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  Chapter 1: “The Catgirl Sisters and Halloween”


   


   


  “ “Happy Birthday to you, Happy Birthday to you, Happy Birthday dear Emma~, Happy Birthday to you~♪” ”


  Today was October 31st—Halloween, as well as Emma-chan’s birthday. That’s why Charlotte-san and I had just sung the birthday song. In Japan, people generally blow out the candles after this, but it seems there’s more to the tradition in England. After finishing the song, Charlotte-san immediately spoke up.


  “Hip, hip,” she said, glancing at me.


  So I took a deep breath and exclaimed, “Hooray!” As embarrassing as it felt, I yelled it out loud. Then, Charlotte-san immediately spoke up again.


  “Hip, hip,”


  “Hooray!”


  “Hip, hip,”


  “Hooray!!” I made sure to make the last one especially loud. Apparently, this was akin to the Japanese custom of three cheers[1].


  In England, it seems that after singing the birthday song, one person leads with “Hip, hip,” and the others join in with a “Hooray!” Since it was only Charlotte-san and me besides the birthday girl Emma-chan, we had to perform both parts ourselves. Apparently, there’s sometimes another song sung after blowing out the candles, but we decided to skip that this time. We didn’t want to make Emma-chan restless.


  “—Fuuuuuu!” Emma-chan blew out the candles on her chocolate cake, extinguishing all five. Today, Emma-chan turned five years old. Hence, five candles. “I wanna eat cake…!” Seemingly eager to dive into the cake, Emma-chan looked at us excitedly.


  Given it was Halloween, she was dressed in a rather generously clothed cat costume, which made her even more adorable than usual. Naturally, the costume was inspired by catgirls.


  “Just a moment,” Charlotte-san said, picking up a knife to slice the cake. After cutting it, she placed a piece on Emma-chan’s plate.


  As for Charlotte-san, she was dressed as she normally would be. I’d hoped she’d cosplay along with Emma-chan, but it seemed that wasn’t happening today, “Here you go, Emma. Enjoy.”


  “Mm! Thank you!” Emma-chan thanked Charlotte-san and then handed her fork and plate over to me. Clearly, she wanted me to feed her. And of course, I had planned to do just that.


  “Here, say ah.”


  “Aah~ nom!” As the cake entered her mouth, she closed it with gusto. She chewed it carefully and then swallowed it with a gulp.


  “Is it good?”


  “Mhm…!” It appeared she was delighted with the taste, and she nodded her head with a cute smile.


  The cake wasn’t homemade by Charlotte-san this time; we’d gone to a cake shop and Emma-chan had chosen it, so I’m glad she liked it.


  “Shall we eat later?” Charlotte-san asked in Japanese, likely because I was feeding Emma-chan.


  “You can go ahead, you know?”


  “No… I’d like to eat with you, Akihito-kun…” Charlotte-san fidgeted as she looked up at me with a coy expression. Her eyes appeared fervent, making me feel as if she was pleading with me. 


  “Alright, let’s eat together later then.”


  Although it’s her birthday, I was concerned whether it would be okay to make Emma-chan eat alone. Fortunately, she didn’t seem to mind that we weren’t eating.


  “All gone…” Emma-chan looked a bit downcast after finishing all the cake on her plate. She probably wanted more.


  “Charlotte-san, it’s fine, right?”


  Today was Emma-chan’s birthday, and we bought a large cake. If Emma-chan wanted more, we should let her have it. 


  “Yes, of course.”


  “!!” As Charlotte-san picked up the plate from the table, Emma-chan’s eyes opened wide with delight. She wiggled her body in anticipation as she waited for the next slice of cake. 


  “Here, Emma. You can have more.”


  “Mmm…!”


  Emma-chan nodded happily as she took the plate filled with cake from Charlotte-san, and then handed it to me.


  “Here, say ‘ah’.”


  “Aah~” After taking the plate from her, I continued to feed Emma-chan more cake. Once she finished eating…


  “Mm… sleepy…” Overcome by the feeling of fullness, Emma-chan started to doze off. She turned toward me and pressed her face into my chest, cuddling. Normally I’d let her go to sleep like this, but today wasn’t the day for that.


  “Emma-chan, just wait a moment.”


  “Mmm…?” As I lightly tapped her shoulder, Emma-chan looked up at me with sleepy eyes. I needed to act quickly, or she’d actually fall asleep.


  “Charlotte-san, shall we give it to her now?”


  “Yes, thank you very much.”


  After confirming with Charlotte-san, I passed Emma-chan over to her. Emma-chan gave me a displeased look when I stopped holding her, but there’s nothing to be done about it.


  Given the chance, I’d like to hand it over directly. I took out something I had been hiding and returned to Emma-chan. And then— “Here, Emma-chan. Happy birthday.” —I handed her her present.


  “Wah, from onii-chan…!?” Emma-chan’s eyes snapped open as if she hadn’t been sleepy a moment ago. The mention of a present must have woken her up. 


  “Go ahead.”


  “Mmm…! Thank you…!” As I handed her the present, she took it with a look of pure joy, “Can I open it!?”  


  “Of course.”


  “Mmh…!” Nodding, little Emma-chan eagerly opened the gift bag. “A kitty…!” Upon realizing what was inside the bag, she looked even more delighted.


  What I had given her was a cat-themed hair accessory. When I thought of a present for Emma-chan, the first thing that came to mind was indeed a cat. Initially, I considered a stuffed animal, but I had already given her a cat plushie before. So, I decided on a hair accessory that she could wear regularly. By the way, I bought this together with Charlotte-san.


  “Lottie, a kitty…!”


  “That’s great, isn’t it?”


  “Mhm…! How do you use this?”


  Even though she recognized it as a cat, she seemed uncertain about its purpose. She tilted her cute little head, looking to Charlotte-san for guidance.


  “I’ll put it on for you, can I have it?”


  “Mhm!” When Charlotte-san reached out, Emma-chan handed over the cat accessory with a beaming smile. And when Charlotte-san fixed it onto her hair… “How is it?” Tilting her head again, Emma-chan sought my opinion.


  Yeah, it looked incredibly cute.


  “It suits you very well.”


  “Mmm…!”


  When I complimented her, Emma-chan grinned from ear to ear and hugged me tightly. She rubbed her cheek against my chest, so I gently stroked her head in return. She seemed to enjoy it, closing her eyes in contentment.


  “Emma, I have a present for you too,” While that was happening, Charlotte-san took out another present when Emma-chan came to me. She had prepared one as well.


  “Thank you…!” Emma-chan accepted the gift from Charlotte-san and, unlike with my gift, she began to unwrap it immediately. She seemed used to receiving presents every year, so perhaps this had become a routine for her.


  From the wrapping paper—a cat-themed bath toy emerged. Apparently, when they were in England, she didn’t often take baths. Because of this, Emma-chan wasn’t fond of staying in the tub for long periods.


  Since arriving in Japan, she seems to have taken baths daily, but it appears she still hasn’t fully warmed up to the idea. Charlotte-san probably hoped that with the bath toy, Emma-chan would be encouraged to spend more time in the tub. If not, she herself wouldn’t be able to relax and soak at leisure.


  Afterwards, Emma-chan showed no signs of confusion about the cat toy and clutched it dearly.


   


  ◆


   


  “Zzz… zzz…”


  “Hee hee, she’s fallen asleep.”


  Perhaps sleepiness had overtaken her again, little Emma-chan had begun to sleep, her breaths steady and peaceful. She clutched the cat toy she’d received from Charlotte-san, which seemed to make her happy.


  “Shall we have some cake too?”


  “Yes, I’ll get it ready. Can I leave Emma in your care?”


  “Of course.”


  I picked up Emma-chan and gently laid her down, using a cushion as a pillow. Then, I covered her with a small blanket.


  “I’m glad she seemed to like the gift,” Charlotte-san said, bringing over two plates with cake, a relieved smile on her face. While I figured anything cat-related would likely make her happy, there’s always that lingering anxiety until the gift is actually given.


  “I wonder, when she gets a bit older, will you let her choose her own gifts?”


  “That’s right. Right now, surprises seem to delight her the most. But once she’s in elementary school, I think we should let her choose her own presents.”


  Charlotte-san truly does everything a mother would for Emma-chan… While I think that, I still don’t know the full circumstances regarding her own mother, so it’s not my place to comment. Still, I had hoped her mother might return for her daughter’s birthday… but there was no sign of her.


  “Um, Akihito-kun…”


  “Hmm? What’s up?”


  “Well… since we’re here… how about we feed each other the cake…?”


  “—gh!” Her upward gaze caught me off-guard, and I inadvertently caught my breath. Given her proposal, she probably wanted to do it. It’s a bit embarrassing, but… “Sure, no one’s watching anyway. It’s fine.”


  “Thank you very much…!”


  Charlotte-san thanked me and then sat down right next to me, our shoulders touching. Truly, she’s cute in every possible way.


  “How do we do it? Should I feed you first?”


  “That’s right… Yes, please go ahead.” She seemed embarrassed. Her cheeks had turned a deep shade of red.


  “Alright, say ‘ahh’,” Much like when I fed Emma-chan, I cut a piece of cake with a fork and brought it to Charlotte-san’s mouth. She accepted it, her mouth opening like a baby bird’s, “Is it good?”


  “Y-yes. Ah, um… now it’s my turn. Here, say ‘ahh’.”


  With a slight attempt to hide her embarrassment, Charlotte-san cut a piece and brought it to my mouth.


  “Mmm—”


  “How is it?”


  “Yep, it’s good.” Honestly, I was too nervous to really taste it. But I felt incredibly happy, “Alright, my turn again. Say ‘ahh’.”


  “A-ahh…”


  Honestly, I might enjoy feeding her more than being fed by her. After all, I get to see her look so adorable. The two of us continued this back-and-forth until there was no cake left.


   


  ◆


   


  “Um, Akihito-kun…”


  “Hm?”


  Having finished our cake, while I sat and held her from behind, Charlotte-san looked up at me, as if she wanted to say something.


  “Since tonight is… a special night, would it be okay if I stayed a bit longer…?” It was rare for Charlotte-san to request something like this. Normally, after they leave, I would be studying—but I couldn’t decline her sincere request.


  “Yeah, of course.”


  “Thank you very much…! In that case, I’ll go get changed…”


  “Huh, change? Into what?”


  “Well… consider it a surprise. I hope you’ll be pleased…” Saying that, she took the paper bag she had brought with her when she came to my room. She seemed to want to use the bedroom to change, so she headed in that direction.


  “Changing clothes… today is Halloween, could it be…” My heart raced as I eagerly anticipated Charlotte-san’s return. And then...


  “H-how is it…?”


  Emerging from the door was Charlotte-san, dressed in something that revealed a lot of skin, much like a swimsuit. On her head was a pair of cat ears, and surprisingly, a tail sprouted from her back.


  “A tail!?”


  “Ah, um… since it’s Halloween… I thought I’d dress up like a catgirl, like Emma…”


  Despite the claim of similarity, the amount of fabric was considerably different. The design also differed, so it felt entirely unlike Emma-chan’s. To be honest, I was less surprised about the catgirl look and more curious about how that tail was attached—but I definitely didn’t have the courage to ask.


  “Aren’t you cold…?”


  “Thanks to the heating you turned on, I’m fine…” I had turned it on to ensure Emma-chan wouldn’t catch a cold, but this was an unexpected benefit. Because of it, I got to see Charlotte-san in this near-swimsuit getup.


  Charlotte-san fidgeted, looking at me with heated eyes, clearly embarrassed. Even someone like her was apparently self-conscious about such an outfit. “S-so, how is it…?”


  “I mean, you look incredibly cute, and I’m happy—but just because we’ve recently started dating doesn’t mean you have to push yourself like this, you know…?”


  I was almost certain that her dressing up in such a revealing outfit was mostly for my sake. But just being with Charlotte-san was happiness enough for me; she didn’t need to go to such lengths.


  …No, to be honest, I’m really happy about it.


  “I am… pushing myself, but if it makes you happy, Akihito-kun, then it’s worth it… I want to do anything that would bring joy to you…”


  She truly was the most incredible woman. Not only did she possess a beauty that captured everyone’s attention, but she also had a wonderful nature that was kind to all, and especially caring towards her younger sister.


  Moreover, she was the kind of girl to wholeheartedly devote herself to her boyfriend. I couldn’t imagine another woman in this world surpassing her. Being liked by a wonderful girl like Charlotte-san made me feel incredibly lucky.


  “Thank you. That really means a lot. In that case, won’t you let me do something that would make you happy, Charlotte-san?” If she was willing to go to such lengths for me, then I too wanted to do the same for her. It was probably the best thing I could do.


  “Well then… may I make one selfish request?”


  “Not just one, you can ask for as many as you’d like.”


  “Hee hee, thank you very much. Um… Would it be okay if I sat on your lap?”


  “O-On my lap?”


  “L-look, I’m a catgirl… so… I would like to be pampered just like a little kitten…”


  Could the real reason Charlotte-san became a catgirl be because of that? Did she dress up like a cat because she wanted me to spoil her? It felt a bit mean to ask, so I never truly found out—but such an adorable request was nothing but a win for me.


  “Sure, come here,” Suppressing my embarrassment, I spread my arms open. Immediately, her face lit up with joy as she sat down on my lap. The weight and warmth on my thighs made me feel blissful. “Um… I’m gonna put my arms around you, alright?”


  “Yes…” Just to be sure, I asked, and Charlotte-san nodded shyly.


  I wrapped my arms around her, drawing her close, making it easier for her to find balance. Touching her skin directly made me feel as if I was doing something a bit illicit. Charlotte-san’s breathing grew slightly erratic, maybe she found it a bit ticklish.


  “By ‘like a cat’, do you mean you’d like me to pet your head?”


  She silently nodded—perhaps words failing her due to embarrassment. Taking this as my cue, I gently began to caress her head. The cat-ear headband made it somewhat tricky, but thanks to often playing with little Emma-chan, I had gotten the hang of it.


  Charlotte-san’s eyes narrowed with unmistakable pleasure, just as a contented cat might. In moments like these, the resemblance between the sisters was striking.


  “………”


  Being this close to her, I can’t help but feel my desires stirring—I am a man after all. To put it bluntly, this was nothing short of pure temptation. But, we’ve only just started dating, so I can’t let things go too far.


  “Do you like it?”


  “Yes… please caress me more…”


  Perhaps it’s the effect of my pampering. My usually reserved girlfriend was straightforwardly telling me what she wanted. Not only that, she was nuzzling her face into my neck. The mix of ticklishness and her cuteness was enough to drive me crazy.


  “You’re quite the spoiled one, aren’t you, Charlotte-san?”


  “It’s because it’s you, Akihito-kun… I wouldn’t do this with just anyone, you know…?” I had expected her to be shy, but instead, she turned her feverish eyes towards me. Her cheeks were flushed, clearly showing her excitement. Seeing such an expression on the face of a girl who is famously demure and charming at school must be a privilege of being her boyfriend.


  “There, there.”


  “Ah… mmh…” When I gently stroked her head, a sensual sigh escaped from her lips. It might have tickled her a bit.


  “………” Seeing her act and look like this, well, it stirred up something inside me, as a man. Honestly, I couldn’t help but think that a little mischief might be forgiven. So, I couldn’t resist any longer.


  “—Nh…! Uhm, Akihito-kun…?” As I slid my hand from her head, tracing over her ear and down her neck, Charlotte-san jolted in surprise.


  
    
  


  She then looked up at me with those heated eyes, full of confusion.


  “Sorry, was that ticklish?” Trying to calm my loudly racing heart, I asked her. Charlotte-san hesitated for a moment, looking a bit troubled, before nodding gently.


  “Yes…”


  “Should I stop?”


  “That’s, um…” When I asked her, she didn’t answer immediately but seemed deep in thought. I noticed her nervously rubbing her thighs together.


  “Sorry, I was just teasing. I won’t do it again, so don’t worry.”


  I was certain that if I expressed a desire, the kind Charlotte-san would probably oblige, even if she didn’t like it. That’s why I decided to put a stop to it before she felt compelled to answer. However...


  “It was ticklish, but… if it’s something you want to do, Akihito-kun… I’m okay with it…” Seeing my hesitation, it seemed Charlotte-san had strengthened her resolve and gave her consent.


  However, as much as I wanted to proceed, I’m not so heartless to push things that far. I did have a desire to see more of Charlotte-san’s adorable side, or to tease her a bit, but I chose to resist those urges. Besides, the little mischief might escalate, and I felt that soon enough, I might lose control. Above all, with Emma-chan sleeping nearby, I couldn’t afford to get carried away.


  “It’s okay, I won’t do it again.”


  “Oh… is that so…”


  Huh…? Does she seem a bit disappointed…? For a moment, it appeared that Charlotte-san was a little downcast, and that thought crossed my mind. However, considering that I might be interpreting things in my favor, I brushed it off as my imagination.


  After that, I continued pampering her, gently stroking Charlotte-san’s head. As I was doing that…


  “By the way… are we planning to keep our relationship a secret forever?” Having had her fill of affection, Charlotte-san, while still being caressed by me, broached the subject of our status at school. Currently, only Akira, Karin, Miyu-sensei, and Shimizu-san were aware of our relationship.


  Akira, being my best friend and having supported our relationship even to the point of stepping back himself, was naturally the first to know.


  With Karin, considering I would be interacting with her as a sibling from now on, I thought it might be wise to let her in on the fact that I was dating someone. And truthfully, since she seemed to have her suspicions already, I felt it was better to tell her than to have her keep probing.


  As for Miyu-sensei… to be honest, I was hesitant because I felt she’d just tease us… But she had always been supportive and had been kind to us in various ways, so I filled her in. When I did, far from teasing, she blessed us with a gentle smile, reinforcing my belief that she truly was a wonderful teacher.


  The matter with Shimizu-san was… a bit tricky. To be frank, I was reluctant. I didn’t have a close relationship with her; in fact, it felt like she held some animosity towards me, and I didn’t particularly trust her. But Charlotte-san was insistent, so I acquiesced. From what I heard, Shimizu-san had been quietly supporting us from the shadows, and Charlotte-san seemed to place a lot of trust in her. Even though it felt perplexing why she’d maintain a distance with me and yet support my relationship with Charlotte-san, I figured her primary motive was just wanting to be close friends with Charlotte-san. Or perhaps she had some lingering feelings of guilt towards me. Honestly, since I only knew the high school version of her, it was hard to say.


  “So what you’re saying is, you want to tell others as well?”


  Given Charlotte-san’s personality, I had always pegged her as someone who’d prefer to keep things under wraps. But her raising this topic now made me think that she might be entertaining the idea of opening up about us to others.


  “I… I would like to come out with it.”


