indication of how many were inside. Last time, when I bought them at the pharmacy, I opted for the twelve-pack, thinking that more was better for the same price.


  But now, thinking back, was that the right decision?


  If there were fewer of them for the same price, it can only mean that the quality was better. Wouldn’t it be better for the other person if we used something of better quality then?


  But it only contained three...... That’s four times the price by simple calculation, and if (if!) they ran out, I’d have to come back to buy more. Won’t the employees recognize me if I had to come over to buy multiple times?


  And the worst case scenario was that they might run out halfway through......


  What if we lacked sound judgment when we were to do it?


  Just imagining the thought sent shivers down my spine. If that happened, it would be all over. To avoid that risk and balance respect and consideration for the other person involved, it seemed there was only one choice. I reached out for the small box labeled as containing six of them for about 1,000 yen─


  ─Do I really need these?


  Right before touching the small box, such a question crossed my mind.


  Starting from tomorrow, Dad and Yuni will be on a trip. For a long period of two and a half days, Yume and I would be alone at home. That’s why I thought buying something like this was necessary. Furthermore, I had bought the same thing in question during junior high school, and it had disappeared from my drawer about a year ago, at some point.


  But would we actually use it?


  Last time I prepared, it ended up being a complete waste, didn’t it?


  ─No.


  I picked up the small box.


  Regardless of whether we would actually use it or not, I must keep this. That was my determination and responsibility.


  Such childlike ways of thinking, flowing with ease through optimistic observations, was something I should have already left behind in junior high school......


  I picked up the box of contraceptives and hid it behind a magazine tucked under my arm.


  But I still hadn’t mustered the courage to confidently bring it to the register.


   


  ◆ Yume Irido ◆ The Determination of a Woman


  ......I bought it.


  In my room, I spread out my new clothes on the bed.


  Or rather, it was lingerie. Not just underwear. This was lingerie. If anyone saw this matching set of a bra and panties, they would surely say the same.


  It was lingerie.


  It was mostly black, adorned with intricate floral embroidery. That alone would make it seem like expensive underwear, but what truly made it lingerie was the sheer lace that formed the top of the cups and the sides of the panties.


  The skin-toned fabric teasingly revealed what is sought to hide underneath, clearly designed to enhance the wearer’s confidence. It seductively offered glimpses of the concealed nakedness, luring in its prey like a carnivorous plant─yes, this was something meant to be shown to the opposite sex.


  People call it “game underwear.”


  I’ve been thinking that maybe I should have it for a while now─after all, I live in the same house as Mizuto, and there had been times when our parents were absent, and I couldn’t say for sure that such situations wouldn’t arise.


  But it was embarrassing to purposely prepare something like this as if I was expecting something, and the Student Council had been keeping me busy, so for now, I thought I’d be fine without it...... Well at least that was what I thought until today.


  And then, as if to signal a deadline, our parents decided to go on a trip.


  I had no choice but to buy it.


  If I wavered here, I might regret it for the rest of my life, so I couldn’t help but think, “Well, I should at least prepare!” I had been contemplating what to buy for a while now, so I didn’t hesitate much when I entered the lingerie store. When I tried it on over my clothes, it only secretly enhanced my excitement with its maturity.


  But now─after such an initial dose of excitement subsided, I was consumed by an unprecedented sense of anxiety.


  The fact that it was right in front of me, right now.


  So, I’ll cross that threshold soon, right?


  What is this girl talking about? That’s why you prepared for it, right? Such sound reasoning hit me out of nowhere. But...... but when such a thing was in front of me, it was like the sense of reality was disappearing. “Wait, really? Isn’t it just my imagination?” and the escapism from reality became unstoppable.


  According to the rumors I heard around, I was known as the “pure and innocent representative of the Student Council.” By the way, Kurenai was known as the cool President, Asou-senpai was the flirtatious representative, and apparently Asuhain-san was the Student Council’s tsundere (even though I had never seen her act that way).


  It was just silly gossip, but when you’re seen that way by others, I was bound to be more conscious of it and ended up behaving in a more innocent manner.


  And now─finally?


  “....................................”


  Suddenly, tension surged through my entire body, and I trembled uncontrollably.


  [image: Image]


  No, no, no. I was overthinking it. I’m being too self-conscious. There had been plenty of days when our parents weren’t around, and nothing happened, right?


  Having a piece of lingerie like this...... well, even just one extra pair of underwear was fine. There was no specific purpose for it, but it should be okay to just have it, just in case. That was all to it. Nothing more, nothing less. Once I brought myself to understand that, I neatly folded the lingerie and stored it away in the drawer. For now, at least.


  As the black translucent fabric disappeared from my sight, I felt a slight relief.


  Phew.


  Our parents were still at home right now, so them finding out about this would raise suspicion. I should just act normally around them. It’s already been a year since we became family─a whole year that we’ve been living this life as siblings and parents.


  While thinking about it, I went downstairs.


  “I’m home.”


  Just as I descended, Mizuto was entering through the front door.


  “Ah...... welcome back.”


  “Yeah.”


  After I had managed to greet him as usual, Mizuto nodded lightly and passed by me.


  At that moment, my attention was drawn to something he was carrying under his arm.


  ......A manga magazine?


  He usually doesn’t buy things like that─


  That realization made me notice something.


  There was something hidden in the pocket of Mizuto’s coat.


  Peeking out from the slightly bulging opening─a small box with a family design.


  ─That’s...


  ─About a year ago.


  ─The one he threw into the garbage.


  “............”


  A pounding sensation erupted in my ears.


  I see.


  I see.


  ─So it’s happening.


   


  ◆ Mizuto Irido ◆ Day 1, Part 1


  “Well, then, we’re off.”


  “See you later. Have fun.”


  “If anything happens, let me know, Mizuto.”


  “No problem. Don’t worry about it.”


  With those words, we bid farewell to my father and Yuni as they left through the front door. Yume and I stood together, watching them.


  The door closed with a bang. Their voices and footsteps faded away and disappeared, and Yume slowly lowered her hand that she had been waving.


  “...............”


  “...............”


  Gradually, silence consumed the entrance area. From today onwards, for over two whole days, we will be living alone in this house. There wouldn’t be anyone to see us. We wouldn’t need to be cautious about being overheard or seen together. No matter what we did─


  ─We wouldn’t be discovered by our parents, and we wouldn’t need to stop what we would normally do in a hurry.


  No matter how hard we stepped on the gas pedal, there wouldn’t be anyone to hold us back─


  “...............”


  “...............”


  I heard a creaking sound as the floorboards groaned. It was probably the sound of Yume shifting her weight onto one foot. Even such a sound reverberated loudly, as my perception had become hypersensitive.


  ......What should we do?


  Even though we’ve already lived together for a whole year, I didn’t know what to do.


  In any case, this silence was dangerous. The longer it continued, the more untangled and uncertain things would become─


  “─Hey.”


  Finally, I managed to open my mouth with great effort. At that moment, a sound came from the direction of the changing room, and we both flinched.


  It was.... probably the sound of the washing machine finishing its cycle and the lid being unlocked.


  “I─I’ll take care of it!”


  Yume’s voice trembled as she spoke in a rushed manner.


  “I’ll...... fold the laundry.”


  And she hurriedly entered the changing room as if she was escaping from me.


  Or rather─was she running away?


  As I watched the door of the changing room, where Yume’s back disappeared, I couldn’t help but think.


  Maybe... she’s just cautious, right?


   


  ◆ Yume Irido ◆ Day 1, Part 2


  “Hey...”


  “Sorry! I-I’m a bit busy right now!”


  “Is now a good time?”


  “Ah... I-I’m going shopping!”


  “Hey.”


  “Ah! I have a phone call!”


  ......I was running away.


  Even though we finally had some time alone together, I was constantly running away.


  There were so many things I wanted to do with him, but I couldn’t bring myself to overcome the nerves and would always run away as soon as he talked to me.


  It was still early in the day, and I know that it won’t suddenly lead to that kind of development.... If I start thinking, “Surely tonight,” I couldn’t help but become overly conscious and......


  Is it okay, going on like this?


  Will he properly invite me when night falls?


  But how?


  In what way?


  I couldn’t even imagine what would happen in just half a day, and my endless anxiety continued to swell.


  ...Thinking about it, maybe my anxiety was just baseless. What if it was just my usual self-consciousness and overthinking. After all, that small box I witnessed yesterday was just a glimpse through the small opening of his pocket. There was a possibility that it was just a box of candy or something─


  “Hey.”


  As I was dispersing my negative thoughts, Mizuto spoke to me while I was fiddling with my phone in the living room.


  Alright, this time I won’t run away. I just need to calmly talk to him like usual.


  “What is it?”


  Yes, this is fine. Just act normally. It’s not like we had already made definitive plans for tonight, after all......


  “─Do you know where the nail clippers are?”


  Nail clippers?


  For some unknown reason, that word caught my attention, but at this point I didn’t realize the true significance behind it.


  “If it’s nail clippers, I think they are......”


  I opened the small drawer next to the door and found the nail clippers. I handed them to Mizuto and said, “Here you go.”


  “Thank you.”


  As I watched Mizuto take them, for just a moment, I noticed something.


  ─His nails...... They don’t seem that long.


  He usually found it bothersome to deal with them so he would just neglect them and let them grow much longer before cutting them...


  My heartbeat roared before I could think.


  I should trim my nails too. That’s right. Now that I think about it... Such preparations... are necessary too, aren’t they?


  “Hey,” I unintentionally called out to Mizuto, who had turned his back on me. “After you’re done with the nail clippers, lend them to me too.”


  It was not a misunderstanding.


  It was not excessive self-consciousness.


   


  ◆ Mizuto Irido ◆ Day 1, Part 3


  As I pretended to be calm and immersed myself in reading, evening fell upon us. Yuni-san, who usually happily prepared dinner for us, wasn’t here today. Feeling restless, I realized that I haven’t discussed anything about dinner with Yume. So, I went downstairs.


  When I opened the door to the living room, I heard the sound of the refrigerator door closing.


  “......Ah”


  Yume turned around in the kitchen.


  In her arms, she held several vegetables, tofu, and frozen ingredients.


  As I walked into the kitchen, Yume placed the ingredients she was holding next to the sink,


  “Um... I thought of making dinner... Well, at least miso soup...”


  “......What about rice?”


  “Ah... It’s already cooked.”


  Glancing at the rice cooker, which was still keeping it warm, I went over to Yume’s side.


  “I’ll help.”


  “Ah...... Thank you.”


  “I’ll be eating as well, right? So it’ll only be natural.”


  Over the past year, Yume’s cooking skills had improved to become on par with mine. It wouldn’t be a problem to leave it all to her, but I feel uncomfortable just leaving everything to her and acting like a domineering husband.


  Standing next to each other, we worked in silence for a while.


  Then, we carried the finished miso soup, salad, and frozen hamburger to the dining table and Yume scooped rice for both of us while I took a seat.


  Yume dutifully took off her apron, hung it over the backrest of the chair where Yuni usually sits and sat in front of me.


  “Itadakimasu,” she said politely, placing her hands together. I followed suit and picked up my chopsticks.


  For a while, only the clattering sound of cutlery filled the air...... The silence which enveloped us was painful.


  Normally, I wouldn’t mind silence, but today it felt particularly uncomfortable. After all, once this meal was over, we would take a bath, and then...


  By the time nightfall arrived, I thought we would have made up our minds about it; but so far, there was no sign of that happening at all.


  I picked up the remote control and turned on the TV. The brightness of the variety show[2], which I rarely watched, felt oddly reassuring.


  “Hey......”


  Yume timidly spoke up, perhaps influenced by the volume of the background music.


  “Do you have any plans for tomorrow?”


  “No, not really.”


  “I see......”


  “What about you?”


  “I don’t have anything in particular either.”


  “I see...”


  “...............”


  “...............”


  The conservation didn’t flow well. It was not like we were the type to have frequent conversations at home. Even back in our junior high school days when we were dating, it was the same. So even though it wasn’t uncommon for our conversation to completely dry up, for some reason, it felt incredibly awkward today.


  So we just kept our silence while eating our food. The hamburger and rice disappeared in no time, satiating our hunger. There was no longer a reason for us to stay in the dining hall.


  Having finished eating first, I clumsily washed the dishes as if struggling in efforts to only further delay what was to come up next, but even that had its limits.


  “Well then......”


  Yume, who brought the dishes to the kitchen, unintentionally found herself about to say goodbye.


  “Ah... um...” After making a meaningless sound to buy time, she spoke up.


  “Should I clean the bathroom?”[3]


  “Ah. Yeah...... please.”


  Agreeing with a nod, Yume moved away from me and left the living room.


  ......Was everything going to be okay?


   


  ◆ Yume Irido ◆ Day 1, Part 4


  “.......Haaa~”


  Submerged in hot water up to my shoulders, I exhaled my tired breath towards the ceiling.


  Despite not having done anything, it had been a nerve-wracking day...... Maybe even more nerve-wracking than an exam day.


  But the real challenge had yet to come.


  As I loosened my tense body in the hot water, I stepped out of the bathtub and stood in front of the mirror.


  I wiped away the fog on the mirror with my hand and carefully examined my naked reflection that I could glimpse through the cleared spaces.


  Am I okay?


  There was no extra fat around my stomach, and there were no marks from underwear either...... It was a result of the efforts I’ve made in preparation for this day.


  ....And then....


  I look down at the gentle curve under my chin.


  It had actually grown a bit in the past year. In terms of bra cup size, it was around C to D a year ago, but now I mostly wore E cup bras. Even my bust measurement, which was 81 centimeters at the beginning of the year, has increased to 85 centimeters according to the recent measurement I had at a lingerie shop.


  Compared to the shocking measurement of 98 centimeters by Higashira-san, it may seem normal, but I had a slender waist, which the store clerks envied greatly. It was probably considered quite nice by general standards...


  But she was an F60 or even an H-cup[4]....


  In the mirror, I saw a woman with a frustrated expression, squeezing her own breasts. Is the world rejecting me for access to confidence?


  Even though I should be feeling proud of my style, which was not abnormal at all, the abnormality of those around me prevented me from feeling excited... And it was ironic that those two abnormal people, as of now, showed no sign of having a boyfriend, while others did.


  Can I really compete with the one Higashira-san? Who Mizuto was usually around? Was it possible?


  After a futile bust massage, I applied body soap to a towel and carefully scrubbed every corner of my body. I had my own strengths. I had to believe in that. Then, I took my time to wash my hair and murmured, “...alright,” as I turned off the shower.


  Tonight... I will finally climb the staircase to adulthood.


  I will accomplish what we left unfinished two years ago.


  I am prepared.


  Bring it on!!


  “............................”


  Thump-thump.


  I dried my hair with the hairdryer.


  “............................”


  Thump-thump.


  Mizuto came out of the bath.


  “............................”


  Thump-thump.


  We said goodnight outside each other’s rooms.


  “............................”


  Thump-thump.


  I wrapped myself in my soft futon.


  “............................”


  Huh?


  As I gazed up at the pitch-black ceiling with eyes wide awake, I couldn’t help but question.


  Nothing happened? We just went to bed like usual?


  Huh?


  Why?


  Why?


  Wasn’t today the day I would let go of my title of “the pure and innocent representative of the Student Council?”


  I thought as the night grew late, there would be some kind of subtle signal, and somehow we would naturally end up entangled in each other!


  ....Huh?


  Subtle signal?


  Somehow?


  Naturally?


  Even that was lacking specific details.


  I see. I see. So that’s how it is. I’m an idiot. I didn’t even realize something like this.


  For a normal couple, when they’re in the same room, some kind of understanding would already be established.


  For cohabiting couples, in most cases, they would have already experienced such moments, and there were certain signals between the two that could have been established.


  But Mizuto and I had neither of those.


  Living together was taken for granted, yet we lacked the experience and there was no clear signal of what we wanted to do─because we could do it anytime, we didn’t know when to do it.


  Yes.


  We didn’t have a way to indicate the timing to each other!


  Unless one of us literally said, “I want to do something naughty!”
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  With the lingering sleepiness clinging to me like wet mud, I welcomed the morning.


  ......Nothing happened.


  There was no seductive atmosphere.


  There was no incident where Yume would sneak into my bed.


  Of course not.


  Just because we lived together and our parents were currently not present, doesn’t mean such situations would automatically occur.


  We had to express our intentions.


  Or rather, I had to wait for her to express her’s.


  Nothing can begin without that.


  However, yes.


  It was self-evident truth.


  To initiate and say, “I want to do something naughty,” is embarrassing.


  If possible.


  Yes, if possible, that would be great.


  If she could create that kind of atmosphere, give me a clear signal, it would be easier for me to go along with it.


  Otherwise, it would seem like I was being pushy, and it would only confirm the derogatory term she often accuses me of being, “pervert.”


  In other words──
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  ──The initiator loses.


  As I carefully washed my game underwear in the sink, I finally understood the rules.


  I couldn’t afford to make a move and invite him, risking my image as the epitome of innocence. It would be too embarrassing.