  It seemed my hunch was right. While it was unexpected, if it was what she desired, I wanted to consider it with an open mind. But there’s no denying that making our relationship public would bring its own set of challenges…


  “Mind if I ask why you want to?”


  Why does she want to tell others? I figured I should weigh her reasons against the risks that came with making our relationship public.


  “The thing is… right now, we can’t be together at school, can we? I thought if we told everyone, we could be together more often…”


  We had continued keeping our distance at school. Initially, this was because we lived next to each other, and we were concerned that if that got out, those who wanted to get close to Charlotte-san would take advantage of me. Certainly, if we revealed our relationship, I could fend off any guys who might try to approach Charlotte-san, given that I’m her boyfriend. So, disclosing our relationship could very well be a proactive move to keep her safe.


  However, the sudden shift from distant classmates to a couple would undoubtedly raise eyebrows. There’d surely be naysayers poking fun or spreading malicious rumors, especially considering Charlotte-san’s popularity. These potential issues were why I had hesitated. Also...


  “Even if we’re together, you know it’d be tough to pamper each other at school, right?”


  “Th-that’s true, but… just being together would make me happy… I mean, I can’t guarantee that I won’t give in and suddenly want to be pampered…” She can’t say for sure, huh? Even before we started dating, I had a hunch Charlotte-san had a bit of a clingy side. “We could try to find secluded spots during lunch breaks and such…”


  It seemed she didn’t intend to wait until we got home to indulge in her affections. If she felt the urge to be clingy, it seems she planned to find a private moment for the two of us. Well, it’s not really a problem since she’s so cute.


  “A-also, if everyone knows I have a boyfriend, they might give up on pursuing me. This would save you unnecessary worry, Akihito-kun!” Honestly, seeing other guys swarm around her never sat well with me. While I trust that she would never betray me, there’s still an underlying unease that any partner would feel in such situations. Moreover, some of the guys’ attitudes were downright bothersome. Eliminating that kind of attention would certainly be mentally relieving.


  “…How do I put it… I’m about at my limit of patience… Akihito-kun, you’re too popular… especially among the first-year students…”


  “Huh, sorry, I didn’t quite catch that,” Despite holding her, Charlotte-san’s voice was so faint that I couldn’t make out what she said. It might have been a murmur to herself, but given the context, I couldn’t help but be curious.


  “It’s nothing, really!” However, she just flashed a quick smile, brushing it off. She seemed a bit flustered, so perhaps what she said wasn’t something she wanted me to hear. “More importantly, what do you think…? Is it still not okay…?”


  Announcing our relationship did pose some undeniable risks. There were guys from all grades, from first to third-year, who had set their sights on Charlotte-san. If word spread that she had a boyfriend, it’s entirely possible the whole school could go into a panic. However, considering all these potential complications, if it’s what Charlotte-san desired, I wanted to grant her that wish. Any issues that arose, I’d just have to step up and handle them head-on.


  “It’s fine. If you want to tell everyone, Charlotte-san, let’s do it.”


  “R-really? Are you sure…!?”


  “Yeah. What matters most to me is what you want, Charlotte-san. So, I hope you’ll continue being open about your feelings and requests without hesitation.” She was always so considerate of those around her. I wish she’d be a bit more selfish with me from now on.


  “Akihito-kun, you’re too kind…”


  “I think you’re far kinder, Charlotte-san. Besides, you went to all this effort to do a cat cosplay for me; how could I possibly refuse anything?” I mean, such a ero—alluring outfit she had on. How could I, as her boyfriend, not oblige her wishes?


  “This was… something I did because I wanted to make you happy, Akihito-kun, not to make any requests…” Charlotte-san, perhaps mistakenly thinking that I believed she cosplayed just to fulfill her own wishes, let out an embarrassed laugh.


  “Yeah, I know. But still… it’s quite a bold outfit, huh…” The relaxed atmosphere made me let my guard down, and I inadvertently blurted out what I was thinking. At that, she blushed a deep shade of red, looking down bashfully.


  “To be honest, I also wondered if it was too much… but I didn’t want to be outdone by Emma’s cuteness…” Unexpectedly, it turned out she was trying to compete with her little sister. Right, okay. Sure, Emma-chan in her catgirl cosplay was incredibly cute, but still…


  “Were you jealous of Emma-chan?”


  “…Yes.” No matter how I looked at it, that was the only conclusion I could draw. When I asked, Charlotte-san gave a subtle nod.


  I had been clearly doting on Emma in Charlotte’s presence, thinking it was what Charlotte wanted and that she was okay with it. However, to my surprise, there seemed to be a shift in her feelings. While it wasn’t obvious from her usual demeanor, maybe she had a surprisingly possessive streak, given she could even feel jealousy towards her younger sister.


  “You can be open about feeling that kind of jealousy, okay? Though, it might be best if Emma-chan doesn’t find out.”


  “Thank you very much… But, well… jealousy is an ugly emotion, so… I’ll try my best not to feel that way…”


  “Hmm, I kind of like it when you get jealous though.” My words seemed to surprise her, as she asked with a puzzled expression.


  “Eh? You like it…?”


  “While jealousy might not have a great reputation in general, when you feel jealous, Charlotte-san, I see it as a sign of just how much you care about me. So, yeah, it makes me happy.”


  If she didn’t like me, she wouldn’t be feeling jealous, even when I spoiled little Emma-chan. That’s why, the fact that she’s feeling jealous tells me that she does like me.


  “Ah... Does that mean, Akihito-kun, you would also feel jealous if you saw me talking to other boys?”


  “If it’s just a casual conversation, I don’t think I would. But if you two seemed close, then yeah, I’d probably be jealous.”


  “Even during regular conversations, I get jealous…”


  “Huh?”


  “N-nevermind! It’s nothing!” Caught off guard and answering without thinking, she became flustered and quickly tried to brush it off.


  Getting jealous even during casual talks… Isn’t her possessiveness a bit too strong? I’m sure she wasn’t referring to Emma-chan but another woman… Well, there’s no real harm done, so maybe I shouldn’t dwell on it too much. For now, as long as I don’t neglect her, everything should be fine.


  “That being said, you have plenty of charm, Charlotte-san, you don’t need to rely on seduction, you know?”


  Thinking that continuing our current conversation might corner her, I tried to change the topic. This was also something I wanted to convey.


  …Well, to be honest, it would be troubling—or rather, incredibly sad—if Charlotte-san stopped cosplaying because of this. But I’d hate for her to think that seduction is all she has going for her, so I wanted to set the record straight.


  “Wha–. Th-thank you vewy mush…” This time, it seemed I had taken Charlotte-san by surprise. She became flustered, and her speech became a bit tongue-tied. I couldn’t help but find her biting her tongue adorable.


  “But, um… since I’ve already shown you my natural self… I thought wearing such outfits wouldn’t be a big deal anymore…” Charlotte-san joined her index fingers, looking visibly nervous and flustered, and gave me an upwards glance with her heated eyes. I get what she’s trying to say, but…


  “Th-that was an accident, and the context is different, right…!? And you should never mention that in front of others…!?” If she spoke of that, others might think we’ve gone further than we actually have.


  “I-I won’t say such things…! Or rather, I can’t say them…!”


  “Well, I figured as much.”


  “I do have at least that much common sense…” She seemed to be pouting. Her cheeks were slightly puffed out.


  “I’m not doubting you, so don’t pout,” I said, gently patting her head in an attempt to appease her. At that, her cheeks quickly deflated. Charlotte-san really is too simple, not wanting to be outdone by her little sister. That side of her was also adorable.


  “I-I’m not pouting, okay…?” Yeah, it’s a bit of a stretch to say she wasn’t pouting with her cheeks puffed up like that—but pointing it out would only make her feel awkward, so I just smiled and let it slide. And so, as I continued to pamper her… “Um… may I inform Shimizu-san that you and Shinonome-san are blood-related siblings?” She suddenly asked something unexpected.


  “Huh, why?”


  “Well… Shimizu-san doesn’t seem to like that you and Shinonome-san have lunch together, Akihito-kun…”


  Lately, I haven’t just been having lunch with Akira but also with Karin. Akira and I eat in the cafeteria, while it seems Karin brings her own lunch to join us. Normally, it would just be seen as a boy and a girl, who are friends, having lunch together, but...


  “Well, it does seem odd for someone with a girlfriend to go and eat with another girl, right?” Since Shimizu-san knows that Charlotte-san and I are dating, it wasn’t unreasonable for her to think that way.


  “Yes… That’s why I thought it might be best to honestly inform her that you two are siblings. She’s a discreet person, so she won’t spread it around.”


  “Even if I say it’s not me she’s after, but Akira—she won’t believe that, will she?”


  “Given how much Shinonome-san has been clinging to you lately…”


  Ever since we became proper siblings, Karin hasn’t left my side. At school, she comes to me every break. While the other boys, excluding Akira, didn’t seem to mind, I had noticed that the girls didn’t appreciate it. People might think that while she avoids getting close to other girls, she clings to guys instead. At this rate, I’m concerned that Karin might be harassed. There even seemed to be a rumor among the first-years that Karin and I were dating. Just the other day, a first-year girl approached me to ask about it.


  “It can’t be made public, but… you can tell Shimizu-san, when the time is right.”


  It’s not that I trust Shimizu-san, but if she was someone Charlotte-san trusted, then I wanted to trust her too. Above all, I had the same impression that she wasn’t one to blabber. Moreover, considering Karin’s situation, having Shimizu-san on our side would be beneficial. Not many girls would dare to mess with someone who’s close with both Shimizu-san and Charlotte-san, the two central figures in our class.


  “Thank you so much. I’ll make sure to ask Shimizu-san not to share this with others as well.”


  “Alright, I appreciate it. It’s a hassle if people get nosy about why we have different last names even though we’re blood-related siblings. I want to limit the knowledge to only those we can trust.”


  Whatever happened to those parents upon knowing the truth, they brought it upon themselves. But it’s a different story if Karin gets dragged into it. Undoubtedly, it could harm me as well. So, I thought it best to keep the information confined to those we could trust. Now that it has come to this… I might need to tell Akira as well. Furthermore, it’s entirely possible that Miyu-sensei might have the same thoughts as Shimizu-san. Seems like I can’t just tell the convenient parts and leave it at that… I decided I should properly inform everyone who knew about our relationship. Of course, I’d also need to check with Karin to make sure it’s okay.


  “Well, it’s getting late. Should we call it a day?”


  Before I knew it, the date had changed. We had been so engrossed in flirting with each other that I didn’t feel tired, but I shouldn’t keep her up too late. Luckily, tomorrow was Saturday, but we did have plans.


  “Ah… May I make just one more selfish request?”


  “Hm? Of course, what is it?”


  Could she be asking to stay together a bit longer? That’s what I thought, but…


  “Since we’re already dating… Can I sleep with you from now on, Akihito-kun…?”


  Her request completely blindsided me, “Huh!?”


  “W-well, um…! You’re already acting as Emma’s father, so I thought it’d be more family-like…!” She must’ve expected me to reject her. Thinking that, Charlotte-san hastily clarified her thoughts. While sleeping together does carry a familial feel as she mentioned…


  “A-aren’t you worried…?”


  “I trust you, Akihito-kun… Plus, I feel safer knowing you’re around rather than just the two of us girls,” Sure, having a man around would make confronting an intruder more manageable than just two young girls. However, letting a man stay in the same room introduces another kind of risk. While I understand this might be within the realm of tolerance for a couple, any standard guardian would surely object. Well, neither of us has guardians around regularly, though…


  “Is it… not okay?” Seeing my hesitation, Charlotte-san gazed at me imploringly with those upturned eyes. Really, she’s so much like her sister. Facing such a look, I couldn’t possibly deny her.


  “Being a guy… there might be times when I can’t control myself, you know…?” Even with Emma-chan around, we have various options, like moving to a separate room if we wanted to. So when that time comes, I’m not confident I could restrain myself. After all, Charlotte-san is such an attractive girl.


  “If that happens, then it happens… If it’s what you desire, Akihito-kun, I wouldn’t mind…”


  “Wha-?” Th-this girl… Isn’t she really a bit too much in various ways…? It’s as if she’s delirious with passion, or maybe she’s just lost her sense of boundaries… I genuinely felt relieved she hadn’t fallen for some bad guy before now. I understand she wanted to be devoted, but no matter how you look at it, she’s putting herself in danger. However…


  “A-alright then, let’s sleep together…” Given what she’s said up to this point, I’m not the kind of person who could easily turn her down. There’s a saying, “It’s a man’s shame not to eat when the meal was laid out before him[2],” and it would be rude to refuse after letting her say all that. I’ll just have to make sure I don’t cross any lines.


  …Though, I’m not exactly brimming with confidence on that…


  “Th-thank you very much! I’ll head back to my room and get ready for bed, then come back!” After saying just that, she left the room with a delighted look on her face. She seemed so eager to sleep together that she completely forgot she was wearing a revealing cosplay outfit. Although I’m touched by the sentiment…


  “Is she really okay…” It seemed that ever since we started dating, Charlotte-san had been completely swept up in the excitement, and I couldn’t help but worry. I wasn’t inconvenienced by her enthusiasm, but I worried she might regret her actions later. But that… “I just have to be the kind of man she won’t regret being with.” If Charlotte-san ever does come to regret anything, it’d probably be that she devoted herself to someone like me. Thus, I just have to ensure she never feels that way. Even though Charlotte-san is such an attractive girl, becoming worthy of her is a herculean task—almost impossible, I’d say. Still, I resolved to do my best for her.


  —Later, Charlotte-san returned, carrying pillows and a toothbrush set. She’d woken up Emma-chan to brush her teeth in the bathroom. After that, she came back, cradling a half-asleep—or practically sleeping—Emma-chan.


  “S-so, shall we head to bed…?” Even though Charlotte-san brought it up herself, she seemed to be quite nervous. Her flushed face timidly suggested we proceed. Ideally, I’d have liked to study more, but considering how late it had become and that we had plans the next day, I decided we’d just sleep together, so as not to be sleep-deprived. When we moved to the bedroom though…


  “Huh, I’m in the middle?” I had assumed Emma-chan would be sandwiched between us, but Charlotte-san wanted me in the center.


  “If I’m on the side, I’d be too far from you…” In other words, that seemed to be the case.


  “Wouldn’t it be better for you to be in the middle then, Charlotte-san?”


  “I think Emma would also prefer to sleep next to you, Akihito-kun, so this would be better…”


  “Emma-chan usually doesn’t know where she’s sleeping, since she’s usually moved to her futon after she falls asleep…”


  “If she wakes up in the morning and you’re not beside her, even though you’re there, I think she’ll get a bit sulky…”


  “That’s…… a fair point….” Considering Emma-chan’s attachment to me, that’s definitely possible. It’s probably best to let Charlotte-san do what she wants for now. If problems come up later, we could always change things up.


  …Am I, going to sleep with her… It feels like something out of a manga or anime… As per her request, I lay down in the middle, with Emma-chan on one side and Charlotte-san on the other. And then…


  “Is it okay… if I do this…?”


  Charlotte-san wrapped her arms around me, seemingly indicating her desire to sleep that way. She’d become so open with me today, but this was making my heart race. But, having told her she could be selfish and do as she likes, there was no way I could decline now. Let’s hope I get used to this kind of life soon. …Although, I seriously doubted I ever would…


  “That’s fine, but... Aren’t you going to change into pajamas?”


  “………” She looked down at herself when I inquired if her outfit might be uncomfortable for sleep. And then… “I-I forgot...! Did I really leave the room dressed like this...!?” Indeed, it seemed she had forgotten she was in her cosplay attire, her face turning bright red, tears welling up in her eyes. They say “love is blind”, and watching her, I couldn’t help but think there might be some truth to that.


  Afterward, Charlotte-san changed into her pajamas in another room. She mentioned that if it were just the two of us, she might have simply taken off the headband and tail and slept in her current outfit. However, she’d be embarrassed if Emma-chan woke up and saw her like that, so she decided to change. To be honest, I felt it was a bit of a missed opportunity. But, I reasoned, if our relationship continued to progress smoothly, there’d be plenty of chances in the future.


  …Although, with her, it felt like if I asked, she’d be ready at any moment…


  “Being able to sleep like this with you... it feels like a dream,” Charlotte-san murmured, her cheeks still flushed from the earlier incident. Her eyes were dreamy, clearly lost in the warmth of the moment.


  “If you’d told me a month ago, I would’ve thought it was a dream too,” Even though I had become close friends with Charlotte-san since our encounter, I never imagined we’d start dating. Come to think of it, it’s been only two months since we first met. Despite that short time, our relationship has deepened in ways I could never have anticipated.


  “Ehehe… Akihito-kun’s warmth…” she giggled, seemingly delighted to snuggle up, Charlotte-san hugged me tightly, rubbing her cheek against my chest. This wasn’t just her being affectionate because she was sleepy. Seeing her throughout the day, I realized she had a deeply affectionate and clingy side. She probably kept it hidden because she felt the need to act like an older sister in front of Emma-chan. That’s why, after Emma-chan had gone to sleep, I could see hints of that side of her.


  “Charlotte-san.”


  “Yes?”


  “You’re really cute.”


  “Ngh!” Seeing Charlotte-san acting so adorably needy, I couldn’t resist complimenting her while patting her head. In response, she pressed her face into my chest, seemingly overwhelmed by the sentiment. Her already flushed cheeks deepened to a shade of bright red. “Akihito-kun… you meanie…” Charlotte-san, her eyes moistening, pouted and looked up at me, apparently under the impression I was mocking her.


  “I was just being honest,” Normally, unless it was something really significant, I’d never say it outright. But given the current setting, with both of us lying close under the futon and sharing an intimate moment, the ambiance felt just right to convey my thoughts.


  “………”


  Seemingly embarrassed, Charlotte-san rubbed her face against my chest in a silent protest. I continued to soothe her by gently patting her head, “Let’s get some sleep soon. We have an early start tomorrow.”


  “You’re right… but it feels a bit wasteful to sleep so soon…”


  Truth be told, I’d love to continue cuddling like this forever. However, the risk of being sleep-deprived tomorrow, coupled with not wanting to keep her up too late, made the decision for us.


  …Well, I can’t deny that we’ve already stayed up pretty late though, “We have plenty of time to be together from now on, so there’s no rush, right?”


  “Yes, we’ll always be together.”


  Charlotte-san, as if to say “I won’t let go,” tightly squeezed the arm she was clinging to. As she closed her eyes, I did the same. Tonight is probably the happiest night’s sleep of my life. I hope that days like this will continue from tomorrow onward.