  Therefore, I must draw out those words from him─those words of wanting to engage in intimate acts!


  This was the kind of game it was.


  It was a battle of who would hold the advantage in this once-in-a-lifetime experience.


  The fight that will undoubtedly impact the rest of our lives!


  It has already begun──!!
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  When I changed from my sleepwear to my loungewear, I descended the stairs step by step, as if firming my resolve with each stride. With each step, my determination resided.


  Until now, we had engaged in countless petty competitions, repeatedly succumbing to pointless conflicts driven by a desire to showcase superiority, from trivial disputes over sibling rules to exposing how much attention we paid to ourselves and to each other, all under the same roof.


  This would be our final battle.


  Tonight, we would finally break down the barrier that conventionally separated men and women, and the outcome would determine the fate of our future. It would reveal whose achievement it was.


  Since junior high school, I had always thought of myself as one step ahead of Yume.


  But now, she was a member of the Student Council, and I was just an ordinary student. However, I had to teach her that titles meant nothing. I still had no intention of trailing behind her, and I had to make that clear.


  I had to prove that I still intended to be the person she admired.


  Therefore, I wouldn’t reveal my desires so easily.


  This would be a once-in-a-lifetime memory─I refused to let it be dismissed as youthful foolishness.


  I opened the door, swinging it wide with vigor.


  It was a time that couldn’t be classified as morning nor noon anymore. Yume, the model student, had long been awake, reading a book on the sofa.


  When she noticed me, she looked up,


  “Good morning.”


  And then returned her gaze down to the pages of the book again.


  I replied, “....Good morning,” and headed towards the kitchen. I took out two slices of bread and placed them in the toaster and set a timer for five minutes.


  In the meantime, I drank some water from the refrigerator and moistened my throat, stealing glances at Yume’s demeanor.


  She had an air of composure...... unaware of the other party’s feelings.


  Ding! The toaster made a sound, and I placed the two toasts on a plate and carried it to the dining table. Then I grabbed some butter from the refrigerator.


  I spread the butter on the toast and took a bite.


  At the same time, I manipulated my smartphone with one hand. I should check Isana’s account.


  After a while, a voice suddenly flew from the direction of the sofa.


  “Hey.”


  “Hmm?”


  I responded, looking back at Yume, who had twisted her body to face me.


  “What are we doing tonight?”


  My heart skipped a beat.


  Tonight...... What did she mean?


  “Dinner.”


  With those words, the tension that had built up within me dissipated instantly.


  Oh, she was just talking about dinner......


  “I’m fine with whatever...... We can cook or order takeout. Dad gave me some money.”


  “Well then, shall I cook?”


  “Why would you go through the trouble?”


  “Just because...... You know?”


  “Just because?”


  “Even if we order takeout, it won’t feel like a real party with just the two of us.”


  So that’s what she meant by “just because.”


  “Sounds like a hassle...”


  “I can handle it if you want.”


  “I’m still unsure......”


  “You don’t trust me, huh?”


  I really hope this important day doesn’t end with a stomach ache. I inwardly begged for that outcome to not occur.


  “Well, should we go grocery shopping later?”


  “Don’t we already have ingredients?”


  “I do, but I don’t know what I can make with them.”


  “If it’s curry or fried rice, you don’t need much, right?”


  “I don’t want to seem like a single guy living alone!”


  “Why are you trying to show off......”


  “I just wanted to compliment your ambitious spirit.”


  As Yume pouted dissatisfied, I snorted.


  “Well, whatever.”


  “Huh?”


  “I’ll accompany you as a bag carrier and advisor.”


  “I wonder how long you can keep pretending to be an expert.”


  After that, Yume returned her gaze to the book in front of her.


  Soon after, I finished eating my toast, and there was no reason for me to stay in the living room.


  ......She acted so normally.


  Did she...... truly understand the situation we were in?
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  I had one advantage.


  The day before yesterday, I definitely witnessed Mizuto secretly hiding contraceptives in his pocket. However!


  Mizuto was unaware of the fact that I witnessed it.


  In other words, from Mizuto’s perspective, he couldn’t determine whether I was prepared for it today or not.


  I was the only one who unilaterally knew what he was conscious of. In this situation, even if I displayed such suggestive behavior, I could also mix in indifferent attitudes simultaneously, making it highly likely he won’t realize I am trying to tempt him!


  I can portray myself naturally and innocently while stimulating Mizuto’s heart.


  While giving Mizuto such thoughts, I didn’t have to make it seem like I was the one initiating.


  It was a huge advantage, almost a certain victory! I would fully utilize this position to tease Mizuto throughout the day.


  And when night eventually falls, I would make a sudden attack and bring him down in one fell swoop!


  This would be the best plan of action.
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  Just staying holed up in my room was getting me nowhere, so I found myself making excuses to go downstairs to the living room.


  Yume was always there in the living room, as if waiting for me, but since we didn’t have anything to talk about, I would always quickly retreat back to my room. This constant back-and-forth felt like I was reluctantly withdrawing, slightly denting my pride.


  Around three in the afternoon, I felt a surge of hunger, so I went downstairs using that as an excuse. I had boiled udon noodles for lunch, but it seemed to digest a little too well. It would be nice to have a snack or something.


  Sure enough, Yume was in the living room. She must have finished reading the book she was reading in the morning and was now fiddling with her smartphone while watching TV. She had completely colonized the living room.


  As I opened the cupboard in search of a snack, I caught a glimpse of Yume looking in my direction.


  “Wanna have some cookies?”


  I turned around and saw a plate of cookies placed on the table in front of the sofa.


  “What’s up with that?”


  “I learned how to make them from Akatsuki-san during Valentine’s Day.”


  “Handmade, huh?”


  She was doing something quite girly.


  Yume smiled wryly and said,


  “I usually get teased by mom, so......”


  “I see......”


  When a child does something unusual, parents tend to react without reservation. I also had moments in junior high school where I felt embarrassed to talk about having a girlfriend.


  I couldn’t find anything particularly enticing in the cupboard. Should I just accept her offer and enjoy the cookies?


  As I approached the sofa, Yume shifted slightly, making room for me.


  I obediently took a seat in that space.


  “Hmm?”


  At that moment, my phone, which I had in my pocket, vibrated.


  I took it out, and on the incoming call screen, I saw a familiar name. Isana Higashira. I pressed the answer button and brought the phone to my ear.


  “Hello. What’s up?”


  「Hello? Um…… I wanted to consult with you about something.」


  “What is it?”


  By now, she should have already finished the April Fool’s illustration, so she should be drawing illustrations unrelated to seasonal events...... When Isana asked for consultation, it was usually something not-so-great.


  「The nipples are protruding through」


  “As I expected.”


  「It’s not about mine!」


  “I know. So, what’s the matter?”


  I patiently listened to her story, which was nothing short of a random topic for an amateur like me.


  In the midst of it.


  Yume suddenly leaned against me from the side.


  “............?”


  「Mizuto-kun?」


  “Ah, no...... It’s nothing.”


  I glanced at Yume’s face, which was resting on my shoulder, like when she dozed off on the train.


  She was looking at me with eyes that seemed to be pleading for something.


  Did she want attention....?


  Even though I was in the middle of talking to Isana?


  But it wasn’t like she was a cat disturbing me when I was working.


  「Right, you see, this girl I’m drawing doesn’t normally wear a bra when she’s at home, you know!」


  While listening to Isana’s passionate speech with one ear, I mimed to Yume, saying, “Give me some space.” However, Yume mimed back, “No way,” and started rubbing the back of my hand with her own.


  Was it because I was currently talking to Isana.... or was it because it was today?


  「I am currently yearning for a fantasy of a beautiful girl with infinite durability! In order to achieve that, it is necessary to express it subtly yet explicitly! I need to convey her braless state!」


  “Well, if that’s the case, then perhaps by the presence or absence of her shoulder straps...”


  「You’re so annoying! Let me draw nipples!」


  “So in the end, that’s what it’s about.”


  While talking, I casually interacted with Yume using one hand.


  And as I did so...... the situation entered the second phase.


  Slipping off my shoulder, Yume rolled onto my lap.


  Looking down at Yume, she had turned into a position for a lap pillow and smirked mischievously, raising the corner of her mouth.


  「I want to cuddle with a girl whose nipples are visible! Even if I try not to be conscious of it, my gaze naturally goes to the nipples. I wanted to live a life as a boy like that! Nipples drawn by wholesome artists like me have value!」


  Stop talking about nipples. In this situation.


  I glanced at Yume’s expression on my lap, wondering if she heard her, and Yume twisted her body and reached towards the table. She took a cookie from the plate and brought it close to my mouth.


  ──Ah.


  Yume smiled mischievously. She probably wouldn’t stop even if I ignored her.


  Reluctantly, I slightly opened my mouth, and the cookie was pushed inside. It was sweet. The texture was a bit hard, but the taste was decent. I chewed on it with a crunch.


  「Are you eating something?」


  “Sorry. I had a cookie.”


  「Even though we are having such a serious conversation!」


  Well, it might be a serious conversation for Isana, so I felt a bit apologetic. If Isana saw the scene on the other side of this call, which can only be described as flirting, she would probably be even angrier. She might say something like, “Even though people can find sufficient satisfaction in their fantasies!”


  But of course, Yume right now was not the defenseless type of girl that Isana was talking about.


  She was wearing a shoulder-baring knit top that she often wore at home, and a knee-length skirt for bottoms. She was also donning her familiar black tights on her legs. Even though we were inside, Isana would only ever dress like this if it was cold.


  Yume kept taking the cookies from the plate and bringing them to my mouth. While eating them, I addressed Isana, who seemed to be endlessly immersed in her imagination rather than the conversation.


  “Got it. I’ll allow it as long as it’s done subtly.”


  “Really!?”


  “Excessive adherence to a wholesome branding might prevent you from being able to draw the kind of art you want in the future, after all. However, do it in moderation; within limits that won’t repel your female followers, of course.”


  “Leave it to me! Biologically speaking, I am a woman too, you know!”


  “That’s why I’m worried, though.”


  “I’ll send you the rough sketch once it’s done!”


  With that, Isana ended the call.


  I finally moved my phone away from my ear and stared intently at the girl still lying on my lap.


  “Hey.”


  “She didn’t find out?”


  Yume laughed softly. It was as if she was saying that even if Isana had figured it out, it wouldn’t have mattered.


  “What were you planning to do if she found out?”


  “It wouldn’t matter, right? After all, we’re dating.”


  “But you were in a middle of a serious discussion, you know─”


  “─But...”


  She turned over on my lap and buried her nose against my stomach.


  “Sometimes... I want to be as clingy as Higashira-san, too.”


  Her modest selfishness sent a flutter through my chest.


  I knew that feeling. In junior high school, I was completely captivated by what people call “moe”, “preciousness” or perhaps “adorableness.”


  Now I am a little more twisted than I was then.


  Without openly showing that emotion on my face, I slightly scooped up a strand of Yume’s hair with my fingers and murmured softly.


  “She’s not so clingy these days, though.”


  “She used to be. A lot.”


  “That much?”


  “When we were watching a movie here, you were giving Higashira-san a lap pillow.”


  “Oh......”


  “The mood between the two of you was so fluffy that if you had fondled her breasts, it would have seemed normal.”


  “But if I had done that, that’s something even Isana would get mad about.”


  She would probably say something like, “If you’re going to fondle them, say so.”


  Yume glanced at my face with a sideways glance, then changed her position again.


  Onto her back.


  Like a surrendering dog, she spread her arms out wide.


  “I...... won’t get mad, though......?”


  For a brief moment, as she presented the bulge beneath her sweater to me, which caught my breath.


  Could this be....?


  Has the moment finally arrived?


  But wait, it’s still daytime, isn’t it?


  No, there’s no law saying it has to be nighttime.


  ......About a year ago.


  When we had just started living together, I remember the time when Yume teased me in a bath towel.


  At that time, both of us suddenly lost control of ourselves. Right here on this couch, we were about to cross a line that we should never cross at the time.


  If at that time, Yuni and my dad hadn’t come back at just the right time, and if our lips had touched......


  We probably wouldn’t be where we were now.


  “......You’re lying.”


  I dismissed the opportunity once again.


  “You’ll get mad, won’t you......? ‘Choose the right time and place,’ you said.”


  After staring into my eyes for a while, Yume’s cheek relaxed with a small smile.


  “Well, you’re right. Do you understand me that well?”


  “Of course I do. It’s been a year since we started living together.”


  “Yeah, it’s already been a year──”


  With a gentle movement, Yume lifted her upper body.


  She fixed her disheveled hair with a comb and stood up from the sofa.


  “Shall we go soon? For shopping.”


  “Ah...... Yeah, any later and the supermarket will be crowded.”


  I also stood up and said, “I’ll get my coat,” then left the living room.


  I still don’t know if what she said earlier was just a joke or if she was serious.


  However, I confirmed one thing.


  ──If we choose the right time and place, it’ll be fine, right?
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  “What do you want to make?”


  “Curry or fried rice.”


  “Don’t tell me those are the only two recipes you know?”


  “They’re just the easiest. It’s a waste of time to spend too much effort on cooking, don’t you think?”


  “I understand what you’re saying, though.”


  “Well then, what about you?”


  “Hmm...... how about omurice?”


  “That’s so cliché......”


  “What’s wrong with being cliché?”


  “Well, at worst, it’ll be fried rice with ketchup flavor.”


  “Don’t assume I’ll mess up putting the egg on top!”


  While having a discussion, we walked through the supermarket. There was no awkward tension like a year ago. We were simply doing household chores.


  Back then, I used to look down on my middle school self and acted all grown-up, but looking back now, I realize I was still quite naive at the time. As I reflected on what I had left behind, we approached the meat section.


  “Oh.”


  Mizuto stopped in front of it.


  “Pork...... Maybe we can have shogayaki[5].”


  “Oh.... That’s delicious, but......”


  “What’s the matter?”


  ......I wonder if the smell of ginger is okay?


  I mean, is it really okay for my first time to be dominated by scents such as curry or ginger? I suppose you could say the same for ketchup in omurice. I wonder if brushing my teeth would be enough......


  “Wait a moment.”


  I pretended to receive a notification and took out my smartphone, turning my back to Mizuto.


  I searched for ‘Does ginger pork cause bad breath?’...


  What’s this? It says here ginger actually has a breath-freshening effect─eh?


  So it was the opposite?


  “Sorry! I just received a message.”


  I put away my smartphone and faced Mizuto.


  “Is everything okay?”


  “Yeah, it wasn’t urgent...... So, it was ginger pork, right? Are you fine with that?”


  “Sure, let’s buy some pork then.”


  “Yeah.”


  Rather, it turned out to be the perfect dish for today.... Was it really just a coincidence?


  Could it be that he knew it and suggested it....?


  As we put the pork for two into the shopping basket, Mizuto looked towards the vegetable section.


  “Cabbage, did we have it at home?”


  “Oh...... I don’t think we did.”


  “We had that tube of ginger paste, right?”


  With the shopping basket in hand, Mizuto efficiently moved around the supermarket.


  Did he plan everything in advance?


  Preparing steadily for the evening....?


  The real main dish was not the pork, but me, right!?


  No, no, he shouldn’t know my intentions...... And considering his personality, he wouldn’t be so straightforward in seeking it. But I was sure he was aware, or maybe he was expecting it to happen. While pondering about that, we decided on the dinner menu. Probably. Maybe......


  After purchasing the necessary items, we left the supermarket.


  The amount of groceries wasn’t much. There was no need for discussion, and Mizuto carried the bags for me.


  The sky had turned into an evening hue. Night would come soon. Tonight would be a night that would have a permanent mark in my memories forever......


  Feeling a gentle tension, I walked side by side with Mizuto at a leisurely pace.


  Without becoming overly anxious, I surrendered myself to the natural silence and felt the presence of family next to me.


  “......It feels like a long time has passed already.”


  Suddenly, a murmured word escaped my lips. Mizuto turned his face slightly towards me as I continued,


  “Time passes by so slowly......”


  “Well, you’ve been busy with various things lately.”


  “Yeah...”


  Living together, adjusting to a new life in high school, and striving to maintain good grades. After the second term started, I became a member of the cultural festival executive committee and met President Kurenai. And after joining the Student Council, everything was new to me...... Negotiating with various clubs and committees, preparing for school events─we even went on a trip.


  And then, I got back together with Mizuto during the New Year, and then we had to keep it a secret from our parents and the people at school, which was quite a challenge.


  Being busy was somehow refreshing and enjoyable......


  Back in junior high school, I never experienced anything like this. My abilities were limited, and the world felt small and divided from me.


  “Sometimes, I really crave moments like this......”


  Stamina was needed for everything. I used to dream of a school life where there was always something to do. But when I actually tried it, there were moments when I inevitably felt burnt out.


  At such times, having someone who could distance themselves from the flow of the world alongside me felt incredibly fortunate, like a stroke of luck.


  I’m probably incredibly blessed, to the point of being dumbfounded.