  


  
    [1]: “Banzai” is typically shouted three times while people raise their arms high with each shout, similar to the Western “hip, hip, hooray.” It’s used in various situations, including celebrations, sporting events, political rallies, and other gatherings, to express joy, celebrate success, or show support and solidarity. Unlike “hip, hip, hooray,” “Banzai” retains a certain level of formality and historical weight in Japan.

  

  
    [2]: 据え膳食わぬは男の恥 — rejecting the advances of women is a man's shame; shameful is he who spurns a woman's invitation; not eating the meal set before him is a man's shame​

  

  Chapter 2: “Two Little Girls and a Jealous Girlfriend”


   


   


  “Thank you for inviting us today. Claire was really looking forward to it,” The one who expressed her gratitude was Claire-chan’s mother.


  The day after Emma-chan’s birthday, Charlotte-san and I had made plans to take her and Claire-chan out for some fun. As such, Claire-chan’s mother had brought her to our closest train station. While Claire-chan barely spoke any Japanese, her mother was fluent. I figured it wouldn’t be too long before Claire-chan became proficient herself.


  “I’m sorry for any inconvenience we may have caused.”


  “Oh, not at all. Claire always enjoys your company, and we’re genuinely grateful for today,” her mother began. “It was quite abrupt when my job required me to move to Japan, so I never got the chance to teach her the language. She had been quite lonely since she couldn’t make friends due to the language barrier, but ever since she became friends with Emma-chan, she’s been so much happier.”


  I didn’t know too much about Claire-chan, who had just come to Japan. However, witnessing Emma-chan struggle with the language made it easy to imagine that Claire-chan had faced similar challenges. Nonetheless, now she and Emma-chan were engaged in animated chatter while Charlotte-san kept a close watch on them.


  “Emma-chan also looks forward to attending preschool more enthusiastically thanks to Claire-chan. Please, let them continue being good friends.”


  “Certainly, in fact, we’d like to ask the same of you. And speaking of which, you’re quite mature for your age, aren’t you?”


  “Me?” Caught off guard by the unexpected remark, I inadvertently tilted my head in confusion.


  Then, her lips curled into a gentle smile. “I’ve heard about your commendable efforts at the preschool from the teachers. Claire also proudly showed me the flashcards you made. They’ve motivated her to learn Japanese diligently.”


  “Aha ha… I might be getting more credit than I deserve. I haven’t really done anything extraordinary. But if it benefits Claire-chan in any way, then I’m glad.”


  “I believe meeting you has changed Claire’s destiny, Aoyagi-kun. Please continue guiding her in the future. Now then, I need to leave for work.”


  It seemed like I had inadvertently made quite the impression. Apart from the flashcards, I knew she’d also heard about the cat plushie incident, but even then, it felt like she held me in high regard. Nonetheless, being praised didn’t feel bad at all. If someone like me could be of any help to Claire-chan, I was determined to keep doing my best.


  “—You two seemed quite engrossed in your conversation, huh?”


  “Oh, Charlotte-san… Wait, why are you puffing out your cheeks?” As I made my way back to Charlotte-san, lost in thought, I noticed her cheeks were slightly puffed out. Her eyes also had this slightly pouty look.


  “It’s nothing… I’m not bothered at all by the fact that you were being all flirty with her or anything…”


  I see. It seems she’s sulking because she misunderstood and thought I was acting all flirty. Well, I was being praised, and I think I was responding with a smile—but was I really acting that affectionate? “It was just Claire-chan’s mother, you know?”


  “She was really beautiful, though…”


  So that’s why she got worried, “Don’t worry. I’ve only got eyes for you, Charlotte-san. No one else can distract me,” I might seem odd talking like this in front of two little girls, but fortunately, the two of them still didn’t understand Japanese very well. So there’s no issue there.


  “I don’t doubt that, but…” she said, sliding her arm through mine. The slight curl of her lips told me she was pretty pleased. But as Charlotte-san got closer…


  “Onii-chan, carry Emma…!”


  “Claire too…!” Both little girls vied for attention.


  In such a situation, it was impossible to pay attention to just Charlotte-san. “Charlotte-san, could you please look after Claire-chan?” When it came to holding the two little girls, it would probably be best to let Charlotte-san handle Emma-chan. But she would probably throw a fit, so I left Claire-chan to Charlotte-san. Well, I couldn’t help but feel that Claire-chan looked a bit sad because of that—but to keep things peaceful, this was the best approach.


  “We’re heading to ‘Okayama Forest Park’ today, right?”


  “That’s right.” ‘Okayama Forest Park’ was a themed agricultural park in Akaiwa city, designed to resemble German countryside landscapes, offering an immersive experience with nature. Given the day off, I thought it would be great to let the kids play in nature while they were still young. The main reason I invited Claire-chan was because Emma-chan really wanted to play with her.


  “Riding the train?” asked Emma-chan, her little head tilted in curiosity as we entered the station. She’s quite smart, so it seemed she remembered that entering this building meant she’d get to ride the train.


  “Yeah, it’s the train you like so much, Emma-chan.”


  “Wow…!” Emma-chan’s face lit up and she clapped her hands excitedly. Judging by her reaction, it seemed she really did like trains. Emma-chan was an energetic kid, so she might have a fondness for fast-moving things.


  “Train…?”


  “Have you never been on a train, Claire-chan?”


  “…?”


  When Claire-chan tilted her head, obviously puzzled, I had to ask her about it. She tilted her head yet again, leaving me to guess she was clueless. Considering her mom had just driven her to the station, she probably wasn’t too familiar with other forms of travel.


  “A fast vehicle,” Emma-chan suddenly declared. She wore a slightly smug expression, no doubt because she knew something Claire-chan didn’t. Her sense of self-satisfaction made her all the more adorable. Little girls really do have an unfair advantage in the cuteness department.


  “Even faster than a car?”


  “……” The seemingly casual question threw Emma-chan for a loop. Being unfamiliar with car rides, she couldn’t gauge which was faster, a train or a car. Looking perplexed, she turned her gaze toward me.


  “Trains are faster.”


  “Mm-hmm, trains are faster!” When I whispered in her ear, Emma-chan proudly answered Claire-chan with a smug look, probably thinking that my voice hadn’t reached the other girl. Despite being young, she seems to be a bit of a show-off.


  “Wow, Emma-chan, you’re so smart!”


  “Mm-hmm!” Emma-chan beamed, nodding energetically, at Claire-chan’s praise. Watching their interaction, I felt like I was starting to understand the secret behind their good relationship. It wasn’t just that they understood each other’s words; it had to be something deeper. Emma-chan would have distanced herself long ago if that were the case. No, it was probably because Claire-chan was genuinely pure-hearted and generous with her compliments. And because of that, Emma-chan remained in high spirits. Though they had once fought over a stuffed animal, it seemed neither was holding onto that past squabble, which was a relief. But still…


  “I’m genuinely getting concerned about Emma’s future…” It seemed that Charlotte-san had formed a different impression than me. She whispered in Japanese, probably so that only I would understand.


  “Don’t worry, she’s still young. She’ll learn more and more as she grows.”


  “But… it would be better to guide her, before she turns arrogant or becomes a know-it-all and a show-off.”


  “Right now, letting her grow freely is what’s best for her. Kids are like sponges; they soak up new things quickly. I want to let her experience as much as possible without scolding her too much. Otherwise, she’ll become inhibited and won’t be able to do what she wants,” I understood where Charlotte-san was coming from. Even though the people at school are still just teenagers, there are many kinds of people there. Good people, bad people, and everyone in between. So, it makes sense she’d want to properly guide the child now to prevent future misbehavior. But, I don’t think it’s time for that just yet. “But for now, this is a time when she can get by just being cute. If it ever becomes a problem, that’s when you should teach her—properly explain why certain behaviors aren’t okay, and not just scold her.”


  “Akihito-kun, you truly are amazing… Despite us being the same age, you seem so much more mature than me.”


  That doesn’t mean I look old, right…? Those thoughts flitted through my mind for a moment, but I knew Charlotte-san wouldn’t mean it that way, so I moved on. “You’re giving me too much credit. Talk is cheap, and if you ask me if I’ve actually accomplished any of it, I’d say I’ve still got a long way to go. When it comes to education, I’m still fumbling in the dark.”


  Ever since Charlotte-san asked me to act as a father figure, I’ve been doing my own research. What’s best for Emma-chan? How can she grow up to be a respectable adult? Since an important girl asked me, I really wanted to make sure I lived up to that responsibility. Besides, Emma-chan herself has become incredibly important to me. If it’s for her to grow up into a wonderful adult, I want to support her with everything I’ve got.


  “Onii-chan, you’re speaking Japanese again…!” It seemed like Emma-chan was getting frustrated because she couldn’t understand our conversation; she was puffing out her cheeks in displeasure. Guess we talked a bit too long.


  “Claire, still doesn’t understand Japanese…” Claire also gave me a sad look. I really needed to be more mindful, it seemed.


  “Sorry, both of you, we’ll speak in English from now on.”


  “I’m sorry.” Charlotte-san and I had offered our apologies to the two little girls. Claire-chan seemed content and turned her attention back forward. However, Emma-chan still looked like she had something more to say as she fixed her eyes on Charlotte-san. “What’s the matter?” 


  “Lottie, you can’t hog Onii-chan.” It appeared that Emma-chan thought Charlotte-san was trying to monopolize me by speaking in Japanese—a somewhat understandable assumption since she couldn’t grasp the content of our conversation.


  “Y-you’re right. Yes, I’m sorry.” Charlotte-san responded, clearly flustered. She likely hadn’t anticipated being called out like this, especially by Emma-chan.


  “Everyone should get along, that’s important,” Emma-chan concluded, her young face brightening with a smile in response to Charlotte-san’s second apology.


  Is this what I think it is? Are they trying to share me, so everyone gets along? It’s risky to read too much into the words of a child, but even I was at a loss on how to react. I suspect that Emma-chan was generalizing from that time she and Claire-chan had tussled over a cat plushie. What was ironic was that, if anyone was monopolizing my time while awake, it was unquestionably Emma-chan—though she seemed blissfully unaware of this fact.


  And so, we boarded the train, our faces marked by strained yet warm smiles, all thanks to an exceptionally pleased Emma-chan.


   


  ◆


   


  “We’re here…!” As we stepped off the bus at our destination, Emma-chan stretched out her arms in sheer delight. Even though we had to switch from train to bus midway, the journey must have felt considerably long for such a young child. Nonetheless, she looked quite energized.


  “……♪” Looking over, I saw that Claire-chan, cradled in Charlotte-san’s arms, also seemed to be in a good mood. I’d heard that she was fond of flowers and animals, so I guessed the natural surroundings were a real treat for her.


  “It’s my first time here, but this place is rich with nature, isn’t it? It’s calming.”


  “Yeah, where we live is somewhat rural, but it’s not as bountiful as this.”


  “Don’t you find it appealing to spend your retirement surrounded by nature like this?” Was she insinuating that she was contemplating our future together? Though it seemed like the kind of thing she might say without a second thought, the idea that she was thinking about our distant future was heartwarming.


  “Yeah, I’d love to live a laid-back life surrounded by nature like this,” I replied, smiling as I shifted my gaze to Emma-chan, who was nestled in my arms. What would she grow up to be like, I wondered. I couldn’t help but look forward to seeing that future version of her.


  “Hmm?” Emma-chan must’ve sensed my stare because she looked up and flashed me an infectious smile. What a truly adorable child.


  “There, there,”


  “Mh, tee hee…” As I patted her head gently, she leaned into the touch, pleased as punch. She’d always had a thing for having her head patted.


  “Claire too…” Seeing that, perhaps feeling envious, Claire-chan also leaned her head toward me. For a moment, Charlotte-san seemed unsure whether to pet Claire-chan herself but ultimately decided to leave it to me, since Claire-chan was clearly angling for my touch. So I removed my hand from Emma-chan’s head and reached out to Claire-chan.


  “Ah…” Just as I switched my attention from Emma-chan to Claire-chan, Emma-chan momentarily wore a face of discontent. But she quickly caught on and seemed to muster her patience, apparently having matured since the time she and Claire-chan had quarreled over the stuffed animal. I genuinely thought that, at this rate, Charlotte-san’s concerns would prove to be nothing but worries, and she would grow up just fine.


  “Does it hurt?”


  “No, it feels good…” When I asked if the pressure of my pats was okay, Claire-chan seemed genuinely pleased, her face lighting up in response. Apparently, the daily ritual of patting Emma-chan’s head had honed my skills; the touch was just right. And as I continued to pamper Claire-chan…


  “Mm…!” It was like Emma-chan was saying, “It’s my turn now!” as she nudged her head towards me. So, I obliged and patted her as well. Then after a bit, Claire-chan was back, offering her head again. I was starting to realize this was going to be a back-and-forth affair. Indulging them like that, however…


  “Sh-should we get going soon…?” Charlotte-san finally intervened, gently pulling on my shirt sleeve as if to call time-out. She must have thought that this patting cycle would never end if she didn’t step in. 


  “Sorry, let’s go.”


  I stopped the patting session, but neither Emma-chan nor Claire-chan looked disappointed. We’d spent enough time for them both to be satisfied. If anyone wasn’t satisfied, it was probably— “I was the only one left out…” —Charlotte-san. Her words were barely audible, but her expression seemed slightly forlorn.


  Following this, we moved into “Okayama Forest Park.” Since we’re within the premises and there was no danger from cars, Charlotte-san and I let the little girls down on the ground. While I half-expected Emma-chan to clamor to be picked up again, she refrained, likely because of Claire-chan’s presence. Instead, she took hold of my right hand. If she couldn’t be carried, she’d settle for holding hands as we walked. Seeing that, Claire-chan also timidly reached out and grabbed my free left hand. So there I was, both hands fully occupied.


  “This is getting… complicated,” Charlotte-san muttered something again upon seeing this scene. She probably felt left out, being the only one without a hand to hold. It would have been nice if Claire-chan had held Charlotte-san’s hand instead of mine… well, she was probably just following Emma-chan’s lead. In the end, feeling awkward about interfering, I simply continued walking. As we strolled down a path surrounded by plants and flowers…


  “Ah, that swing…” Charlotte-san stopped in her tracks, her eyes fixed on a particular swing in the village area.


  “Hm? Want to give it a try?”


  “Um… that’s not exactly it… You see, that swing is supposed to be modeled after a very famous swing from an anime set in the Alps[1].”


  Looking where she pointed, I noticed a large sign nearby featuring an illustration of a young girl that even I recognized. Made sense, I couldn’t blame her for being intrigued, given how much she liked anime.


  “Come on, let’s go on it.”


  “Huh, but…” Charlotte-san hesitated, glancing briefly at Emma-chan and Claire-chan.


  “Although we came here mainly for Emma-chan and Claire-chan, I’d like for you to have fun today too, Charlotte-san,” Understanding what was bothering her, I quickly offered reassurance, then turned to the little girls, “Emma-chan, Claire-chan, do you two want to try the swing?”


  “Mm-hmm!”


  “I wanna ride it…” Emma-chan energetically raised her right hand, while Claire-chan gave a shy smile and a small nod.


  “See? They’re up for it too. What do you think?”


  “Geez… Akihito-kun, you’re even good at handling me as well…” Charlotte-san said with a rueful smile. She then gently pinched the sleeve of my shirt, “I’ll take you up on that offer.”


  Pleased that she’d come around, I smiled back. And so, we went on to buy tickets for the swing. It seemed large enough to hold two people, but given that both Emma-chan and Claire-chan needed to be held, Charlotte-san and I decided to ride separately. I took Emma-chan and she took Claire-chan.


  “It’s so big…” Looking at the swing up close, Emma-chan marveled at the incredibly long rope suspending the seat. Indeed, you don’t come across a swing set this big every day.


  First Charlotte-san and Claire-chan took their turn, and then it was Emma-chan and I. Thanks to the gentle push from the staff, it seemed like the kids enjoyed themselves. Then, after checking out the observation deck, we headed to the play area—a spot filled with all sorts of attractions to enjoy.


  “Onii-chan, I wanna do that one,” Emma-chan pointed to a go-kart where a father and what looked like an elementary school girl were riding. It does look tempting, I have to admit…


  “I wonder… how old do you need to be to ride that?” Just as Charlotte-san had expressed, these kinds of rides often had age and height restrictions for safety reasons. At the very least, it seemed like you’d need to be in elementary school to hop on…


  “—I apologize, you need to be at least eight years old…” When I asked the staff member, it turned out that, sure enough, Emma-chan and Claire-chan couldn’t take a spin.


  “I’m sorry, Emma-chan. You’ll have to wait till you’re a bit older to ride.”


  “Nh…”


  When Emma-chan realized she couldn’t ride, her spirits took a nosedive. She didn’t throw a fit; she must’ve understood that it wouldn’t do her any good. This little girl was sharp—quick to throw in the towel when she realized her demands aren’t going to happen. On the flip side, when she did dig her heels in and started to fuss, it was only because she believed her demands would be met.


  —There was a time before when she threw a fit about taking a bath, but that was probably because she didn’t yet understand the dynamics between boys and girls. She must’ve thought her request would be granted, which is why she was so stubborn about it.


  “Is there something else you’d like to ride?”


  “That…” Next, Emma-chan pointed to a duck-shaped paddle boat floating on a pond.


  …That one’s up in the air too… My heart was pounding as I went up to the employee to see if Emma and Claire were old enough to go on the ride. And then…


  “Yes, it’s fine for those as young as four.”


  Having just celebrated her birthday yesterday, Emma-chan was obviously old enough, and Claire-chan just made the cut-off age, too. “It looks like we can ride it.”


  “Mmm…! Claire-chan, let’s go!” Emma-chan nodded excitedly and called out to Claire-chan.


  “Ducky…ride.” Claire-chan seemed eager to ride as well, and she started to fidget restlessly. I couldn’t help but feel amused by their excitement as I rented a four-seater paddle boat for us.


  “Both of you, don’t try to touch the water, okay?”


  Not sure if calling it a ‘pond’ would get the point across, so I simplified it to ‘water’ when telling them. In response, Emma-chan energetically raised her hand, and upon seeing her, a shy-looking Claire-chan also raised hers. Seemed like Claire-chan was a bit on the timid side.


  “You really have the father routine down, huh…” Charlotte-san said, a wry smile on her face as she looked at me. Well, I had to admit, I do feel like I’m playing the father role to a tee… So, with me and Emma-chan in the front and Charlotte-san and Claire-chan in the back, we hopped onto the paddle boat and relished exploring the pond.


  Next up was a grassy slide. It was a super-sized slope stretching 32 meters, where kids could slide down on plastic sleds. It seemed to be a hit with children. Kids over the age of four could go solo, but Emma-chan insisted on sliding down with me. On the other hand, Claire-chan seemed to find the whole thing a bit daunting and opted out. Since I couldn’t force her, I left Claire-chan with Charlotte-san and headed to the top of the slope with Emma-chan. Once we got to the top…


  “………” Staring down, Emma-chan was at a loss for words, frozen in place. Seems like she fully grasped the height now that we were up there. “Onii-chan…”


  “Hm?”


  “Emma’s fine… Onii-chan, can go alone.”


  It seemed Emma-chan was ready to forgo her own ride so that I could go alone. Now what should I do? While I had respected Claire-chan’s more timid nature and didn’t push her, Emma-chan was a bundle of energy and curiosity. I really wanted her to experience the grassy slide. Once she tried it, she’d surely love it. Her current hesitation was just fear of the unknown. So, I racked my brains for a way to coax her into it.


  “—Emma-chan, it’ll be safe if I slide with you, okay? Are you still scared?” It felt a bit like a low blow, but I decided to leverage the trust Emma-chan had in me. Her eyes wandered hesitantly before ultimately settling back on me.


  “Mhm…” She gave a tiny nod and squeezed my hand that she was holding more tightly. It looked like she had made up her mind.


  “Don’t worry, it’s completely safe,” I reassured her as we took our seats on the sled. Emma-chan sat between my legs. And then…


  “Waaaaaaah!” As we zipped down the slope, Emma-chan screamed. She seemed to be having a thrill ride akin to a roller coaster. “………”


  “E-Emma-chan, are you okay…?” I asked, concern creeping into my voice as she sat motionless even after the ride had ended. Maybe it was too much for her after all? Just as I was contemplating that…


  “Onii-chan, again…!” Emma-chan suddenly whirled around to face me, her cheeks flushed, clearly buzzing with excitement.


  “Did you have fun?”


  “Mm-hmm…!”


  It turned out my worries had been for naught. As I had hoped, she seemed to have enjoyed it. For the rest of our time there, we went down the slide again and again at Emma-chan’s insistence, having the time of our lives.


  
    
  


  However, because of that…


  “Claire too…?”


  Seeing Emma-chan slide down multiple times with such joy seemed to have piqued Claire-chan’s interest as well. So this time, she and I paired up, while Charlotte-san teamed up with Emma-chan, and we continued to ride down the slide until we ran out of time.


   


  ◆


   


  “The next stop is a place where we can interact with animals.”


  “Kitties!?”


  While we were leaving the play area to head toward the petting area, a section designed for interacting with animals, Charlotte-san peered at the park map and made the announcement. Emma-chan instantly responded enthusiastically. Hearing the word “animals,” she must have jumped to the conclusion that cats would be involved. This little one loves cats so much that, to her, “animal” is synonymous with “cat.”


  “There might not be any cats…” It seems like it’s okay to bring in dogs, though…


  “Mm…” Emma-chan’s enthusiasm deflated upon hearing the news. Well, I can understand her wanting to play with cats…


  “Let’s play with cats another day at the zoo. Today, we can have fun with other animals.”


  “Nh.” She seemed slightly reluctant but appeared to come to terms with it. It’s a relief that she’s so understanding.


  “Claire also wanted to play with kitties…” As I was patting Emma-chan’s head, Claire-chan cast a longing look my way. Is this her way of asking me to comfort her too? I patted her head as well, and she wore a pleased expression, mirroring Emma-chan’s. It looks like she’s satisfied.


  “How nice…”


  “Hm? What’s up, Charlotte-san?” While I was patting the two of them, I noticed Charlotte-san eyeing us with a look, as if she had something she wanted to say. However, she just shook her head from side to side.


  “No, it’s nothing at all.” It didn’t seem like it was nothing, but Charlotte-san was always one to swallow her words. Maybe she didn’t want to say what was on her mind in front of Emma-chan and the others.


  “Onii-chan, let’s go play with the animals!” While I was distracted by Charlotte-san, Emma-chan tugged impatiently at the sleeve of my shirt. She was clearly eager to see the animals. Seeing Emma-chan’s enthusiasm, Claire-chan did the same, pulling at my sleeve as well. It appeared that Claire-chan enjoyed imitating Emma-chan. Perhaps her past desire to borrow the cat plushie had also been because Emma-chan had it. She must really like Emma-chan.


  “Alright, let’s head over to the animals.” Guided by the two adorable little girls, I started walking toward the animals.


  “—Onii-chan, there are bunnies!”


  “Bunnies…!” Both Emma-chan and Claire-chan started to bounce with excitement at the sight of the rabbits. Or more accurately, Emma-chan had started jumping, and Claire-chan followed suit.


  “It looks like we can feed them. Want to give it a try?”


  “Feed them!? Let’s do it!”


  “Do it…!”


  Seeing the two girls eager to participate, I put some money into a nearby feed dispenser that dispensed animal treats. I needed some for Claire-chan as well, so I used the machine once more, dividing the treats into separate scoops for each of them. After handing them to Emma-chan and Claire-chan, I turned my gaze to Charlotte-san.


  “Since we have the opportunity, why don’t you give it a try too, Charlotte-san? Not just the rabbits, but you can also feed goats and alpacas.” I had the impression that Charlotte-san seemed interested, so I made the suggestion. She hesitated for a moment before taking out some money. “No need, I’ll cover it.”


  “But you’ve already paid for Emma and Claire-chan…”


  “Don’t worry about it. I rarely get the chance to use the money anyway.”


  I received a monthly stipend that I’m free to spend as I wanted, but I hardly used it for anything other than essential living costs, so I have a good amount saved up. I plan on paying it all back in the future, but using a bit now should be fine.


  “Thank you very much. By the way…” Charlotte-san seemed like she wanted to say something and started to speak, but swallowed her words. She probably wanted to ask where my money comes from.


  Until recently, she likely assumed that my parents, who lived separately, were sending me money, but she must have found out that wasn’t the case. It’s only natural to wonder. Since I don’t have parents, there’s another adult acting as my guardian. I’ll have to discuss that with her at some point. It’s a pretty heavy topic, and I’ve been hesitant to bring it up, not wanting to cause her unnecessary worry.


  “Onii-chan, let’s go to the bunnies…!” With the animal treats in hand, Emma-chan and Claire-chan seemed eager to return to the rabbits. Relieved that they were enjoying themselves even without cats around, I led them back to the rabbits. “Here ya go, bunnies.”


  “Here you go.”


  The two girls began feeding the rabbits that were in the plaza. Although they were small animals unlikely to cause injury, I closely watched the girls to make sure they didn’t accidentally harm the rabbits either. Despite my worries, the two were able to feed the animals without any issue.


  “They look like close sisters.”


  “It feels like Emma-chan is the energetic older sister, and Claire-chan is the shy younger one, huh?”


  “Hee hee, that’s right. I can easily imagine Emma dragging Claire-chan by the hand on little adventures.”


  Just as Charlotte-san said, that image easily came to mind. For all we know, that’s what they might actually be doing in preschool. The picture just fits the two of them so well.


  “Onii-chan, no more…?” Once the treats ran out, Emma-chan scampered back to me, likely eager to keep the feeding frenzy going.


  “Then, should we go buy some more?”


  “Oh, I still have some.”


  “But those are for you, Charlotte-san. We’ll have to go buy more for Claire-chan anyway, so I’ll get more for Emma-chan too.”


  I understand that for Charlotte-san, yielding to Emma-chan has become a matter of course. But there’s no need to give way all the time. It’s an issue that can be easily solved by buying more treats, and since we have to buy more for Claire-chan anyway, there’s no real reason to yield. It would be good if Charlotte-san can make such judgments for herself, though I understand it’s easier said than done. Changing what one considers ‘normal’ is not easy. And it’s not really my place to interfere too much in that regard.


  “Lottie, the bunnies are waiting, y’know?” Emma-chan seemed to notice that Charlotte-san hadn’t fed any rabbits yet and pointed towards them, probably signaling that it’s her turn to feed them.


  “Right, I’ll go feed them.” Perhaps because Emma-chan had also pointed it out, Charlotte-san decided to use her treats. Just as a rabbit happened to come by her feet, Charlotte-san crouched down to feed it.


  “Onii-chan, Emma too.”


  “Claire too.”


  “Alright, let’s go get some more treats.”


  Seeing the rabbit cozy up to Charlotte-san must have made Emma-chan and Claire-chan envious. They started to pester me for more treats. So, after making sure Charlotte-san had finished feeding the rabbit, the four of us went together to get more treats together.


   


  ◆


   


  “ “—Zzz… Zzz…” ”


  “They seem to be sleeping so peacefully.” Both Emma-chan and Claire-chan slept soundly in our arms during the bus ride home. After feeding animals like kangaroos and alpacas, along with all the playing we’d done, it was no surprise they were tired.


  “Emma-chan was even more excited than usual because Claire-chan was there.”


  “She must’ve been happy. After all, it was Emma who originally wanted to go out and play with Claire-chan. She hardly ever gets the chance to play with other kids her age.”


  Emma-chan usually shows interest only in family and tends to push away others, making it difficult for her to forge strong friendships. For this reason, I can’t help but feel grateful for Claire-chan, who has gotten along so well with her.


  “Even so… I must admit, I’m a bit tired…” Charlotte-san said, leaning her head against my shoulder, almost as if seeking comfort. Considering she’s not the most physically robust, being dragged around by the kids must’ve taken its toll. If she weren’t holding Claire-chan, she might’ve been sleeping by now.


  “I got a renewed sense of how demanding parenting can be,” I said. “While Emma-chan is the type you can’t take your eyes off of for even a second, Claire-chan is more reserved. She’s not the type to go wandering off somewhere on her own, so that was a relief.”


  While I’d never actually take my eyes off of either of them, dealing with their contrasting temperaments did influence how mentally draining the day was. If we’d had two Emma-chans to contend with, I think we’d be even more exhausted. Being energetic is a great thing, but it does have its exhausting side when you’re the one keeping up.


  “Claire-chan did stick close to you most of the time, didn’t she? Seems she really took a liking to you, Akihito-kun.”


  Well, she did stay close, except maybe when going down the slides. Yet Charlotte-san’s tone suggested there was more on her mind. Since there’s nothing wrong with being liked, could it be that she had something else to say?


  “Um… was there some sort of problem?”


  “There’s no problem, but…”


  “But?”


  “Well… I just felt like you were being taken away from me, Akihito-kun…”


  “………” I couldn’t help but think that her possessiveness was pretty strong. Jealous of a little girl, huh… Well, it’s true that I couldn’t really take my eyes off the kids, so I couldn’t give Charlotte-san the attention she might have wanted. But to think she would be jealous even of Claire-chan… “Is that why you looked like you had something to say earlier?”


  “…Did it show on my face…?”


  “Well, I had a hunch.” She had this look at times, like she wanted to say something. It wasn’t overtly jealous, but I suppose it bothered her.


  “I wasn’t aware of it… but it would seem I get pretty jealous…” Upon reflecting on her words, she seemed to have realized her jealousy. It wouldn’t be surprising if she thought of herself as rather jealous, getting envious over a child. Honestly, the way I see Emma-chan and the others is different from how I see Charlotte-san. Even the word ‘cute’ takes on a completely different meaning.


  Charlotte-san is the only woman I treat specially, so there’s no need for her to be jealous of anyone else—If saying that would have made any difference, I’d have said it long ago. She knows that, yet she still gets jealous, so saying anything probably wouldn’t matter.


  “Like I’ve said before, I’m actually happy you get jealous, so don’t worry about it too much. But Emma-chan and Claire-chan might pick up on it, so try not to show that side of yourself when they’re around, alright?” That’s about all I can say. I don’t think it’s something for Charlotte-san to worry about, nor is there any need to suppress it. Holding it in might backfire later, which could be scarier.


  “I apologize for causing you any trouble…”


  “I don’t find it troublesome at all. But speaking of which—would pampering you a bit help settle that jealousy a bit?” I wasn’t joking around or anything. If Charlotte-san was struggling with jealousy, I wanted to do something about it. That’s why I’m thinking of a way to address it.


   “If you’re willing to indulge me… I’d be very happy…” Charlotte-san nodded, her face a shade of red, clearly embarrassed. I guess this was the right approach for her, given how much she liked to be pampered.


  “Charlotte-san, you’re my girlfriend. Of course, I’ll spoil you.” I said that as I gently stroked her head.


  “Ah… hee hee…”  Just a simple head pat, and her face melted into a blissful smile. She’s always been so unfairly adorable, hasn’t she…? You’d be hard-pressed to find someone as straightforward, kind, and affectionate as her.


  —Later, we dropped Claire-chan off with her mom at the local station, and then Charlotte-san and I headed home. Charlotte-san took Emma-chan and retreated to her room for a bit. It looked like they needed a bath; we were all sweaty, after all. Naturally, I also took the chance to take a bath and wash off the day’s grime while she was away.


  “—I apologize for the wait,” Charlotte-san returned to the room, now in her pajamas. Emma-chan was cradled in her arms, apparently still asleep.


  “Welcome back. Did Emma-chan stay asleep?”


  “I managed to wake her up enough to get her into the bath, but she was still half-asleep while in there. After getting out, she went right back to sleep.”


  “She must be really tuckered out. Let’s let her sleep a bit more.”


  We haven’t had dinner yet, but waking her now would be cruel, especially when she’s just settled back into sleep.


  “Yes, is it alright if dinner is a bit late?”


  “Sure, I’m fine. How about you, Charlotte-san?”


  “I’m alright as well. More importantly…” Her voice trailed off as she snuggled closer to me, her cheeks flushed. Clearly, she wanted to be pampered more than she wanted to eat.


  “Should we put Emma-chan to bed first?” Doing my best to suppress the loud thumping of my heart, I offered Charlotte-san a forced smile. I’ve already shown her my embarrassing and pathetic sides, but I don’t want her to think I’m too eager or forward. Charlotte-san gently laid Emma-chan on a cushion and covered her with a small blanket. “Emma-chan sleeps a lot, so she might grow up to be quite tall.”


  “Hehe, yes, perhaps. Although I can’t quite imagine what Emma would be like all grown up.”


  It’s true. Seeing how Emma-chan usually acts, so childlike and needy, it’s hard to envision what kind of adult she’ll become. Still, I suspect she’ll grow into a very beautiful woman, given her resemblance to Charlotte-san. Perhaps she’ll turn out to be a lively and outgoing person. She might even become charismatic.


  “………” As I watched Emma-chan’s peaceful sleeping face, I noticed that Charlotte-san began to fidget, casting me nervous glances with her cheeks tinged red. She had a longing look, as if silently begging for something.


  “Come here.” I spread my arms wide and called out to her. A smile blossoming on her face, Charlotte-san took a seat between my legs and leaned her body against mine. “Want to read some manga?”


  “Today… I’d rather not…” We usually read manga together in this position, but it seemed she wasn’t in the mood for that today. “Rather…”


  Charlotte-san looked up at me momentarily but quickly averted her eyes. She touched her index fingers together, visibly anxious. She must be eager for some pampering. She was quite open about wanting to be spoiled yesterday, but maybe that was because she was dressed up in that cat costume and felt more uninhibited.


  “You worked hard today.” As I held her gently, I acknowledged the hard work Charlotte-san had put into caring for the two little girls. I sensed her body tense up, but I didn’t loosen my embrace. I knew she wasn’t uncomfortable, just a little on edge.


  “Akihito-kun, you’ve also done a great job. It’s quite impressive; you spent even more time taking care of Emma and Claire-chan than I did, and yet you don’t look tired at all.”


  “I’m a guy, so I’m still holding up pretty well,” I responded, putting up a brave front. But in truth, a sense of fatigue was there. Time seemed to have sapped my energy over the past three years. I realized this during the recent sports festival too; I’ve lost a considerable amount of physical strength compared to when I was in my second year of middle school. But I chose not to show this, not wanting to burden Charlotte-san with needless concern.


  “I wish I had exercised more, so I wouldn’t be struggling with my stamina now… But I’m just really not good at sports…”


  “We all have our strengths and weaknesses. It’s nothing to worry about.”


  “But I can’t help but be envious of Emma… Unlike me, she’s so athletically gifted, quick on her feet, and her memory is excellent.” I’d noticed the same things about Emma-chan. Despite her young age, her quick learning and sharp memory were indeed remarkable. Even back when I was playing soccer, it was rare to come across someone with such innate talent—or should I say, raw potential.


  “You’re also quite capable, Charlotte-san. You’re good at academics and housework. A lot of people would envy you for that.”


  “That may be so, but…”


  “People aren’t simple enough to be easily compared. But, speaking of Emma-chan, have you considered enrolling her in any classes or activities as she gets older?”


  Right now, Emma-chan isn’t involved in any extracurricular activities. But there are senses and skills that are best acquired at a young age, so I thought it would be good for her to start something sooner rather than later.


  “I’m not sure. I’d have to discuss it with our mother, and most importantly, it depends on what Emma herself wants to do.”


  “True, Emma-chan’s own wishes are crucial in this.” After all, Emma-chan’s life is her own. What she chooses to do should be up to her. The adults around her can then provide the necessary guidance and resources.


  “Yes, although I do have some concerns… She gets bored easily, perhaps because she picks up new things so quickly,” Charlotte-san admitted, her expression tinged with worry. She gets bored easily, huh?


  “Does she really get bored that easily? I mean, she still plays with the kendama and otedama[2] from time to time…” Ever since Emma-chan started taking her stuffed cat to preschool, she’s lost the opportunity to show off her kendama and otedama skills to her friends. Nevertheless, she still occasionally sits on my lap and plays with them. It’s been over a month since she started, and if she were truly fickle, she’d have lost interest by now.


  “I think it’s because you taught her those skills,” Charlotte-san suggested.


  “Hmm, do you really think I have that much influence…?”


  “You absolutely do. Your presence in Emma’s life is quite significant, Akihito-kun.”


  I have no way of knowing how much Emma-chan has changed since we met, simply because I didn’t know her before. But if Charlotte-san, who has watched her closely, says so, then it must be true. That also means that I have to be careful not to set a bad example for her.


  “I guess I have to strive to be a good role model, then.”


  “Akihito-kun, you’re more than enough of a role model for Emma. Besides, it’s because you’re here that she’s putting in the effort to learn Japanese. I think even if we were living in Japan and you weren’t around, she wouldn’t bother learning the language.” That does seem plausible. Emma-chan wasn’t particularly friendly with people other than her family until she met me, according to Charlotte-san. If that’s the case, she might not feel the need to learn Japanese if she could get by talking only with people she understands.


  “…You’re good at studying, skilled at sports, and on top of that, you’re kind and considerate… There’s no one better than you, Akihito-kun,” Saying that, Charlotte-san adjusted her position and bashfully pressed her face against my chest. She must have felt shy expressing her admiration so openly. She’s giving me too much credit; I’m not that great of a person. But I do want to live up to her expectations, and become the man she believes I am.