  I used to be disappointed in my own existence, unable to do things that others could do as a matter of course. I agonized over how I could live a normal life.


  But everything changed from the moment I met Mizuto.


  From a narrow perspective, it was understandable to say that, because it was the truth. If I hadn’t met Mizuto, I wouldn’t have thought about changing myself or making a successful high school debut. It was embarrassing to admit, but love changed my life in such a drastic way, and as a result, I am who I am today.


  And the reason everything settled in a positive direction was because that person was Mizuto.


  Now, as we walked side by side like this......


  “Hey.”


  I spoke up without waiting for an answer.


  I intertwined my hand with Mizuto’s free hand.


  I leaned against his shoulder, absorbing his warmth.


  “What’s wrong? You okay?”


  I’m fine. I’m fine.


  My resolve hadn’t been exposed yet. This was just a cute girlfriend’s lovely physical affection─


  ─No, maybe not.


  Even this precautionary measure─even this show of stubbornness──


  Was just our way of expressing affection.


  It was probably like a warm-up exercise.


  To break down the final barrier──


  “...............”


  “...............”


  We didn’t exchange another word until we arrived home.


  All I could hear was the sound of my accelerating heartbeat.
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  Dinner went smoothly.


  The process of cooking the ginger pork didn’t fail in any particular way, and I didn’t injure my fingers while shredding the cabbage. There was no awkward silence during the meal, and we talked about books we were currently reading and the upcoming new school semester starting in April.


  “You can go ahead and take a bath first.”


  “Are you sure?”


  “I’ll take a while.”


  “Phew......” I submerged myself in the bathtub up to my shoulders and let out a long, thin sigh.


  “Alright......”


  Muttering softly, I washed my body a little more carefully than usual and switched with Yume.


  Then, I went upstairs to prepare.
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  After getting out of the bath, I first wrapped a bath towel around my body and dried my hair while keeping it wrapped.


  Then, with great anticipation, I picked up the clothes I had brought to the changing room.


  The lingerie I wore yesterday didn’t work out, but luckily the “game” underwear I had washed in the morning and air-dried managed to dry just in time.


  It was sexy lingerie I had prepared for this day, but it felt unlike me, so I hesitated until the end on whether to wear my usual (slightly cuter than usual) underwear. However, I decided to honor the determination I had when I bought it.


  I carefully stuffed my breasts into the bra cups. I won’t mention Asou-senpai though, but putting on a little show is part of being a girl.


  After checking myself in my underwear, I put on my usual pajamas over it.


  “Alright...”


  I murmured softly and left the changing room with my hair down instead of in a ponytail as usual.


  And in the living room, I came face to face with Mizuto.
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  I glanced at Yume as she emerged from the bath. Without saying anything, she sat down on the sofa where I was sitting.


  The distance between us was roughly the space of one person.


  If I reached out my hand, we would be close; if I didn’t, we would be far apart.


  “...............”


  “...............”


  I didn’t feel awkward about the silence this time.


  If I had to describe it, it was...... a bit embarrassing.


  A silence, filled with a mixture of tension and reassurance, tickled the depths of my heart......


  “...............”


  “...............”


  I...... placed my hand.


  Right on the spot right in the middle, between Yume and I.


  There were things that could only be understood if spoken.


  Creating the right timing was difficult.


  But I felt like the timing was meant to be.


  In the imaginary realm between things that could only be understood if spoken, and things that could be understood without being said, my hand existed.


  There should be a level of trust in that...... or at least, that’s what I believed.
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  I...... placed my hand.


  I gently placed my hand on top of Mizuto’s, which was resting on the sofa.


  I tightened my grip, focusing the pressure on my fingertips, and Mizuto slowly turned to look at me.


  I smiled faintly and whispered softly.


  “─I win.”


  Because technically it was Mizuto who reached out his hand.


  Mizuto let out a subtle chuckle.


  “‘Choose the right time and place,’ right?”


  “Ah......”


  What?


  I had already...... revealed my true feelings long ago.


  “......What about me being your older brother?”


  “Why?”


  “The rule we made.”


  “Ah......”


  We were violating the rule we established a year ago.


  “It’s fine, really.”


  “Why?”


  “Because right now, at this moment, we’re not family.”


  ......I see. That’s true.


  Mizuto returned the grip of my hand, then quietly stood up from the sofa.


  I followed suit and stood up.


  “......Are you nervous?”


  “I am.”


  Mizuto responded immediately, yet there was a gentle smile on their face.


  “But not as much as when you confessed to me.”


  “......Forget about that, that’s in the past.”


  With my free hand, I lightly poked Mizuto’s chest, and he replied with a smile.


  Still holding hands, we left the living room.


  Even though there was no one else in the house, our footsteps up the stairs were hushed.


  When we reached the second-floor hallway, I gently pulled Mizuto’s hand that I was holding.


  “......Hey.”


  “Hm?”


  “Let’s go... to my room.”


  As I said that to Mizuto, who turned around, I felt my face turning red.


  “Because...... if there’s blood...... and someone else sees......”


  “Ah...... I see.”


  Mizuto also averted his gaze with embarrassment.


  “That.... sounds good. Let’s do that.”


  Even without saying it explicitly, he understood.


  Right now, that understanding felt really comforting.


  And with our hands still intertwined, we entered the same room.
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  When I flicked the light switch, Yume’s familiar room came into view.


  It was tidy. Usually, I only caught glimpses through the door, but during busy Student Council times, her desk and floor would be messy.


  And the air conditioning was on, providing warmth. Before she took a bath, she must have turned it on when she came to get a change of clothes. It was still chilly in March, after all.


  Yume closed the door behind her and swiftly let go of my hand, reaching for the remote control placed by the bedside. She dimmed the lights, casting a faint glow throughout the room.


  “Ah...... Um.”


  Yume noticed my gaze and turned around, flustered.


  “Um, maybe...... it’s better not to have it too bright, I think...”


  “Well...... I guess so, yeah,”


  I casually shifted my gaze to the window. The curtains were already tightly closed.


  With a soft thud, Yume sat down on the edge of the bed.


  I hesitantly took a seat next to her.


  Yume’s hands were busily combing her hair. It wasn’t that she was concerned about her hair being messy. She simply didn’t know how to occupy herself with the time.


  She had already won the battle.


  In that case, maybe...... I should be the one to take the lead.


  I gently─touched Yume’s shoulder.
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  “Hyaa!”


  The moment I unintentionally let a startled voice escape from my mouth, Mizuto’s hand let go.


  “Ah......”


  Thinking I had ruined the mood, I timidly looked at Mizuto’s face.


  He remained in a halfway raised position with his hand. Seeing that sight, I couldn’t help but feel his tension that was absent from his usual composed self, and once again, a soft smile escaped from me.


  “Cute.”


  Mizuto’s face showed a slightly dissatisfied expression.


  Wanting to savor that expression a little longer, I gently held his partially lifted hand and lightly stroked his palm with my thumb.


  Mizuto released the tension from his shoulders as if he had given up and placed the hand I was holding against my cheek.


  “You too.”


  The words whispered to me with his breath choked a little in the middle.


  “......You’re cute.”


  Well done.


  While saying that in my mind, I accepted Mizuto’s lips.
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  Deeper, deeper.


  To places we haven’t touched before, deeper.


  While our lips intertwined, I gently grasped Yume’s shoulder.


  After our lips briefly met, I opened my eyes. Without separating our faces, we gazed at each other from such close proximity that it felt like we were still touching.


  And when our lips touched again, I slowly, gradually shifted the hand that was holding her shoulder downward.


  Perhaps it was still too soon.


  However, I was filled with a feeling of wanting to declare in advance that this is what we are going to do......


  Slowly.


  My palm.


  Touched─the bulge that was her chest.


  The feeling through her pajamas wasn’t particularly sensational. Honestly, I couldn’t quite describe it.


  But Yume didn’t run away.


  That fact gave me more courage than anything else.


   


  ◆ Yume Irido ◆ Day 2, Part 12


  Our lips parted and we silently breathed and gazed into each other’s eyes.


  The hand that touched my chest didn’t wander inappropriately, but gently rested there as if to confirm my heartbeat.


  I didn’t feel uncomfortable.


  When I realized that this strong yet gentle rhythm might be conveyed to Mizuto, I felt a sense of relief instead.


  I also placed my hand on Mizuto’s chest.


  Thump, thump, thump─his accelerated heartbeat transmitted to the palm of my hand.


  I wonder why. It was something so natural, yet why did it make me so happy?


  The sound of the clock, the sound of our breaths─they all gradually faded away, leaving only the sound of our synchronized heartbeats.