  “Thank you, Charlotte-san,” I expressed my gratitude and gently patted her adorable head.


  


  
    [1]: Heidi, Girl of the Alps. Anime TV series with 52 episodes, one movie, and two OVAs(original video animation/adaptation). Anime came out in 1974, with the movie being in 1979, and both OVAs being in 1996.

  

  
    [2]: Otedama — A traditional Japanese children’s game. Small bean bags are tossed and juggled in a game similar to jacks. Although it is generally a social game, Otedama can also be played alone. It is rarely competitive and often accompanied by singing.


    Kendama is a traditional Japanese skill toy. It consists of a handle (ken), a pair of cups (sarado), and a ball (tama) that are all connected together by a string. The game is played by tossing the ball into the air and attempting to catch it on the stick point. (See v3 for more details)

  

  Chapter 3: “A School in Panic and an Inescapable Past”


   


   


  “Akihito-kun, it’s alright for us to go together from here, isn’t it…?”


  It was Monday—after dropping off Emma-chan at preschool, Charlotte-san gazed up at me as if gauging my reaction before asking. As we had discussed three days prior, if we’re going public about our relationship, there’s no longer any need for us to head to school separately. Charlotte-san was essentially seeking one final confirmation from me.


  “Yeah, of course.” To ease her worries, I returned her gaze with a reassuring smile. In response, Charlotte-san happily latched onto my arm. I hadn’t explicitly said that this was okay, but—well, if it clarifies our relationship to others, then maybe that’s actually better. Better this than keeping a distance and inviting prying questions or snide remarks.


  “Do you think everyone will be surprised?”


  “Aha ha, you bet.”


  I didn’t say it aloud, but I was pretty sure a mild panic was on the horizon. Heck, it might even escalate into a full-blown uproar. Such was Charlotte-san’s popularity at school.


  “—H-hey, look…!” 


  “Wha!? What the heck is happening?!” 


  Just as I’d thought, when we emerged onto the bustling street, the students heading to school began to make a fuss. Charlotte-san’s silver hair made her stand out, and it seemed she was instantly recognized.


  “Hey, someone go ask what’s up!”


  “Why don’t you go?”


  “No way, man. I’ve never even spoken to Charlotte-san!”


  It seemed like people were playing hot potato with the task of investigating our relationship. Come to think of it, I’d never heard of anyone confessing to Charlotte-san. But if no one could even muster the courage to speak to her, it made sense. In other words, nobody had the guts to confess to the most beautiful and popular girl in school.


  …Well, I’m not one to talk either.


  “It seems everyone is quite curious about our relationship.”


  “When a beautiful girl who’s never been seen with a guy suddenly has what looks like a boyfriend, it’s bound to raise eyebrows.”


  “B-beautiful girl, you say… that’s not really the case…” Charlotte-san’s face flushed a deeper shade of red, clearly flustered by my earlier words. As a result, I could feel the intensity of envious glares from the crowd around us ramping up. I knew it was coming, but being openly involved with her wasn’t something to be taken lightly.


  “—Aha ha ha, you two are pretty bold this early in the morning, aren’t ya?” Amidst the sea of students keeping a deliberate distance from us, as if to keep us in check, a bright and cheerful voice chimed in. When I looked, it was Shimizu-san—a friendly, outgoing gyaru—making her way toward us with a warm smile.


  “Oh, Shimizu-san, good morning.”


  “Morning, Charlotte-san. And to you too, Aoyagi-kun.”


  “Yeah, morning.”


  Usually, she hardly ever spoke to me. But now, thanks to Charlotte-san’s presence, she seemed more affable. Her true feelings were as unreadable as ever, but unless she did something out of line, I had no reason to complain. “So, you’re done hiding it?”


  “Yes, we’ve decided to openly be a couple.”


  “Mm-hmm, that’s way better,” Shimizu-san affirmed with a smile.


  I felt a twinge of discomfort at her reaction. The typical Shimizu-san would hardly find this kind of potentially problematic situation favorable. It could easily create a tense atmosphere in the school. And yet, given her current demeanor—could it be that she was the one who encouraged Charlotte-san to make our relationship public?


  “Ah, just to be clear, I didn’t tell her to go ahead and spill the beans to everyone,” she interjected, seemingly sensitive to the subtle change in my mood—or maybe she had somehow read my thoughts. As usual, she was ever the enigma.


  “I wouldn’t mind even if you did suggest it, Shimizu-san. It was Charlotte-san’s wish to be open about it.”


  “Aha ha ha, gotcha. But for real, it’s not like that. Right, Charlotte-san?”


  “Y-yes, that’s correct. I didn’t consult Shimizu-san about this or anything.” As Shimizu-san tossed the conversation her way with a smile, Charlotte-san looked slightly puzzled but nodded back with a similar smile. It seemed Shimizu-san really had nothing to do with it.


   “Truth be told, I should probably leave you two alone, but I guess that can wait till tomorrow or something. So, sorry ’bout that. For now, Aoyagi-kun, got any plans up your sleeve?” After offering a smile and an apology, Shimizu-san turned to me with a serious expression. It’s almost rhetorical to ask what she’s referring to. She’s asking if I have any strategies for dealing with the stir Charlotte-san’s situation will likely create among the boys in school. That’s probably why she approached us now. If it wasn’t for that, she could’ve easily waited for a moment when Charlotte-san was alone in the classroom to strike up a conversation.


  “I’ve been thinking about various things, but as of now, there’s nothing concrete. I still don’t have a full grasp of the mood or the situation.”


  “Yeah, fair enough. I mean, it’s not exactly a walk in the park, but keep your chin up, m’kay?”


  “Yeah, thanks.”


  I get what she’s saying. If I appear hurt or pressured by the rumors or comments from others, it would only embolden them. It’s better to stand tall and confident to not only avoid creating unnecessary enemies but also to keep Charlotte-san from feeling anxious. It seems like, as long as Charlotte-san is involved, I can count Shimizu-san as an ally.


  “Alrighty then, Charlotte-san, I’ma head out.”


  “Eh, you’re not coming with us?”


  “I wouldn’t do something so uncool. Well, might be a bit late to say that now. Anyway, catch ya later,” With that, Shimizu-san waved her hand and walked away, her cheerful smile still intact. Judging just by that exchange, she does seem like a really good person, but…


  “She’s gone… What were you talking about with Shimizu-san?” Charlotte-san looked disappointed before tilting her head slightly to ask me. She’s aware that she’s popular, but she doesn’t seem to grasp just how exceptionally so. That’s probably why she didn’t quite get the gist of the previous conversation.


  “It’s no big deal. So, should we get going?” I could easily explain, but I didn’t want her to regret wanting to be with me. Even if I observe the situation around us, it’s not like everything will simply resolve itself. Still, I didn’t want to burden her with unnecessary worries when nothing had actually happened yet.


  “Akihito-kun, are you and Shimizu-san on the same wavelength…?” However, my attempt to brush it off seemed to have been a mistake. Charlotte-san puffed up her cheeks slightly and shot me a glare. It seems like she’s pouting. Rather, she’s probably just jealous.


  “There’s nothing to be suspicious about, so don’t pout.”


  “I’m not pouting… Besides, I don’t think you and Shimizu-san are up to anything dubious.” Her tone clearly said that she was pouting, even if she had no intention of admitting it. Seeing this made me realize she had quite a childish side, but that too was part of her charm.


  “Thanks. Let’s get going then, yeah?”


  “Okay…” Charlotte-san nodded and subtly intertwined her fingers with mine. While clinging to my arm with her right hand, she chose to hold hands with her left. What an endearing gesture—my heart warmed at the thought as we headed to school.


  And then, as soon as we entered the classroom…


  “Charlotte-san!? Is it true you’ve started dating Aoyagi?”


  “No way, this has to be some sort of mistake, right?”


  “Charlotte-san, what’s the deal?”


  It seemed the news had already spread among the students via social media and chat groups. Even those who hadn’t seen us coming to school seemed aware of our relationship. As a result, we were soon surrounded by a mixed crowd of boys and girls. Upon a closer look, there were even students who appeared to be first and third-years among the boys.


  “E-everyone, please calm down…!” Though flustered, Charlotte-san tried to pacify the surrounding students with her voice. However, the students’ momentum showed no signs of stopping, and the torrent of questions continued unabated. I could tell some students were trying to address me as well, but the questions were flying too fast to make out. “U-um, really, everyone, please just calm down a bit…!”


  “Calm down? Give us an explanation!”


  “Why the heck are you clinging to Aoyagi of all people?”


  Whether it was the fact that Charlotte-san had a boyfriend or specifically that it was me they couldn’t accept, the excited boys began to press in even closer. So, I pulled Charlotte-san towards me.


  “A-Akihito-kun…”


  “I get what everyone wants to say, and I understand if you’re not happy about it. But if you don’t calm down, you won’t get to hear what you want, right?” I tried to keep my voice as gentle as possible, careful not to let any irritation show on my face or in my demeanor. But if Charlotte-san’s voice hadn’t reached them, there was little chance mine would.


  “Shut up, man, no one’s talking to you!”


  “Just because you stood out a bit during the sports festival doesn’t mean you should get cocky!”


  “Keep your mouth shut and hit the books, loser!”


  
    
  


  Perhaps it was because I’d spoken up, but the classroom chatter shifted from questions aimed at Charlotte-san to insults hurled at me. I’d like to lead them on and give Charlotte-san a chance to escape, but even if we left the classroom, we’d just get surrounded by a new mob of students. What caught my attention more was that Charlotte-san’s mood visibly soured the moment the focus turned to lambasting me. She wasn’t openly showing her irritation, but the atmosphere around her was clearly different from her usual gentleness.


  “Everyo—”


  “—Hey hey, everyone, calm down!” Just as Charlotte-san was about to say something, Shimizu-san stepped in front of us, cutting her off. Right beside her stood Akira.


  “C’mon, isn’t it obvious what their relationship is? What’s the point in grilling them here? What you guys are doing right now is seriously lame!”


  “W-well, but Saionji—”


  Akira had rarely ever lost his temper before. The angry expression he wore now seemed to visibly unnerve the other guys.


  “Seriously, you guys are so lame, y’know? Like, how many of you have even had the guts to confess to Charlotte-san in the first place? Complaining about her getting a boyfriend when you never even had the courage to confess is just ridiculous, dontcha think?” Shimizu-san was probably angry, too. She was looking down on the boys with an intensity she usually didn’t show. This caused the boys to take a step back, and the girls who had been among them scurried back to their seats as if nothing had happened. It was clear they didn’t want to get on Shimizu-san’s bad side.


  “We’re not complaining, we’re just asking about her relationship with Aoyagi…!”


  “Yeah, we’ve barely seen Charlotte-san talk to Aoyagi, so it’s hard to believe they’re dating…!”


  “So what? Why are you guys, who aren’t even family, complaining about Charlotte-san choosing Aoyagi-kun? Whoever she chooses, that’s her business, not yours.”


  “And you guys talk trash about Akihito without even knowing him well! You can’t beat him in studies or sports, yet you act like you’re better than him? Seriously!?”


  Oh no, this is bad. Shimizu-san was one thing, but Akira had completely lost his cool. It had been a while since I’d seen Akira this angry.


  “—Hey, what’s all the commotion about, hm?” I have to stop Akira. Just as that thought crossed my mind, a voice tinged with incredulity echoed through the classroom. Though it wasn’t loud, the words carried an inexplicable air of authority. Turning around, there stood Miyu-sensei at the entrance of the classroom.


  “Got some kids here who aren’t even from this class, huh? The bell’s about to ring. Get back to your own classrooms.” Miyu-sensei’s undeniable aura had students from other classes scurrying out like spiders scattering from the light. The students in the hallway seemed to have hastily retreated to their own classrooms as well. And so, my classmates all quietly took their seats.


  “So, it seems like you guys were up to something interesting, huh?” Sitting down, Miyu-sensei propped her elbows on the podium and scanned the room. Students who had a clue about what was going on began to sweat bullets, sitting up straight as they awaited her next words. “Look, I get the gist of it. Hey, Aoyagi.” 


  “Yes,” I stood up from my seat as Miyu-sensei called out to me. 


  “I have no intention of meddling in students’ love lives. But you understand that causing problems isn’t good, right?” Miyu-sensei didn’t seem mad at me. If anything, she was probably concerned. I couldn’t afford even a single hiccup if I was going to secure that special recommendation. If the current situation spiraled further, it could potentially affect my school records.


  “I have no intention of causing problems.”


  “Is that so… Well, I never thought you’d be the one to stir the pot in the first place, and I don’t blame you for this mess. The real culprits are—right?” Miyu-sensei shifted her gaze away from me, her eyes seemingly probing the classroom, as if to say, “You all know what I mean, don’t you?”


  “Just a heads-up, you’ve got exams coming up next year. Don’t do anything stupid to mess up your academic record, got it? I’m only gonna let it slide this once,” With that, Miyu-sensei signaled for me to sit and began taking attendance as if nothing had happened.


  Even the formidable Miyu-sensei could only go so far as to issue a warning, given that no student was actively misbehaving and the majority of the class was involved. Still, I appreciated her implicit show of support. Her reputation alone was enough to serve as a deterrent, and nobody wanted to make an enemy out of Miyu-sensei.


   


  ◆


   


  During the next break—


  “Because of me, things have gotten quite chaotic… I’m really sorry, Akihito-kun…!” The moment the teacher left the room, Charlotte-san approached my desk and bowed her head in apology. This, of course, drew the attention of our classmates.


  “Don’t worry about it, Charlotte-san. It’s not your fault.”


  “But I acted without thinking, putting my feelings before everything else… If I had considered how it would affect you, Akihito-kun...!” Charlotte-san hadn’t done anything wrong, but her kind nature made her worry anyway. Even though I knew it would be this way, I didn’t want to see her hurt.


  “Don’t sweat it. I knew things might get complicated, but I didn’t stop you. Actually, I’m glad you expressed your feelings honestly. So really, don’t fret about it.”


  “Akihito-kun…” I couldn’t tell if my words had fully reached her, but Charlotte looked slightly relieved, yet her eyes were brimming with tears. It was clear she was still hurting.


  “Exactly, Charlotte-san did nothing wrong. The ones who are messed up are the dumb boys making a fuss just because the girl they like got a boyfriend.” Shimizu-san, who must have been eavesdropping like the others, chimed in. She was smiling, but her tone suggested she was still annoyed.


  “Shimizu-san… thank you very much…”


  “No need to thank me or anything. Besides, all the girls in this class are on Team Charlotte-san and Aoyagi-kun, y’know? We’re not letting the boys have their way anymore.” As Shimizu-san said this, the other girls in the class nodded in agreement. They had been among those questioning me when Charlotte-san and I entered the classroom, but now…


  “Wow, you’ve already rallied the troops, huh?”


  “Ha ha, well, the girls were already on Charlotte-san’s side to begin with. Plus, your speech earlier really sealed the deal, Aoyagi-kun.”


  “Huh?”


  “The girls all get why Charlotte-san chose you, Aoyagi-kun. That’s exactly why we’re all rooting for your two.” I didn’t quite grasp what Shimizu-san was getting at, but it was a relief to know the girls in the class were on our side. This meant that even when I wasn’t around, Charlotte-san would be protected.


  “Everyone… thank you very much.” The girls’ feelings must have been a joy to her. Charlotte-san dabbed her tears with a handkerchief, then bowed deeply. It’s because she’s this earnest that everyone liked her.


  “So, you don’t need to thank me, ’kay? That’s what friends are for, right? Besides, it was your decision, Charlotte-san, so the peanut gallery should just zip it.” Shimizu-san said, smiling gently before casting a disdainful glance at the boys.


  I couldn’t help but think about the stark difference in attitude, but understood why Charlotte-san treated Shimizu-san specially. If she’s been acting that way towards Charlotte-san, it’s only natural that she would trust her so much. So, I decided I should change my way of thinking too.


  “Really, you’re a lifesaver, thanks. Also, I was hoping we could talk, is that alright?”


  “Huh, me?” When I mentioned wanting to talk, Shimizu-san looked surprised. Given our past relationship, such a reaction couldn’t be helped.


  “Yeah, I want to talk with you, Shimizu-san. Of course, you’re included as well, Charlotte-san. And…” My gaze shifted to Akira. When our eyes met, he awkwardly looked away, though it was clear he understood what I wanted to say without words.


  “Should we change locations?” There’s not a lot of time since it was just a break, but there was something I wanted to discuss. So, I left the classroom with Charlotte-san, Shimizu-san, and Akira.


  “—So, what’s this about?” Once we moved to a more secluded spot, Shimizu-san immediately spoke up.


  “Well, you might have guessed it, but it’s about the fuss at school concerning me and Charlotte-san,” As I said this, Charlotte-san shrank back, looking apologetic. It’s sad to see her feel so out of place when she’s done nothing wrong.


  “There’s no need for you to worry, Charlotte-san. More importantly, Aoyagi-kun, what are you planning to do?”


  “I haven’t come up with a specific plan yet. But, I intend to stay as close to Charlotte-san as possible.”


  “Well, that’s probably for the best. If Charlotte-san were left alone, the boys would swarm her.”


  I shared Shimizu-san’s sentiment. Given that Charlotte-san’s kindness was well-known, boys would undoubtedly approach her relentlessly if she were alone. To avoid this, and to be able to protect her if necessary, I have no intention of leaving her side.


  “But, it’s unrealistic to be together every moment at school. So, Shimizu-san, Akira, could you both keep an eye out as well?” With the two of them watching, it’d be harder for anyone to approach Charlotte-san carelessly.


  “Of course, I don’t mind.”


  “Ah, me too, but…” Shimizu-san readily agreed, while Akira seemed to be pondering something.


  “Is there something else on your mind?”


  “Well…” Akira glanced briefly at Charlotte-san. Was he concerned about something related to her, or did he find it difficult to talk in her presence?


  “Right now, we need to identify any concerns we have. Don’t hesitate to speak up if you think of anything.”


  “Well… we’ll keep an eye on Charlotte-san, but what about you, Akihito? The mood was pretty hostile towards you. They might try to harm you.”


  Akira’s concern was understandable. In this situation, the one who’s drawn the most ire, despite being barely involved, was me, for suddenly ‘stealing’ Charlotte-san. Everyone might be seething inside.


  “Akihito-kun…”


  “Don’t worry. This isn’t a school for delinquents, but a regular academic school. Even if some are a bit wild, none have the guts to actually do any harm.” In fact, at our school, getting into a physical fight meant an immediate suspension. And in worse cases, even expulsion was on the table. It was a risk no one would dare take, as no one in our school would go to such lengths to start a fight. “Even if something happens to me, I’ll handle it, so no need to worry. That means you too, Akira, don’t overreact.”