  When I felt that our rhythms aligned, Mizuto’s other hand lightly pressed against my shoulder.


  “Ah.”


  Mizuto’s hand stopped at the sound of my small resistance.


  “......Clothes......”


  Naturally spoken words propelled us further ahead.


   


  ◆ Mizuto Irido ◆ Day 2, Part 13


  Yume, who had turned her back to me, firmly lifted the hem of her pajamas.


  Her white back was momentarily exposed, only to be quickly covered by her long hair.


  As I was gazing at that sight in awe, a piercing gaze caught me off guard.


  “...That’s not fair.”


  Yume turned around, narrowing her eyes as if accusing me. This was bad, really bad. I need to undress too.


  While I was taking off my own pajamas, Yume had already finished removing her pants. It might have been a pity that I missed it, but it was just a momentary thought.


  “...............”


  Yume, clad only in a black lingerie, sat cross-legged on the bed.


  The moment I saw her like that, my heartbeat, which had been calm despite the tension, suddenly exploded with a bang!!


  The lingerie that supported her ample breasts had a sexy design that was far from what a high school student would wear, with the upper part becoming see-through. She must have made an effort for today. Thinking about that, rather than her sexiness, it was her innocence that struck me in the heart.


  She shifted her buttocks, wearing underwear that matched her bra, and looked at me with a flushed face as if waiting for something.


  “Ah─um...”


  I couldn’t come up with any words.


  “I...... I think you’re...... beautiful.”


  Even I thought it was such a cliché thing to say.


  However, trying to describe her, who adorned herself with lingerie she had specifically chosen herself, with any other words seemed impossible even for the greatest literary connoisseurs.


  “Ah...... thank you.”


  Yume placed her hand, which had been holding her waist, somewhere around her buttocks as if to hide it.


  Her unexpectedly seductive appearance in underwear was something I wouldn’t get tired of seeing, but today it was just a passing point.


  “Phew......”


  Yume took a deep breath as if to calm herself.


  Then, she pursed her lips as if to encourage herself, and placed both hands behind her back.


  Snap.


  A decisive sound echoed.


  Her shoulder strap clearly loosened.


  Yume, holding the cups of her bra, lowered the shoulder straps to her upper arms.


  And then─


  With trembling hands─


  She dropped the bra─


  Onto her lap......


  “──────”


  I had no way to express the sight of Yume’s bare upper body before me.


  Not its shape.


  Not its size.


  It’s not about that─the fact that I witnessed the wall between us breaking down.


  The final barrier was gone.


  That was the most important thing.


  “Yume......”


  “Ah.”


  Before I knew it, I gently pushed Yume’s shoulders and pressed her down onto the bed.


  Her unbound, long black hair spread freely on the sheets.


  In the midst of it, the most precious girl in the world was there.


  “...............”


  “...............”


  We stared at each other without saying a word in the dimly lit bedroom.


  She was a girl of the same age as me. She was more than that, and she would continue to be more than that.


  There was no existence greater than her─in the present, in the past, or in the future.


  I reached out my hand.


  I touched her hand.


  Our hands entwined.


  There was nothing that separated us anymore.


   


  ◆ Yume Irido ◆ Day 2, Part 14


  Love has always been filled with uncertainty.


  What did the other person like? What were they looking at? What did they want to touch?


  Was I included in all of that?


  I fantasized, speculated, and worried about the other person’s heart, which I could not see with my eyes.


   


  ◆ Mizuto Irido ◆ Day 2, Part 15


  Even if I think I understood, I would often be quickly corrected to only realize it was a misunderstanding.


  It felt like someone was scolding me for often getting carried away.


  If that was the case, I should learn my lesson, but for some reason, I stubbornly held onto my own interpretations.


  Perhaps it was because I also wanted to be understood.


   


  ◆ Yume Irido ◆ Day 2, Part 16


  No level of understanding could be a quick fix that allowed us to peek into the hearts of each other.


  The day after feeling like we understood each other, we’d always end up crossing paths and fighting.


  But with each repetition, I felt like we were making progress.


  Even if it was only a little, even the tiniest bit──the walls were still coming down.


   


  ◆ Mizuto Irido ◆ Day 2, Part 17


  When the walls eventually disappear, words will reach us.


  When words reach, our hearts resonate.


  When our hearts resonate, I can reach out.


  When I can reach out, you’ll be there.


   


  ◆ Yume Irido ◆ Day 3, Part 1


  Surely, starting from tomorrow, we would probably still have arguments.


  Engaging in pointless stubbornness.


  Defending our silly pride.


  But when the next day arrives, once again, I feel like we can understand each other even more, even if it’s just by a little bit.


   


  ◆ Mizuto Irido ◆ Day 3, Part 2


  It’s okay to misunderstand.


   


  ◆ Yume Irido ◆ Day 3, Part 3


  It’s fine to use makeshift solutions.


   


  ◆ Mizuto Irido ◆ Day 3, Part 4


  If we keep doing that, then──


   


  ◆ Yume Irido ◆ Day 3, Part 5


  ──We can come to cherish each other more than anyone else.


   


  ◆ Mizuto Irido ◆ Day 3, Part 6


  “......It’s too thin and hard to sleep on...”


  Yume, resting her head on my arm, expressed her discontent with a bitter expression.


  “You said you wanted to try it, right?”


  “Well, you know, it’s like a dream come true for girls, like being carried like a princess.... Doesn’t Mizuto long for that opportunity too?”


  “Right now, I’m losing my sense of touch with every passing second. My arm is completely numb.”


  “It feels like you don’t have any dreams......”


  Yume lifted her head slightly, and during that moment, I pulled my arm back into the futon.


  With a gentle thud, Yume returned her head to the pillow, her face still slightly sweaty. A disheveled strand of hair stuck to her forehead. With my other hand, not affected by numbness, I gently brushed it aside.


  “Phew...... I want to sleep, but before that, I want to take another bath......”


  Yume said with a yawn, and I expressed my concern.


  “You okay?”


  “Mmm...... I’m fine.”


  “Well, that’s good......”


  “If you’re worried, want to join me?”


  Yume smirked with a charming smile.


  “That would save time too.”


  “Am I already losing my appeal?”


  “I’ll go in with you. At least for today.”


  Yume leaned forward on top of my body. Stretching her arm, she seemed to be fumbling for something on the floor next to the bed. Meanwhile, I curiously gazed at her chest, which was currently compressed on my chest.


  “Um, I think it’s around here... Ah, there it is.”


  What Yume picked up from the floor was her bra.


  She pulled herself back and sat up, causing the bed to creak. Then, Yume tried to put her arm through the bra she had picked up.


  “You’re gonna put on your clothes?”


  “Huh?”


  “You’re going to take them off anyway.”


  Yume froze as she was about to put her arm through her bar strap.


  Since we’ll have to undress to get into the bath, there was no need to put our clothes back on.


  “Well, um, no, but...... going downstairs completely naked......”


  “There’s no one else here but us, so it should be fine.”


  Flipping the covers off, I got up and moved to the door.


  “It’s late at night, even the mailman won’t come─”


  I opened the door.


  A cold breeze rushed in.


  I closed the door.


  “......It’s cold......”


  That’s right.


  Yume had diligently warmed up her room with the air conditioner, but the hallway had the climate of a regular night in March. March was still like winter, after all. It was not an environment suitable for you to walk around completely naked.


  “We should...... put on some clothes.”


  “Oh...... R-Right...... Yeah...... Now that I think about it, the water won’t be hot right away either...”


  I chuckled, seeing a hint of disappointment in Yume’s tone of voice and expression.


  “Could it be that you wanted to try it out a little?”


  “W-Well, it’s not like that...”


  “It’s a suitable experience for the diligent, pure and innocent representative of the Student Council.”


  “How do you know about that!?”


  As if suddenly regaining her sense of embarrassment, Yume pulled the covers closer to hide her naked body. She seemed like Eve after eating the forbidden fruit.[6]


  “I understand that it piques your curiosity, but it’s better to wear clothes. We can’t explain catching a cold to our parents, right?”


  “Ugh...... You’re right, I don’t want to be caught in such a foolish way....”


  Yume hastily slid her arms through her bra straps and fastened the hooks on her back. Then, she placed her feet on the floor and bent down to pick up the panties that were lying around. While still sitting, she slipped the panties over her legs, stood up, and pulled them up to her thighs and buttocks.


  Watching her, I crossed my arms,


  “Looking at it again...”


  “Huh?”


  Yume turned around with a puzzled expression. The design of her underwear, which revealed glimpses of her skin, became even more visible.


  “You put in quite an effort.”


  “N-Nyah....!”


  “I thought you were inexperienced in that area, but you’re surprisingly knowledgeable...”


  “Enough already! Just put on your pants!”


  I was hit in the face with my trunks. Although I wanted to express my gratitude for her efforts, it seemed she still lacked composure for such a conversation.


  We adjusted our underwear and pajamas, then went downstairs together.


  While waiting for the hot water to replenish, I quenched my parched throat. Once I felt at ease, I scrolled through my smartphone and absentmindedly looked at the inactive late-night social media.


  “....Ah, the hot water is ready.”


  Yume, who had been leaning on my shoulder and dozing off, slowly sat up and rubbed her eyes.


  The two of us entered the changing room.


  “Let’s see....”


  This was the second time I witnessed Yume undressing. The first time, my heart felt like it was about to explode, but this time I remained calm. It seems that experience really does bring about composure.


  I quickly took off my pajamas and boxers and threw them into the washing machine. Yume placed her bra and panties on the side of the sink. Apparently, they couldn’t be washed in the machine.


  “We should make sure they don’t get found.”


  “Yeah...... I know.”


  Yume smiled wryly as she looked down at her game underwear.


  “I’ll definitely be questioned if they see it....”


  Then, Yume skillfully gathered her long hair using a hair tie. I thought about offering to help, but her efficiency showed that she was used to doing it daily.


  And then, the two of us entered the shower area.


  Water began to flow from the shower, and Yume exclaimed, “It’s cold!” Amused by her reaction, I briefly aimed the shower nozzle at her.


  “Hyaa! Mouuu!”


  Yume raised her eyebrows, and I couldn’t help but let out a suppressed chuckle.


  In response, Yume retaliated by touching my neck with her wet and cold hand. During that playful moment, the shower began to release warm water.


  I lightly rinsed my body and directed the shower towards Yume’s body. The water flowed like a river, tracing the curves of her breasts and waist.


  “I’ll wash you.”


  “Pervert.”


  “That’s right.”


  There’s no point in hiding anymore.


  “I’ll do it myself.”


  Saying that, Yume took the shower away from me.


  While Yume was rinsing her body, I submerged myself in the bathtub.


  I looked up at Yume, who was showering from within the bathtub. It was obvious, but it was a fresh sight. Despite both of us being in such a state, it felt very natural, without any need for pretense.


  “Hey.”


  Yume, with wet skin, placed her hand on the edge of the bathtub and said,


  “Can you make some room?”


  “It’s already cramped, you know?”


  “It’ll be fine, it’ll be fine.”


  As I bent my knees a little, Yume dipped her legs into the hot water. I thought she would sit facing me, but instead, Yume turned her buttocks toward my face. Her pure white buttocks descended right in front of me, fitting snugly between my knees.


  SPLASH──a large amount of hot water overflowed from the bathtub and disappeared down the drain.


  “Phew......”


  Yume relaxed, using my body as a backrest.


  Looking down at her face, I asked,


  “Why are you facing that way?”


  “Ah...... well, you know......”
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  “Fufu.”


  With a mischievous laugh, Yume spoke up.


  “Well, if you keep seeing me naked from the front, I won’t be able to relax.”


  Ah, I see.


  I wrapped my arm around Yume’s waist.


  “While we were doing it, I didn’t have the opportunity to look at your body. All I could see was your face and the pillow.”


  “I was the same...... I could only see your face and the ceiling.”


  Well, now...... When I lowered my gaze, there was a white bulge floating on the water’s surface.


  Yume took a deep breath.


  “I guess I did it......”


  “Do you regret it?”


  “Hmm, not at all.”


  Resting the back of her head on my shoulder, Yume looked up at the ceiling.


  “After hearing about it from Senpai, I was worried all along...... But now that it’s over, it was more.... than I thought it would be......”


  “Did it feel good?”


  “Idiot, you’re gross.”


  I knew that. But I figured out that I could accept this kinda joke now.


  “To be honest, I’m still not sure if it felt good or not...... But somehow, it feels like we are more deeply connected than before...... like we were fulfilled...”


  “Well, I sort of understand.”


  I was not alone.


  That was how it felt to me too.


  “......Thank you.”


  “For what?”


  “For trying to be a gentleman.”


  “I am a gentleman.”


  “Only at the start.”


  “....................”


  “Hehe.”


  Smiling softly, Yume sank her body a little. I put more strength into the arm around her waist to support her.


  “Washing my hair is a hassle...”


  “You’ve already washed it today.”


  “Oh, right.”


  “Let’s just rinse off the sweat and get out.”


  “Yeah......”


  Yume’s voice became drowsy and sluggish, indicating that sleepiness was taking over.


  “Hey, Mizuto.”


  “Hm?”


  “Let’s sleep together.”


  “After we get out.”


  “Yeah......”


  “......If we sleep here, you know I’ll prank you, alright?”


  “Yeah......”


  “....................”


  “Ah!”


  When I playfully sucked on her white neck like a vampire, the effect was immediate.


  “What will you do if it leaves a mark!?” She scolded me, and we left the bathtub.


   


  ◆ Yume Irido ◆ Day 3, Part 7


  In the midst of my floating consciousness, I embraced something warm and cozy in my arms. Gradually, my other senses awakened. My revived hearing caught a gentle sleeping breath whispering next to me. Surrendering myself to its rhythm, the events of last night, like a dream, gradually regained their shape.


  Ah...... that’s right, we......


  I slowly opened my eyelids.


  In my blurred field of vision, there was Mizuto’s sleeping face.


  I wasn’t surprised by that. I didn’t panic. I didn’t feel embarrassed.


  We’ve reached that kind of relationship now.


  “......Mm, mmm...”


  Blinking my eyes sleepily, I fumbled around the bedside in a half-awake state. Finally, as I found what I was looking for──my smartphone──I turned on the screen to check the time.


  “......It’s already this late......”


  It was morning, or rather, already noon.


  The warmth of the blanket, warmed by the heat of both our bodies, was trying to drag me into an endless swamp of slumber. Resisting the temptation to go back to sleep was difficult, but as I gazed at the overly indulgent time display, sleepiness subsided on its own.


  Or rather......


  “This is Mizuto’s smartphone......”


  I sluggishly got up and placed his smartphone back in its original location. This time, I carefully picked up my own smartphone that was placed next to it, being careful not to wake Mizuto, and stepped out of bed.


  “That was close.”


  I almost kicked the books piled up on the floor.


  That’s right. This was Mizuto’s room. On the other hand, I felt like my room had a strange smell and atmosphere, or whatever, so I decided to sleep in Mizuto’s room with him.


  “Mmm......”


  I heard a groaning sound and turned around.


  Mizuto, whose blanket had been lifted, turned over and slightly opened his eyes.


  I spoke.


  “Good morning.”


  “......Good morning.”


  The rustling sound of waking up.


  “I’m going to wash my face.”


  “Mm....”


  “Don’t go back to sleep. You’ve had enough sleep, right?”


  “Mm....”


  Hmm...... looks like he might fall asleep again. But he looked cute, so I’ll forgive him.


  I thought about giving him a good morning kiss, but they say morning breath is strong..... So I decided to hold back for now and got out of bed.


  Placing my hand on my waist, I stretched my back. How is my body feeling.... Am I okay?


  I left Mizuto’s room. I was about to go downstairs directly, but before that, I remembered and opened the door to my room.


  The window was left open. I thought there might still be a smell or something, so I ventilated it before going to bed last night.


  Now, the sheets....


  Appearance aside, the smell bothered me after all. I should have washed it last night, but I accidentally started the washing machine while taking a bath, and I had to wait for it to finish.


  But I reached my limit of sleepiness and ended up falling asleep.... and....


  Our parents will be back around evening today. If I start the washing machine now, it should be done in time.


  I took off the sheets from the bed and carried them downstairs.


  Entering the changing room, I momentarily left the sheets and took out my pajamas and underwear I had put in the washing machine yesterday. And that’s when I noticed. My game underwear was left beside the sink!


   


  First, I put the sheets in a laundry net and tossed them into the washing machine, turning it on. Then I proceeded to hurriedly hand-wash my underwear. I’ll have to air-dry them in the room, but I hope it’ll be in time.... If not, I might have to hide them half-dry.


  After finishing all the tasks, I took a deep breath and finally washed my face.


  It was tougher than I thought...... Like Akatsuki-san said, hiding our relationship in a house where our parents were──well, it’s not exactly a fantasy, is it?


  After finishing washing my face, I heard footsteps coming down the stairs as I was about to start brushing my teeth.


  The door swung open, and a bed hair-ridden Mizuto appeared.