  “But those guys are insulting you, Akihito, without even knowing you well…!”


  “It can’t be helped. I’ve acted in ways that led them to think that way. This is just reaping what I’ve sowed. Getting angry about it is pointless, and besides, Akira, you have a future as a professional soccer player, right? It would be a problem if someone recorded you saying something offensive and it got out after you turned pro. So please, don’t get confrontational.”


  What I really wanted to discuss with Akira was this matter. I appreciated his anger on my behalf, but I didn’t want it to cause him any trouble. He was usually easy-going and didn’t get angry often, so I had let my guard down. But seeing how passionately he reacted, I thought it was better not to involve him.


  “Ugh… I guess I got too heated, my bad…”


  “I’m not blaming you. I was happy you stood up for me. But please, don’t put yourself in a difficult situation for my sake.”


  “…Why do you always, always…” Akira looked at me, clearly not satisfied. I understood what he wanted to say, but this was something he just had to accept this time.


  “Well, as I mentioned earlier, the girls in our class are on Charlotte-san’s side, so they won’t let the other boys do as they please.”


  “That’s a huge relief. If we leave it alone, it might die down on its own, so let’s just watch for now.”


  “Doing nothing might be better… huh. Well, if Aoyagi-kun says so, I guess it’s fine, right?” It seemed like Shimizu-san was willing to let me handle the situation as I wished.


  “Thanks. Akira, and Charlotte-san, is that okay with you?”


  “If you say so, Akihito, I guess it can’t be helped…”


  “I also agree with your decision, Akihito-kun.”


  For now, we all agreed to just watch and see how things would develop. Akira still seemed a bit dissatisfied, but having agreed, he wouldn’t act on his own. Our gathering was partly to prevent Akira and Shimizu-san from taking any action. Given that our opponents were acting on emotion, any rash move could worsen the situation. Observing and strategizing was the best we could do for now.


  “………” As we finished talking and were about to return to the classroom, I saw a familiar girl hiding in the shadows of the hallway. It seemed she had been following us.


  “What’s she doing…?”


  “Who knows…?” Shimizu-san and Akira seemed to have noticed her too, looking puzzled. Ignoring them, I approached the corner of the hallway.


  “Shinonome-san, come on out. I won’t be angry,” At my call, Karin slowly peeked around the corner.


  “You noticed…?”


  “Only just now. Is there something you wanted to talk about?”


  “More like… I was worried about Aoyagi-kun and Charlotte-san…” It seemed she had followed us out of concern. She was a timid and quiet girl, but also kind-hearted and thoughtful.


  “It’s okay, sorry to make you worry.”


  “Mm… I’m glad you’re okay,” Though Karin’s eyes were hidden by her bangs, making it hard to read her expression, her mouth relaxed into a smile.


  “………” As we spoke, I felt a strange pressure from behind. Turning around, I saw Shimizu-san looking at me with an inquisitive expression. Come to think of it, she didn’t really like that I got along well with Karin. It can’t be helped. With Akira here, it might be a good opportunity.


  “Karin, is it okay to talk about that matter?”


  “That matter?” She didn’t seem to get it, tilting her head adorably.


  “The message I sent before. About our relationship.”


  “Ah, mm-hmm… It’s okay,” She seemed to understand then, nodding vigorously. So, I turned back to Akira and Shimizu-san.


  “I’ve been wondering for a while, you two seem quite close, don’t you? Even though you already got Charlotte-san.” Shimizu-san seemed to be taking the initiative, asking us with a probing look before I could speak. She probably didn’t seriously doubt my relationship with Shinonome-san, but still wanted clarification. I had no intention of starting another issue, so I wanted to clear up any misunderstanding quickly.


  “Shimizu-san, Akira, I wanted to talk to both of you about that.”


  “Eh, me too?”


  “Yeah, that’s right. Actually—Shinonome-san and I are blood-related siblings.”


  “ “…What?” ” Akira, and even the usually perceptive Shimizu-san, tilted their heads after a few seconds, as if to say, “What is this guy sayin’?”


  “We are siblings. I know it might be hard to believe,” I repeated, emphasizing the point. And then...


  “ “Huuuuuuuuh!?” ” They both exclaimed loudly, completely taken aback.


   


  ◆


   


  “—As I thought, we are still drawing a lot of attention…” During lunch break, as we walked to the cafeteria, Charlotte-san glanced around anxiously before speaking to me. Akira and Karin were also with us.


  “………”


  Normally, it would just be the usual group plus Charlotte-san, but now, Akira kept stealing glances at me and Karin. We hadn’t had much time to talk during the break earlier, and later, there were too many people around to have a proper conversation. That must be bothering him. I need to find the right time to talk to him again.


  “It’s better not to worry about it,” I reassured Charlotte-san. Focusing on such things was a losing battle. Showing that it bothered us would only encourage outsiders to gossip more. Charlotte-san, usually accustomed to attention, must understand this, but the intensity of the scrutiny was probably getting to her now.


  “………” Karin, being who she was, seemed unsettled by the attention and stayed unusually close to me. She’s managing well not to cling to my clothes, which would surely have sparked even more rumors. …Though rumors might already be circulating.


  “You don’t have to force yourself to be with us, you know?” The current focus was on Charlotte-san and me. So, Karin should be fine if she doesn’t stick with us. Knowing she’s uncomfortable with other people’s gazes, I thought it might be better for her to separate from us, but…


  “Mm, I’m okay… You’re here, Aoyagi-kun…” Karin seemed determined not to leave. Despite her usually timid nature, she’s surprisingly strong in unexpected ways. I wonder who she takes after.


  “Well, if anything happens, Akihito and I will protect you.”


  “Nh, thank you…” When Akira said this with a smile, Karin nodded in response. Though she avoided eye contact, indicating a remaining distance, the gap between these two had closed somewhat compared to before. Considering she used to avoid him during the sports festival practice, this was significant progress.


  “It’s best if nothing happens at all. But Charlotte-san and Shinonome-san, please tell us immediately if anything does. We don’t want anything happening to either of you.”


  Charlotte-san and Karin nodded in agreement upon hearing that. I’m not too worried about Karin, but Charlotte-san was a concern. She might try to handle things on her own to avoid burdening me, and that worried me because of her kind and enduring nature. That’s why, while at school, I wanted to keep her within my sight.


  Later, Akira and I joined the queue to buy meal tickets, but Charlotte-san and Karin stayed close to us. Normally, I would have Karin save seats for us, but under these circumstances, staying together was better. We just have to get through this until the situation settles down.


  However, the real problem arose the next day during lunch break.
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  “Looks like you’re having a good time, Akihito-senpai?”


  During lunch break, as I tried not to pay attention to the surrounding gazes and continued chatting and eating, a girl’s voice addressed me. The speaker was a petite, black-haired girl with twin tails, slightly shorter than Karin. She had a youthful, adorable face, but for some reason, she wore a nasty smirk, almost as if she was mocking me.


  “Why are you here…!?” The person who reacted with surprise wasn’t me, but Akira.


  
    
  


  Akira and I both knew this girl very well, quite in detail.


  “Saionji-senpai, have I done something for you to treat me so coldly?” The beautiful girl with a youthful face—Kaede Kousaka—smiled and tilted her head. Though her expression was smiling, it was clear that her heart wasn’t.


  “Um, are you an acquaintance of Akihito-kun and Saionji-kun…?” Charlotte-san, unable to comprehend the situation, looked at me with confusion. I guess I can’t pretend to not know her here…


  “She’s our junior from middle school.”


  “Huh…?”


  “Yes, I was the manager of the soccer club, Kaede Kousaka. Nice to meet you, Bennett-senpai.” To the bewildered Charlotte-san, Kousaka-san introduced herself with a smile. As always, she seemed unfazed.


  “I’m surprised, I had no idea you were a student at our school.”


  “Heh heh, is that so? I was quite active in the sports festival, you know? I expected Saionji-senpai to not notice, but I didn’t think you wouldn’t notice either, Akihito-senpai.”


  Akira awkwardly averted his gaze upon hearing that. I, too, hadn’t noticed her presence. During the festival, I was distracted by Emma-chan on my lap, and then by Charlotte-san and Karin, so I hadn’t paid much attention. Who would have thought it would come to this because of that…


  “Setting aside the sports festival, the fact that we haven’t noticed until now means you’ve been laying low, haven’t you?”


  “Isn’t that a bit presumptuous? Even in a school as small as ours, it’s perfectly possible not to run into each other, don’t you think? I mean, I’m not really that good at talking to people, so I don’t really leave the classroom much, and I always bring a lunch box,” Kousaka-san answered Akira’s question with an unbroken smile. One would wonder who was speaking. To those who didn’t know her well, they wouldn’t think she had trouble talking to others. She definitely wasn’t the type to just sit quietly in class. It would be more accurate to say she had probably stayed out of the way just to avoid us.


  “Kousaka, why are you, of all people, approaching us now—no, approaching Akihito?”


  “Can’t you guess without me saying it?” Kousaka-san tilted her head cutely, still smiling, but the glance she threw me was not filled with mirth. Her eyes conveyed a distinctly cold impression, “Akihito-senpai, you seem very happy now, don’t you? Have you already forgotten what happened in middle school?” Her voice, usually pleasant to the ear, carried an unnerving pressure. The smile she wore while asking this question was filled with hidden anger.


  “Hey, that’s already over—”


  “It’s not over for me. Besides, I’m not asking you, Saionji-senpai, I’m asking Akihito-senpai. By having a girlfriend and enjoying your high school life, does that mean you don’t care about what happened in middle school anymore?” Kousaka-san’s question was quiet but laden with pressure. Akira looked unsatisfied, but I understood what Kousaka-san wanted to say. I hadn’t made any amends to her or the other club members for my past wrongdoings. It wouldn’t be surprising if she had followed me to this school just to seek retribution.


  “You, do you know how Akihito has felt all this time—”


  “Akira, it’s fine. Kousaka-san hasn’t done anything wrong. It’s unfair to shout at her,” She was not the perpetrator, but the victim. “I haven’t forgotten a single day about what I did in middle school. I know I did wrong by you, Kousaka-san, and the others.”


  “…‘Did wrong by us,’ you say. So, we were just that insignificant to you to be dismissed with just those words, were we?”


  “That’s not true—would you believe me if I said that?”


  “That’s impossible. That day, it became painfully clear to me that you didn’t trust me—us. No matter what you say now, I will not listen,” Kousaka-san still maintained her smile, but unlike before, now it didn’t seem genuine. Her cheeks were tense, revealing her anger.


  “I see… I’m sorry then. All I can do is apologize. Of course, I intend to make some form of amends, but—”


  “That’s enough… You’re always like this.” I tried to settle things as peacefully as possible, only to have Kousaka-san interrupt. Tears welled up in her eyes, betraying a sense of resignation on her face.


  “Kousaka-san…”


  “Excuse me, please forget about us and be happy.” With those words, she bowed her head and left the cafeteria. She mentioned always having a lunch box, so her coming to the cafeteria was not for food but to see me.


  “What’s with her…” Akira muttered, looking at the exit where Kousaka-san had disappeared. But she wasn’t at fault.


  “Akira, don’t speak ill of Kousaka-san.”


  “But she was one of those who blamed you a lot during middle school—”


  “I deserved that much. It’s the consequence of betraying her expectations and feelings.” And, despite Akira’s generalization, Kousaka-san always came to me alone. She must have had her reasons and feelings for doing so.


  “Akihito-kun...” Charlotte-san, who had been silent until then, looked at me anxiously now that Kousaka-san was gone.


  “Sorry for making you anxious. It’s okay, don’t worry.” I wasn’t sure how much my words would comfort her, but that was all I could say right now.


  Looking around, I noticed people observing us from a distance, murmuring. The interaction with Kousaka-san—I wouldn’t say it drew more attention, but it certainly ignited a new spark. Many first-year students might not know about my past, but those from the middle school soccer club likely did. With this, it was only a matter of time before that matter spread.


  “…Let’s eat for now. We’ll think about what to do next after that.” Unable to do anything more, I suggested to Charlotte-san and the others that we return to our meal.


   


  ―Truly, the past is something you can’t just cut away from.


  Chapter 4: “To Stand Beside Her”


   


   


  Following the incident, as expected, rumors about my past started to circulate. Though Miyu-sensei had presumably silenced the second and third-year students, once the first-year students began spreading rumors, it seemed to break the dam, and the older students started gossiping too. As a result, students who didn’t know me well began to see me as an enemy, questioning whether it was alright for someone like me to be with Charlotte-san. In this situation, merely observing wouldn’t quell the rumors. In fact, it might even give some a righteous cause to confront me.


   


  After all, I’m not just any student, but one labeled as “The Absolute Worst Traitor.”


   


  “—Akihito-kun, are you okay…?” After putting Emma-chan to bed and holding Charlotte-san gently as usual, she looked up at me anxiously. The rumors had already spread throughout the school, and naturally, she must have heard them as well.


  “I’m okay, sorry for worrying you.” I gently stroked her head and apologized. Ideally, this should have been the most enjoyable time for us, just having started dating, but I was burdening Charlotte-san with unnecessary worries. If I had been a man admired by everyone, students might have accepted her dating me. But as it was, my being despised only made our relationship more conspicuously bad.


  “There is nothing for you to apologize for, Akihito-kun. More importantly… please don’t push yourself too hard, okay…?” Charlotte-san gently placed her hand on my cheek. Her cool hand felt comforting.


  “Thanks. I’ll be alright because you’re here with me.” In reality, her presence is what keeps my spirit intact. Having someone precious beside me inspired me to protect them and gave me strength. If I were alone, I might have given up on everything.


  “If my being here is the reason… then…” Charlotte-san, still in my arms, seemed to be contemplating something after hearing my words. Eventually, as if she had reached a conclusion, she changed her position and hugged me tightly. “U-um… that…” She struggled to find the right words, and I could feel her body temperature rising through the fabric.


  What on earth is she trying to say?


  “Well… if it would make you feel better, Akihito-kun… you can use me however you like… okay…?”


  “Wha!? Huh, does that mean…!?”


  “I’ve been ready for a while… I want to be with you forever, Akihito-kun… If it’s you, then it’s okay…” That means, that, right? Though innocent, Charlotte-san was surprisingly knowledgeable. She fully understood the implications of her statement. She was offering herself to comfort me, trusting me completely. If she’s saying that much, then, as a man, I was tempted to take up her offer. But—she was proposing that I use her to console myself. Even so, I have some reservations about indulging in that.


  “Thank you, Charlotte-san. I’m happy you’re willing to go that far for me.”


  “Akihito-kun…”


  “But it’s okay. You don’t need to go that far. I’ll handle it, so don’t worry and watch.”


  “…Is that so?” She nodded slightly as I assured her with a smile. The brief pause was a bit concerning, but I believe she trusts me. To not cause her further anxiety, I decided to consult with Miyu-sensei about this.


   


  “—Aren’t you going to reach out to me…?”


   


  ◆


   


  “—Well, to be honest, I’ve also been troubled by this. Seriously, it’s like as soon as one issue is resolved, another appears. The problems never seem to end.” After school the next day, I visited Miyu-sensei, and she also seemed to have a headache. I felt bad for causing her so much trouble.


  By the way, since this might take a while, I asked Charlotte-san to pick up Emma-chan. Shimizu-san and other girls from our class said they would escort her home, so that should be fine. Truly, a girl liked by everyone is strong.


  “Sorry for causing trouble recently…”


  “Don’t worry about it. Helping troubled students is part of my job. Actually, I’m happy that you came to talk with me,” Miyu-sensei reassured me with a kind smile. If all teachers were like her, the world would undoubtedly be a more peaceful place.


  “Thank you very much.”


  “I’m just doing my job, no need to thank me. By the way, have you talked to Charlotte about your middle school days?” As expected, it seemed Miyu-sensei was also concerned about the rumors. Unlike the students who only knew through the rumors, she knew the whole truth. That’s probably why she’s particularly concerned about whether or not I’ve talked to Charlotte-san.


  “No… She must have heard the rumors by now, and I don’t want to cause her any more worry…”


  “Rather than finding out through rumors, I think she’d prefer to hear it directly from the person involved, you know?” Miyu-sensei began. “Besides, what you learn from rumors is just a fraction of the truth, not the whole story. Depending on whether you know only that part or the entire thing, your perception of the issue can change quite a bit, right?”


  “But… if I tell Charlotte-san everything… it might make her more anxious…” That’s why I hadn’t told her. I knew she wouldn’t abandon or hate me even if she knew everything, but it would definitely cause her anxiety. I absolutely don’t want to make her feel uneasy because of me.


  “I understand you might not want to talk about your family situation… Your father is quite unusual, to say the least. Frankly, I don’t like him.”


  “That’s a bit too blunt, isn’t it…?” For a teacher to blatantly say “I don’t like your guardian” to a student would normally be a serious issue.


  “I’m saying it because it’s you. I have my thoughts as well.”


  “Well, I won’t tell anyone else… But have you met him before?” In parent-teacher meetings or home visits, someone else should be dealing with it, but still…


  “Even if someone else says something, I’ll deny knowing anything.” She ignored the question of whether she’s met him or not… Well, the fact that she knows implied she had met him without my knowledge.


  “You’re a bad teacher, huh.”


  “Ah, you might want to take a page from my book here, it could make things easier when you’re out in society, y’know?” We joked around like that, laughing as we did. Without some humor, we couldn’t handle the current situation. “But, Aoyagi, if it’s about someone you love, you’d want to know even the things that might make you anxious, right? You wouldn’t like it if Charlotte was suffering alone over something, would you?”


  “That’s… true but…”


  “The saying is overused, but don’t do to others what you wouldn’t want done to you. There’s no need to worry, Charlotte is strong. Although, she might be a bit too dependent on you.”


  “Dependent, you say…”


  “She is, isn’t she?”


  I pondered that for a moment. Was she really that dependent? Sure, she’s a bit clingy and can get jealous, but…


  “You don’t seem to get it, do you? Well, maybe you’re just oblivious to the emotions directed at you. Guess it can’t really be helped then.”


  “I don’t think that’s the case…”


  “Who are you to say that, seriously?” Miyu-sensei looked at me with an expression of utter disbelief. Is it really that bad…? “Well, that aside, Aoyagi, you haven’t done anything wrong. Not now, nor in the past. That’s why, don’t worry about things and hold your head up high.”


  “Maybe now, but the past…”


  “You’re not at fault. That’s precisely why Saionji is still with you, isn’t it? As long as you keep dwelling on it, everyone close to you, everyone involved, can’t move forward. It’s high time you let go.”


  Can’t really argue against that, huh… Miyu-sensei was right, I was dwelling on it, and Akira certainly seemed upset about it too. “I’ll try to handle it as best I can.”


  “Haah, That’s so like you… Well, that’s fine, I can’t force you. For now, just go openly flirt with Charlotte.”


  “Nah, surely it’s not a good idea to flirt so openly, right?” She says it so casually, this woman…


  “Ha ha, if you get all lovey-dovey too much, that would indeed be an issue. Or maybe, are you trying to rub it in my face?” While saying this, Miyu-sensei looked off into the distance. Come to think of it, talking about marriage or anything romance-related was a taboo with her…


  “S-Sensei, someday a wonderful person will appear for you too.”


  “Hey, your voice is trembling. Are you forcing yourself to say that?” Miyu-sensei looked at me with a seemingly reproachful gaze.


  Shit, my voice cracked because I was flustered. “No, it’s not like that at all.”


  To be honest, I couldn’t imagine Miyu-sensei marrying a man. Rather, I couldn’t picture her falling for a guy. After all, even from a guy’s perspective, her personality was very cool and dashing. In fact, Sasagawa-sensei, a woman, seems more fitting for her than any average man.


  “…We’re getting off-topic. Honestly, as long as you act confidently, Aoyagi, I’d say to just watch how things unfold… but there is one other option.”


  “What would that be?” I was surprised by her unexpected suggestion, as I had thought Miyu-sensei was firmly in the watch-and-wait camp.


  “You’re probably aware, but this commotion isn’t just because Charlotte is so popular.”


  “Yeah, that’s true. Considering the rumors and all, I think if I were a man worthy of her, it wouldn’t have been such a big deal.”


  I think it would have ended with just a “I knew those two would end up together” kind of reaction. The reason it’s not is because Charlotte-san and I are as different as night and day.


  “From the perspective of those who know you well, like me and Saionji, you two are a good match. But most students misunderstand you, Aoyagi. You know why, right?”


  “Because I played the role of the villain.”


  “Right. When a popular person and a disliked person get together, it’s natural for others to feel uncomfortable and even resentful. So, you need to erase that discomfort and prove to everyone that you are a suitable match for Charlotte.”


  She says it so simply… If it were that easy, I wouldn’t be struggling so much.


  “It seems nearly impossible. Charlotte-san is too charming.”


  “Hey, don’t just casually brag about your girlfriend.” My statement seemed to be taken as boasting, and Miyu-sensei looked at me with an exasperated expression. I wasn’t bragging, just stating a fact…


  “I don’t think it’s as difficult as you’re making it out to be,” Miyu-sensei began. “Many students know about your academic abilities, Aoyagi. Not just that, you also showed your skills at the sports festival. Being good at sports and studies is important for you students. Actually, haven’t you been approached more by girls lately since the sports festival? Though, it might just be mostly underclassmen.”


  She really pays close attention… Indeed, since the sports festival, girls who had never spoken to me before started approaching me.


  “But if that’s the case, what else is there for me to prove…?”


  My academic abilities are already known, and some attitudes did change after the sports festival, but overall, many students still dislike me. I can’t see what else I could do to change the situation.


  “There is, your greatest weapon. There’s a perfect event at the end of this month, right?”


  “Surely not…”


  “Yes, exactly. At the end of the month, there’s a ball sports day. During which, the girls will play basketball, and the boys—soccer. The soccer you’ve poured your youth into.”


  I see… So, I should stand out in the ball sports day and overwrite everyone’s impression of me.


  “You probably know this from last year, but since our school has fewer classes per grade, each class forms two teams. Aoyagi, that means you’ll be in a different team from Saionji. Lead your team to victory and show what you’re capable of.”


  Last year, I was on the same team as Akira, supporting him from the shadows. Our school’s soccer club wasn’t a powerhouse, so its strength was known. That’s why, Akira alone could lead us to victory. So I didn’t have to play seriously, but without Akira, I won’t win unless I’m serious. And if I continue moving forward, there’s a chance to face Akira…


  “I see, so that’s why you’re saying not to dwell on the past, huh…”


  “It’s about what you prioritize the most. The rest is up to you to decide,” Miyu-sensei said this and gestured for me to leave with her hand. She’s shown me the way, now it’s up to me whether to take it or not.


  “—What to prioritize most, huh…”


  Now that I think about it, it’s not something that needs much thought.


   


  ◆


   


  “—The ball sports day, is it…? But, Akihito-kun…” After putting Emma-chan to bed, I shared with Charlotte-san the conversation I had with Miyu-sensei earlier today. Of course, I didn’t tell her everything, but she seemed puzzled.


  “Is something bothering you?”


  “Um…” Charlotte-san glanced at my face, seeming hesitant to speak. Was there something about the ball sports day that made her uncomfortable? I didn’t think her dislike of sports would affect this strategy… “Akihito-kun, don’t you not want to play soccer…?” She asked cautiously, trying to gauge my reaction.


  “Did I say something like that?”


  “No… but during PE, when it comes to soccer, you obviously don’t try as hard as with other sports…”


  She’s observant. True, I never put any effort into soccer. For other sports, I need to maintain a good grade in PE, so I just hold back a little. To think she noticed even that difference… As expected, despite everything, she’s quite sharp, huh…


  “Charlotte-san, you do know why I don’t play soccer seriously, right?”


  “…It’s not that I know for certain… more like, I have a vague idea… There are things I’ve heard in the rumors at school…”


  The rumor going around school goes like this: I quit the soccer team on the morning of the first match of the national tournament, leaving the team without their key player and in chaos. The disorganized team suffered a crushing defeat, despite being seen as one of the favorites to win. As a result, many members who were embarrassed and lost their confidence ended up quitting the team, throwing their lives into disarray. So, Akihito Aoyagi was labeled as the absolute worst traitor—the most despicable playmaker.


  Well, it’s not so much a rumor as it is the truth. The only inaccuracy was that some players who left the team did so not because they lost confidence but because they gave up on the team.


  “I’m sorry I haven’t talked about it until now.”


  “No, I understand it’s not something to be discussed lightly… So, is the rumor true?”


  “Yeah, it’s true,” I admitted frankly, not wanting to lie to her, and I could tell she was taken aback. “Are you disappointed?”


  “No, not at all…!” Of course, I knew she wasn’t the kind of person who would be disappointed by this. Still, I asked just in case, and her immediate denial surprised me a bit. “Ah… I’m sorry…”


  “There’s nothing for you to apologize for, Charlotte-san.” She seemed to be fretting over her hasty denial as she had gone quiet, but I was actually pretty happy.


  “If the rumors are actually true, then… there’s something I don’t quite understand. May I ask about it…?”


  “Sure, and not just one, feel free to ask about anything.” I had no intention of hiding or running away. I would answer questions until Charlotte-san was satisfied.


  “The rumor says you quit the team on the morning of the first match of the national tournament… However, some people say that you didn’t show up at all, Akihito-kun. My knowledge might be limited to manga, so it might not be accurate, but… usually, for a tournament, there are things like opening ceremonies, so you wouldn’t normally go to the venue just on the day of the match itself, right...?”


  “Well, I don’t know about local teams, but usually, yes. We’d stay in nearby hotels or something.”


  “Then why did you quit on the morning of the first match…? Even if there was a reason, if you had told them earlier, that would have caused less disturbance among the team members. Moreover, it’s puzzling that they didn’t consider the possibility of you not coming, despite your absence at the opening ceremony.” She wasn’t interrogating me. She was genuinely confused and wanted to understand.


  “What I’m about to tell you is known only to Miyu-sensei and Akira among your acquaintances, Charlotte-san. So, I’d like you to keep it to yourself.” I didn’t think she would tell others inappropriately. Still, I wanted her to be aware that she shouldn’t share this with anyone else.


  “Of course. But… while it’s natural for Saionji-kun, who was involved, to know, why does Hanazawa-sensei know as well…?”


  “It’s not like he knows just because he was involved. Akira found out from someone else. I… told Miyu-sensei myself.” The only person I ever told this story to was Miyu-sensei. I hadn’t told anyone else. Revealing it publicly would cause trouble for many people, so I couldn’t be careless.


  “…Akihito-kun, you trust Hanazawa-sensei a great deal, don’t you?”


  “Um… is there a problem?”


  “No, it’s nothing.” Charlotte-san puffed her cheeks slightly, seeming a bit sulky. Could it be… is she jealous of Miyu-sensei…?


  “Let’s get back to the main topic. To answer your question, I had told the team members I’d be there. Of course, I also intended to go.”


  “Even so, you couldn’t go… To begin with, why didn’t you go with everyone, Akihito-kun?”


  “…I was under house arrest.”


  “Huh!?” Charlotte-san was visibly shocked by my answer. Of course she would be. House arrest wasn’t something you’d normally encounter. “B-by whom…?”


  “My current guardian.”


  “―!” Charlotte-san’s eyes widened in shock as she gasped. Her disbelief was evident in her expression.


  “It would take a long time to explain everything, but… to put it simply, right before the national tournament, the orphanage where I was staying was about to shut down. It was privately run and apparently couldn’t manage anymore due to the recession.”


  “Such a thing happened…? And just before the national tournament of all times…?”


  “Exactly, what timing, right? After that, it was either find a foster family to take care of me or move to another facility… But with the tournament coming up, I didn’t want to leave.” And, I didn’t want to leave that place. There was an important promise that made me want to stay. “At that time, someone took action to help me. Thanks to them—I ended up being taken in by the Himeragi Group.”


  I decided not to mention that the person who helped me was a girl a year older than me and a childhood friend. In her case, it seemed best not to bring up other women, especially since we’ve basically lost touch with each other.


  “The Himeragi Group… I’ve even heard of them when I was in England. It’s a very prominent family in Japan, isn’t it…?”


  “Yeah, it is. It’s like something out of a manga or anime, makes you laugh, doesn’t it?”


  “………” I spoke jokingly, but Charlotte-san just silently looked at me with a serious expression. It seemed it was impossible to pass it off as just a joke.


  “At first, I was genuinely happy. During the tournament, I couldn’t leave until all the necessary procedures were completed, but they assured me I’d be able to make it to the match. However, on the eve of the game, I wasn’t allowed to leave the mansion, and eventually, I was locked in my room.”


  That was when I first realized I had been set up. Despite not knowing them well, I trusted them because they were the father of someone I trusted. Because of that, I missed the match.


  “What happened to you, Akihito-kun…?”


  “I somehow managed to escape and headed to the venue… but by the time I arrived, the match was already almost over. And to make matters worse, Akira had just suffered a serious injury right in front of me.”


  “—!” Charlotte-san’s beautiful face contorted as if in pain. Now she must understand why I became so devoted to Akira. The reason for his injury was that he tried too hard to score, resulting in the opposing defender injuring his leg. It was my absence that forced him to push himself too far. That’s why that injury was my fault, and I still regret that day.


  “And, after that…?” Charlotte-san urged me to continue, her voice strained. It seemed painful for her to listen, and I thought it might be better to stop, but I knew Charlotte-san wouldn’t be satisfied with that. Now that I’ve already started, I have no choice but to explain everything.


  “There was a huge uproar. Our team was making its first appearance, but since we had beaten the team that won the national championship at the Chugoku Tournament the previous year, we were in the spotlight as a dark horse. Because of that, the incident was widely covered. The key playmaker left the team just before the match. Our ace striker suffered an injury that would take half a year to heal. The players in the game were clearly disturbed and lacked focus, leading to a one-sided match where we conceded five points in the first half alone. The second half was even more unbearable to watch. It was a series of unusual events, and the public watched it all with morbid fascination.”


  “And they blamed you for everything, Akihito-kun…?”


  “Well, anyone would see it as my fault. I was the cause of it all.” If I had been able to participate in the match, none of this would have happened. I couldn’t deny that it was my fault.


  “But, if you had honestly talked to them about being confined…”


  “If I had, maybe something might have changed, but there’s also a high chance nothing would have. I would have been accused of making excuses, trying to escape responsibility,” The world wasn’t so forgiving. Sure, some might believe that something had happened because it’s unusual to leave a national tournament midway. But most people want to pin the blame on someone. And at that time, I was the perfect candidate. So, I believe the outcome wouldn’t have changed.


  “But, there’s the fact that you were actually confined…!”


  “There’s no proof of that. There might be people who could testify that I was in the mansion, but proving that it wasn’t my choice and that I was confined is difficult. Besides, if this situation came to light, it would cause trouble for many people. That’s why I couldn’t speak up.”


  “Why…!? You’re the victim, Akihito-kun…!”


  “In the first place, don’t you think it’s strange? Why would I need to be confined?”


  “Ah…” Charlotte-san seemed preoccupied with other things and didn’t realize it at first. Logically, there was no need to confine me just because I was taken in. The reason I was confined was that it was necessary.


  “In the first match’s opposing team, there was apparently the son of a major client of a company managed by the Himeragi Group. That parent was a huge soccer fan and extremely competitive, and he was the kind of person who would do anything to ensure his son’s victory.”


  “Anything at all…”


  “Well, ordinarily, it would be impossible to manipulate such things. However, our first match opponent was considered a dark horse capable of defeating the favorites. And so, the Himeragi Group got involved.”


  “They approached the Himeragi Group about this…?”


  “No, it was the Himeragi Group who made the move. They used me as a bargaining chip, taking me in so I couldn’t play in the match.” Usually, the head of a major conglomerate wouldn’t know about the soccer affairs of a middle schooler. But my relationship with the Himeragi Group was unique from the start. That’s why they knew about me and saw me as someone they could exploit.


  “If this came to light, it would cause trouble not just for the Himeragi Group and the client’s president, but also for their employees, and the people who had taken care of me. That’s why I couldn’t speak up.” The person who had taken care of me was the daughter of the Himeragi Group. If they were in trouble, then of course she would be too. I couldn’t betray her kindness any further. And if I had spoken up, I wouldn’t have been let off easily either.


  “That’s why you’ve remained silent about all of this, Akihito-kun?” In response to Charlotte-san’s question, I just silently nodded slightly. Then, she suddenly hugged me tightly. “Why…! Why do you have to go through all this alone, Akihito-kun…!” Tears streamed down her face as she buried it in my chest. She was sympathizing with me. Maybe it was a bit too much for her compassionate heart to hear.


  “Don’t cry, Charlotte-san. It’s all in the past now.”


  “But…!”


  “It’s okay. It’s because of what happened that I was able to meet you. So, I’m grateful for it.” If it weren’t for what happened in middle school, I wouldn’t be living in this apartment or attending my current high school. So, in a way, it was a stroke of misfortune that brought me to Charlotte-san, a small price to pay.


  “Akihito-kun, you’re… sniff… too kind…”


  “I really mean it. Meeting you is the greatest fortune in my life, Charlotte-san.” I wasn’t just saying this to comfort her, I genuinely believed it. Meeting Charlotte-san had changed my life significantly, in a way that I could even call it salvation.


  “I’ll definitely make sure you’re happy, Akihito-kun…”


  “Aha ha, that’s actually supposed to be my line… but I’m happy to hear you say it.”


  “It’s okay, I will be the one to make you happy, Akihito-kun,” Charlotte-san smiled kindly and hugged me tightly. She truly was a gentle soul. “I’ll always be by your side, Akihito-kun. I’ll never leave you. So please, feel free to rely on me.”


  “Yea, thanks. I also don’t want to be apart from you either, Charlotte-san. Once the school issue is sorted out, I’ll take care of the matter at home.” Otherwise, I might not be able to stay with her. For the sake of this precious girl, I was ready to break free from the chains that bound me.


  After that, I couldn’t bring myself to study, and until it was time for bed, I spent the time playfully flirting with my adorable girlfriend.


  Chapter 5: “The Beautiful Exchange Student Wants to Believe”


   


   


  The following Saturday…


  “Onii-chan, what’s this?” Emma-chan asked with keen interest, pointing at a tennis racket in a sports store where we went to buy a soccer ball after lunch. As usual, she had come along with me, and of course, Charlotte-san was there too.


  “It’s a tennis racket.”


  “Tennis…?” Emma-chan, tilting her head adorably, seemed puzzled. We don’t really watch sports at home, so she might not be familiar with it.


  “It’s a sport where you hit a ball with this racket,” I explained, picking up a nearby ball to demonstrate. It was a very simplified explanation, but hopefully Emma-chan would get the gist of it.


  “Will you play, Onii-chan?” Emma-chan took the ball from my hand and tilted her head again inquisitively. It sounded more like an invitation than just a question.


  “Sorry, let’s play something else today, alright?” I noticed the price tag on the racket, in the later half of 20,000 yen, which was a bit too expensive for a student like me. There were cheaper beginner rackets for a few thousand yen, but considering the cost of the strings and balls, it was still too much. It’s fine to buy it if it was for serious use in a club or something, but it wasn’t worth buying just for occasional play.


  “Hmph.” Emma-chan puffed up her cheeks, seemingly disappointed. But she didn’t complain, probably understanding it was difficult since I was the one who refused, instead of Charlotte-san. Usually, I try to accommodate Emma-chan’s requests, so her understanding that I had to say no this time must have made it clear that it was out of our reach.


  “Akihito-kun, it seems the soccer balls are over there,” Charlotte-san pointed out, having found them while I was distracted with Emma-chan.


  “There are so many…” She remarked in surprise, looking at the shelf filled with soccer balls. She doesn’t really play sports, so such a sight was probably new to her. “Which one should we get?”


  “Yeah…” I left Emma-chan with Charlotte-san and picked a reasonably priced soccer ball off the shelf. “This one should be good.”


  “Is there a difference between them?”


  “Well, even within soccer balls, there are various types for different purposes, like match balls or practice balls, and then there are those for casual play. They can vary in stitching, hardness, and so on,” I explained. The durability and feel of a soccer ball can differ significantly, and there are various sizes too.


  “Emma will play too…!” Probably because I picked it up, Emma-chan, seeming eager, reached out for the soccer ball.


  “Isn’t it a bit early for Emma…?” Charlotte-san looked concerned, probably thinking the standard size ball might be too difficult for Emma-chan to handle.


  But Emma-chan shook her head side-to-side. “I can do it…!” She seemed a bit stubborn, possibly due to being turned down for tennis earlier. There was a clear determination to participate if I was buying it.


  “There’s a size 3 soccer ball for kids, let’s get that one for Emma-chan.” A regular size 5 ball, like what I use, would be too big, heavy, and hard for her to manage, which may likely discourage her from playing. Instead, a smaller, lighter, and softer ball would probably be more enjoyable for her.


  “Emma, will you really play soccer if we buy it?”