  “Good morning....”


  I turned around with my toothbrush still in hand.


  “That’s the second time.”


  “Hm...?”


  “Good morning.”


  Mizuto tilted his head. As usual, he looked really disheveled in the morning.


  I put toothpaste on my toothbrush and held it in my mouth as I opened the front of the sink. Mizuto came alongside me, running his hand through his straggly hair.


  “Ah......”


  Before turning on the water, Mizuto noticed the washing machine spinning.


  “I forgot......”


  “I took care of everything.”


  “Sorry.”


  “Why?”


  “For leaving it all to you......”


  Maybe it was because he just woke up, but Mizuto genuinely seemed apologetic. He must have been considerate.


  “It’s okay. Really.”


  “I’ll go take out the trash.”


  “I’ll leave it to you then.”


  We stayed silent for a while, brushing our teeth diligently.


  Mizuto quickly washed his face, then started brushing his teeth next to me. I finished brushing and rinsing, but I waited in place until Mizuto was finished.


  With the sound of gurgling water, Mizuto rinsed his mouth and wiped his lips with a towel.


  Then he turned around, and I gave him a faint smile.


  “Preparations complete.”


  I stood in front of Mizuto, who tilted his head, and slightly raised my chin.


  “Mm!”


  “Ah......”


  Mizuto chuckled wryly and put his hand on my shoulder.


  As I closed my eyelids, Mizuto’s lips pressed against mine.


  “Mmm!?”


  He slipped his tongue in!?


  After being captured by Mizuto and thoroughly invaded in my mouth, I finally protested when our lips separated.


  “You’re starting off too strong in the morning!”


  “I thought you wanted to be playful.”


  He chuckled as if suppressing a laugh. Can’t he just be affectionate without being mean?


  “I’m hungry. Let’s go somewhere to eat after changing.”


  “Where to?”


  “We have extra money for food, so let’s go for something a little extravagant. To celebrate.”


  “To celebrate.....?”


  I smiled wryly and left the bathroom and changing room with Mizuto.


  Just then, my phone rang with a small notification sound.


  The screen displayed a LINE notification from Mom.


  “Our parents will be back around four.”


  “That’s surprisingly early.”


  “About four more hours......”


  “If that’s the case, we need to──make sure we can go back.”


  To being family.


  Mizuto added.


  I nodded and leaned lightly against him.


  “Just for a little longer......”


  We were lovers.


  We were family.


  I had no intention of giving up on either.


  As long as that was the case, I’m sure I could be happy.


   


  ◆ Asuhain Ran ◆ A battle cry for a victory left behind


   


  I was alone, gazing up at the ceiling of my room.


  But what I was conscious of was a particular vivid scene etched in my mind.


  A large white paper posted on the bulletin board.


  As I looked at the names written on it, I immediately headed to a certain place.


  The place with the highest possibility of meeting a certain person──the Student Council room.


  「What should we girls do for White Day, I wonder......」


  「All you have to do is just stand there with your head held high! Just be ready!」


  「But waiting alone is also unsettling.」


  As I opened the door, I heard familiar voices talking, and three people turned their heads simultaneously.


  「Asuhain-san?」


  「Welcome back!」


  I ran up, gasping for breath, but still didn't stop and approached her.


  「Irido-san! Did you see it!?」


  「Huh?」


  「I...!」


  I forcefully cut off myself from thinking about the scene I had already reminisced about many times.


  I got up from my bed and casted my gaze at something left on my study desk.


  The answer sheets from the end-of-semester exams, returned half a month ago.


  Most of them had the number '100' written on them.


  Half a month ago the paper posted on the bulletin board said this:


  ‘1st place: Asuhain Ran’


  ‘2nd place: Yume Irido’


  Hey, Irido-san.


  I won, you know.


  Hey, Irido-san.


  Hey──


   


  ◆ Mizuto Irido ◆ 2nd Year, Class 7


  A new semester.


  And at the same time, a new year.


  As we donned our uniforms for the first time after about two weeks, Yume and I walked together towards the same classroom.


  “I can’t believe we’re in the same class again this year.”


  Contrary to her words, Yume’s cheeks blossomed with delight.


  We would have a class reshuffling at the start of our second-year. We had just received our new student ID cards, which were printed with our new classes.


  2nd Year, Class 7.


  We had moved up directly from our first-year class. As far as I could remember, the allocation wasn’t simply based on grades, but it seemed like we were deemed suitable to be managed as a set.


  I’ve heard that in the third year, classes were divided based on career paths. I’m inclined towards the humanities, while Yume would likely go into the science field, so this would be the last time being in the same class.


  “I wonder if Akatsuki-san is here...... and Maki-san, and Nasuhana-san...”


  “You worry too much. I’m more carefree in that regard.”


  “It’s easy for you to say that when you don’t have any friends......”


  Guided by the plaques above the doors, we searched for our new classroom.


  And in the corridor in front of a certain classroom, a familiar figure stood nervously, behaving suspiciously.


  “Isana?”


  “Huh?”


  I turned around, and it was none other than Isana Higashira.


  Isana, shrinking her shoulders, glanced busily at Yume and me, then let out an “Ah” in surprise.


  “Are both of you in Class 7!?”


  “Yeah, but...... huh? Could it be...”


  “Thank goodness~~~~!”


  With a deeply relieved expression, Isana embraced Yume.


  “I’m so glad! I won’t be alone this year!”


  “Is Higashira-san in Class 7 too?”


  “Yes!”


  “Yay!”


  Yume held Isana’s hand and jumped up and down with joy.


  In terms of academic performance, it was natural that Isana was completely different from us...... but considering how isolated Isana was, it seemed likely that the school showed some mercy.


  While sharing the joy to a certain extent, we opened the door to the new classroom.


  Numerous eyes pierced through our bodies. Most of them were unfamiliar faces. Simultaneously, whispers like “Oh, a Student Council member......” “Isn’t that the Irido siblings?” “This class has too many smart students, right?” could be heard. As expected, Yume stood out when she was with me. Isana quickly avoided the gazes and took refuge behind me.


  “Yume-chan!”


  Someone flew towards us like a flying fish. It was Minami-san.


  While catching Yume with her petite body, Minami exclaimed, “Woah!”


  “Same class!?”


  “Same class!”


  Cheering and laughing.


  Amidst the familiar joyous scene, there was another person quietly approaching.


  “Yo, Irido.”


  “Same class, huh......”


  “Don’t say it like you hate it. It hurts, you know?”


  Seeing Kogure Kawanami’s dubious smile, I shrugged my shoulders. It felt like a twisted fate. Unfortunately.


  After the celebratory commotion subsided, Yume looked around the classroom.


  “What about Maki-san and Nasuhana-san?”


  “They’re in a different class... But hey, there are people here that we all know, right?”


  The word “everyone” included not only Yume but also me and Isana, carrying that nuance.


  Minami pointed to a certain corner of the classroom.


  By the window, in the front row.


  Only the area around the seat assigned to the student with the highest attendance number seemed to be tense for some reason.


  The cause, of course, was the student sitting in that seat.


  Especially the girl who possessed a strict presence despite her small stature was someone I clearly remembered.


  “Oh!”


  Yume exclaimed and approached her in a small run.


  The air around her was tense because no one dared to approach.


  But Yume, only Yume──who had the deepest connection with her in this classroom──could easily step into that territory.


  With momentum, resting her chin on her hand, Yume spoke.


  “We’re in the same class! Nice to see you!”


  The girl, who was leaning on her hand and absentmindedly gazing out the window, turned her head towards Yume for the first time when she heard her voice.


  “......Nice to meet you again, Irido-san,” said Asuhain Ran, her voice subdued, almost colorless.


   


  


  


  Chapter 5 translator’s notes:

  


  [1]: The thickness of you know what.


  [2]: Also known as variety entertainment, are usually shows which present various miscellaneous acts such as comedy sketches, magic, acrobatics, and most significantly music performances.


  [3]: Common in Japan to clean the bathtub/bathroom before using it.


  [4]: I am not a female, nor do I have a girlfriend, so I can’t really give specific details on this unit of measurement. But going by common sense and the alphabetical order, I’m only guessing H is larger than E or whatever. (Proofreader: H is like astronomically huge I guess even though I was told that the letter doesn’t really say a lot without the number. But I mean who the fuck wears H cups. To all the girls: please give us feedback about how thicc this actually is.)


  [5]: Basically a ginger pork dish.


  [6]: From the biblical story in the Garden of Eden in which Eve goes against God’s orders to not eat the forbidden fruit, from the tree of knowledge of good and evil, with Adam following suit. 
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