  “Mhm! I will!” Emma-chan nodded vigorously at Charlotte-sans question. That’s a very good answer.


  “Well then… shall we buy it? It would be a good thing if this encourages her to play outside more.” Currently, Emma-chan was more of an indoor type. But it’s beneficial for kids to play outside. So yeah, this could be a great opportunity for her if it gets her playing outside.


  …Well, Emma-chan probably prefers playing indoors because she can play with me…


  “Yeah, it would be a good idea to try it out.” Who knows, Emma-chan might take a liking to soccer and even join a club when she goes to elementary school. With her athleticism and quick learning, she might even become a player capable of representing the country in the future.


  “Speaking of which…”


  “What is it?” As I unconsciously muttered something that suddenly came to mind, Charlotte-san spoke in Japanese, probably because I had muttered in Japanese.


  “Nah, it’s nothing,” I said with a smile, brushing it off. Of course, it wasn’t really ‘nothing’. I was just too afraid to ask.


   


  The question on my mind—how long would they stay in Japan?


   


  “Anyway, let’s choose a soccer ball for Emma-chan,” I said, changing the subject and heading towards the shelf with the size 3 balls.


   


  ◆


   


  “Onii-chan, let’s play…!” After getting back home and changing into more suitable clothes for exercise, we headed to the park. Emma-chan was already bouncing her little soccer ball, eager to get started. I mean, I was supposed to be practicing myself—that’s why we got the ball in the first place.


  “Emma, I’ll play with you. Akihito-kun needs to practice,” Charlotte-san offered, noticing I was in a bit of a bind. Emma-chan looked a bit disappointed but, seeing the soccer ball in my hand, she reluctantly agreed. She gently kicked the ball towards Charlotte-san with her toe, seemingly knowing how to play.


  “Akihito-kun, we’re fine over here, so please go ahead and practice,” Charlotte-san said, stopping the ball with her foot and smiling at me. Meanwhile, Emma-chan was moving away from her, probably wanting to kick the ball harder. Seeing that Emma-chan was okay with it, I decided to take Charlotte-san’s offer and start practicing—


  “Okay Emma, here I go—Ah!”


  Just as I was turning my attention away from them, I saw Charlotte-san miss the ball entirely. Well, yeah… I’ve seen people mess up kicking a moving ball at school, but missing a ball that’s just sitting there is a first for me.


  “………” Oops, that wasn’t good. I was staring too much. Our eyes locked, and Charlotte-san’s face instantly turned bright red. “N-no it’s not like that…! Just now, I… I thought I needed to kick it harder, okay? But then I worried that kicking it too hard would be difficult for Emma, so I hesitated and ended up kicking the wrong place…!” She must have been really embarrassed because Charlotte-san was desperately trying to explain.


  “Ah, right, right, I totally get it! Happens to the best of us, right? I’m pretty sure I’ve done something like that too!” I tried to play along, feeling kinda bad for her. Truth be told, I’d never actually done that, but I couldn’t just leave her hanging like that.


  
    
  


  Even Emma-chan, sensing the mood, was trying to close the gap with Charlotte-san.


  “I wish I could just crawl into a hole…” Charlotte-san mumbled, covering her face with her hands and shaking her head in embarrassment. Her cheeks were still blazing red.


  “When you’re kicking the ball to someone, it’s best to use the inside of your foot, like this.” I decided to change the subject to ease her embarrassment and kicked the ball to Emma-chan using the inside of my foot. The ball rolled perfectly to her feet, and Emma clapped her hands in delight.


  “Amazing, Onii-chan! Like this?” Emma-chan tried to imitate me, kicking the ball towards me. But she hit it wrong, and the ball veered off to my right. “Hrm…” She puffed out her cheeks, clearly annoyed that it didn’t go as planned.


  “Not bad for a first try. Now, it’s your turn, Charlotte-san.”


  “M-me?”


  “You’re going to play with Emma-chan, right…?” Charlotte-san seemed shocked, so I double-checked to be sure. She seemed a bit worried as she looked around, maybe afraid of missing the ball again.


  “Don’t worry, an inside kick uses a bigger surface area of the foot, so it’s less likely to miss. Plus, you’re close to Emma-chan, so just focus on hitting the ball and aim for the center of it,” I gently explained to her how to do it. Passing the ball is pretty basic and not too hard. Hitting a target might be a bit tough, but the other player was a person. Even if the ball goes off course, the other person can just move to get it, so there’s no need to worry. “Give it a shot.”


  “Okay… here goes!” Charlotte-san cutely kicked the ball to Emma-chan. It went slightly off course but still within a couple steps of Emma-chan. Pretty good for her first try. “I-I did it…!”


  “Yeah, you did great. Keep it up!”


  “Yes, thank you very much…!”


  Alright, now I can get back to pract—


  “Hmph… Onii-chan, teach Emma too…” Before I could get back to practicing, Emma-chan, who had been a bit away, clung to my leg. She must have wanted some tips, especially after seeing Charlotte-san do better. Well, we have plenty of time…


  “You need to hit the center of the ball with this part of your foot,” I placed my hand on Emma-chan’s foot and showed her which part of the inside should make contact with the ball. “And for the foot you’re not kicking with—called the pivot foot—point your toes in the direction you want the ball to go.”


  “Like this?” Emma-chan quickly pointed the toes of her left foot, which was her pivot foot, toward Charlotte-san. She’s usually stubborn but listens well when being taught, so she’s a pretty quick learner.


  “Exactly. Keep your ankle firm and swing straight through the ball.” I took the ball from her and demonstrated by kicking it.


  “Wow! Perfect again…!” Emma-chan clapped again as the ball landed right at Charlotte-san’s feet.


  “—Now then, why don’t you give it a try, Emma-chan? Aim for Charlotte-san, okay?”


  “Okay!” Emma-chan nodded happily as I passed the ball that came back from Charlotte-san to her. She kicked the ball just as I taught her perfectly to Charlotte-san’s feet. Well, yeah… even if it’s not that far away, can she really kick it perfectly so quickly…? This kid must be super talented, huh…?


  “Emma is better than me…” Charlotte-san sounded a bit down seeing Emma-chan’s perfect kick after her own went off course. It must be a bit of a shock to see your little sister outdo you…


  “I did it, Onii-chan!” On the other hand, Emma-chan, having succeeded, tugged at my clothes for praise. She’s adorable, but it made it hard to be totally happy knowing Charlotte-san felt bad.


  “There, there, good job.”


  “Tee hee… mh!” For now, I patted her head, and she beamed up at me. She’s still as cute as an angel.


  “………” But then there’s Charlotte-san. I wish you’d stop looking at me with your cheeks puffed out like that… Even as she continued to stare at me, I couldn’t help the thought crossing my mind.


  “Lottie, the ball…!” Emma-chan was bouncing up and down, waving her arms and asking for the ball that stopped at Charlotte-san’s feet. In response, she kicked it again, but—as expected, it went off course.


  “………” After looking a bit dejected, Charlotte-san glanced at my face. Is this what I think it is? Does she want me to teach her too?


  “Charlotte-san, if it’s going to the right of Emma-chan, it means you’re leading with your toes. Try keeping your kicking foot sideways and lead with your knee.” I showed her how to do it, and she immediately followed suit.


  “Is it like this?” This time, her kick was perfect, straight to Emma-chan’s feet.


  “That’s it, Charlotte-san, you’re doing great.”


  “Th-thank you very much…!” I praised her and she thanked me, her face flushed, but then she looked up at me with a look in her eyes that seemed to be asking for something. Could it be that—


  “Onii-chan, it’s my turn to kick it…!” When I tried to pat Charlotte-san on the head, Emma-chan tugged at my clothes, as if to say, “Watch me kick the ball!”


  “Here goes!” Emma-chan stepped back a bit more this time and kicked the ball with gusto. It looked like she might have overdone it, and I thought it would go off course, but the ball ended up rolling perfectly to Charlotte-san’s feet. Seriously, maybe it would be best to get her into soccer right now…?


  “Charlotte-san, just kick the ball like you did last time, nice and easy. It’ll roll just fine without forcing it,” I said gently. Before she attempted to match Emma-chan’s strong kick, I reminded her to keep it light. I figured if she tried too hard, she might miss again. Beginners usually can’t aim well when they kick too hard, except for Emma-chan, who seemed to amazingly nail it every time.


  “Okay… here goes!” Charlotte-san followed my advice and kicked the ball lightly. It was slow due to the gentle force, but it landed right at Emma-chan’s feet. There shouldn’t be any problems if things continue as such.


  I started stretching, keeping an eye on Emma-chan and Charlotte-san. They were just playing, so I hadn’t mentioned it earlier, but I planned to move around a lot more, so I needed to stretch. Then, while I was doing so, Emma-chan stopped kicking the ball and started imitating my stretches.


  “What’s this, Onii-chan?”


  “It’s called stretching. You should do it before and after you exercise.”


  “Emma didn’t do it?”


  “Nope, let’s do it together then.”


  There’s no harm in doing some stretching. Better yet, some light exercise was ideal. I hadn’t asked Emma-chan to stretch before because I thought she might not enjoy soccer if I made it too structured. Seeing us stretching, Charlotte-san also started to stretch. This sister duo really do think alike. But that’s also what makes them cute.


  “—Alright, that’s it. Emma-chan, you can go back to playing with Charlotte-san now,” I said to Emma-chan after we finished stretching, but she just shook her head vigorously.


  “Onii-chan, you play too…!” Seems that she won’t be satisfied unless I played with her since we were doing it together earlier.


  …That’s right, “Okay, Emma-chan. How about we try ‘juggling’?”


  “Hmm? ‘Juggling’?” Emma-chan tilted her head, looking up at me with curious eyes. Seems she doesn’t know what it is even though she knows about soccer.


  “It’s like this,” I placed my foot on top of the ball, then drew it back, using the sole of my foot to put a spin on it, and then lifted the ball with the instep.


  “Whoa…!” Seeing the ball lift off the ground probably amazed her, as Emma-chan watched me in wonder. Aware of both Emma-chan and Charlotte-san watching, I began kicking the ball back and forth between the tops of my feet.


  “Wow, amazing!”


  “Ha ha, thanks. ‘Juggling’ is when you keep the ball off the ground like this and count how many times you can touch it. Since it’s soccer, you can’t use your hands, okay?”


  “Mm-hmm!” Emma-chan excitedly raised her hand and then took the ball from Charlotte-san. Then, trying to do the same and keep the ball afloat—but the ball rolled away, as if escaping from her. “Ah!?”


  “Emma-chan, start by holding the ball in your hands and dropping it onto your foot, alright?” I continued juggling the ball while giving her tips. In clubs, even beginners start juggling by dropping the ball from their hands. Lifting the ball with the foot is easy once you get used to it, but it’s tricky for beginners. But then…


  “No…!”


  Emma-chan wanted to do the same thing I was doing, shaking her head from side to side. She seemed a bit stubborn about it. She’s got the talent, so maybe it’s best to let her do her thing. While thinking this, I shifted the ball from my feet to my thighs, now juggling it between both thighs.


  “………” Emma-chan, waiting for me to teach her, watched intently. So, I kicked the ball up high with my thigh and caught it behind my neck, gently dropping it to my feet and holding it still.


  “Ooooh…!” Emma-chan, who had been watching, clapped her hands in delight. Her cheerful clapping and rejoicing at every little thing always made me happy too. …Gotta be careful not to get too carried away, though.


  “Akihito-kun, you’re really skilled at this…!” Charlotte-san seemed impressed too, applauding along with Emma-chan. While it’s a bit embarrassing to be praised for something this basic, I can’t help but feel happy about it.


  “Once you practice a bit, you can do this too. But for now, let me teach you, Emma-chan.”


  “Mh…!” Emma-chan nodded eagerly, clearly waiting for my guidance. From there, I started teaching her the tricks of juggling a soccer ball.


  During this, Charlotte-san just watched us without trying to join in. Maybe she thought she couldn’t do it—no, wait. She’s wearing a skirt, so trying to juggle the ball might end up revealing more than she’d want. Realizing why she was hesitant, I decided not to push her. Emma-chan was ready for soccer, already dressed in pants by Charlotte-san since she knew she would be playing, so there were no issues there.


  —Ultimately, the day ended with me teaching Emma-chan until it got dark.


   


  ◆


   


  “—Aoyagi-kun, can we hang out next Saturday or Sunday?” This happened on our way back from the cafeteria. Shinonome-san suddenly invited Akihito-kun to hang out.


  “The weekend, huh…” Recently, Akihito-kun has been focusing a lot on soccer practice, both after school and on weekends. He’s been playing soccer since he was young, but with a three-year break, he’s been working on getting his feel back for the game. That’s probably why he’s hesitant about going out on the weekend. With the ball sports day already close, his practice time is quite limited, especially since Emma has been taking up a good amount of it…


  “Um… tomorrow is our birthday, right…? On that day, um… Aoyagi-kun, I thought you would want to spend the day alone with Charlotte-san… So, can we hang out on either Saturday or Sunday, whichever day you’re free…?”


  It was unusual for Shinonome-san to ask someone to hang out, but now I see why. Today is November 10th, making tomorrow Akihito-kun and Shinonome-san’s birthday. Of course, I have a birthday gift ready… but it seems Shinonome-san is giving her birthday time with Akihito-kun to me. She’s such a kind person. Since it’s also your own birthday, it would be perfectly acceptable for you to be a little more selfish…


  “Akihito-kun, I’ll take care of Emma, so please go ahead,” I said, since Shinonome-san is giving up her time, I should step back as well. He’ll be fine with his practice, I’m sure. More than anything, I wanted him to cherish his time as siblings.


  “No, but… Shinonome-san, is it cool if Charlotte-san comes along too?” Akihito-kun seemed to have something on his mind and asked Shinonome-san that. To this, Shinonome-san glanced at me, then nodded firmly.


  “It’s okay…”


  “Alrighty then, Charlotte-san will join—”


  “W-wait a minute, please. I think it would be better for the two of you to go out together, considering the occasion…!” Thinking it wouldn’t be good to continue the conversation as it was, and since Saionji-kun was the only other person there, I inadvertently interrupted with a rather loud voice. Everyone looked at me in surprise, but feeling sorry for Shinonome-san if things continued like this, I went on to speak up. “I think it’s important to have that kind of time occasionally…!” I said ambiguously while looking at Akihito-kun, avoiding mentioning “sibling time” directly, in case someone else overheard.


  “But, um… are you really okay with this, Charlotte-san…?”


  What could he be worried about? Certainly, it’s natural to feel uneasy about him going out with another woman, but the person in question is his sister. It’s not like anything inappropriate would happen, nor would he be taken away from me. Moreover, if I joined, it would mean bringing Emma along, which would greatly restrict their freedom. Especially since Emma won’t leave Akihito-kun’s side when he’s around, which means Shinonome-san wouldn’t get the chance to talk to him. I couldn’t possibly join them considering all this.


  “It’s okay, really. Please, take some time for Shinonome-san every now and again.”


  “I see… well, if Charlotte-san says it’s fine… Shinonome-san, we might have to go pretty far out to avoid being seen by anyone, but is that alright?”


  “Ah… Mhm, I’m fine.”


  It seemed they decided to go out with just the two of them. It’ll be lonely without Akihito-kun on the weekend, but it can’t be helped. Sometimes days like these are necessary. Spending every day together would make it hard to be apart later on. It’s important for me not to become too dependent, like Emma, so I think it’s important to have days like this.


  “—Is it really okay…?” As we started walking back to the classroom after our conversation, Akihito-kun muttered to himself, hand over his mouth.


  What’s bothering him so much? Unless he has terrible luck, it’s unlikely they’ll run into someone familiar if they’re going far away. Maybe he’s worried about Shinonome-san’s financial situation…? She didn’t seem particularly well-off, so the travel expenses might be a concern. But since he didn’t bring it up earlier, I think his worries lie elsewhere. So then, what else could he be worried about…? I couldn’t figure out what exactly he was worried about as I walked back to the classroom, lost in thought.


   


  ◆


   


  “Akihito-kun, happy birthday…!”


  “Onii-chan, happy birthday…!” The night after Shinonome-san invited me to hang out, Charlotte-san and Emma-chan celebrated my birthday. They each held a gift bag, and Emma-chan handed hers to me first. “Here, Onii-chan. For you.”


  “Thank you, Emma-chan. Can I open it?”


  “Mm-hmm…!” After getting Emma-chan’s approval, I opened the rather large gift. Inside was…


  “Cat-eared pajamas…” Unexpectedly, it was a set of pajamas with cat ears on the hood.


  “Mh!” In front of me, Emma-chan was beaming at me, her eyes sparkling. I see, she went that route.


  “Thanks, I really appreciate it.”


  “Mh, matching!” It seems Emma-chan wanted me to wear this to bed from now on and sleep together, making us look like a real family. It’s embarrassing to wear cat-eared pajamas at this age, but Emma-chan’s thoughtfulness makes me really happy. It’ll be just for our eyes, so I decided to wear it in the future. Well, I don’t really have the courage to wear it outside.


  “I’ll start wearing it tonight.”


  “Mh…!” Emma-chan happily nodded and walked towards me, then turned around and plopped down on my lap. It was her way of saying her turn was over.


  “Akihito-kun, here’s my gift to you,” Saying that, Charlotte-san handed me her gift, and after getting her approval, I opened it to find—a long scarf.


  “Is this by any chance…”


  “Yes, it’s hand-knitted… Um, it might not be very good, but… as it’s getting colder, I thought you might like it…” I had a hunch, considering Charlotte-san’s personality, but it really seemed to be a scarf she made herself. I never thought the day would come when I’d receive a handmade scarf from her. She said it might not be great, but it looked as good as anything you’d find in a store. Despite what she says, this girl is unexpectedly skilled with her hands.


  Even so… she’s been staying in my room without going home recently, so when did she find the time to make it? Maybe she’s been working on it for quite some time.


  “Thanks a lot, I’m really happy. I’ll take good care of it.”


  “Okay…!” She smiled happily when I thanked her. She really is wonderful and cute.


  “This scarf seems longer than usual, unless I’m mistaken…”


  “Yes… I made it so that two people could wrap it around together…” She shyly replied, blushing and looking down. So, in other words, we’re meant to wear it together when it’s cold. It’s embarrassing in public… but I’m happy to be able to do that with her.


  “Onii-chan, you seem happier with Lottie’s gift than mine…” As I was lost in thought, Emma-chan tugged at my clothes, seeming displeased. She seemed to be pouting.


  “Not at all, Emma-chan. I’m really happy with your gift too.” Wearing it might be embarrassing, but I’m genuinely happy because it’s from Emma-chan.


  “Then, which do you like more, Lottie’s or mine?”


  “That’s…” It’s a tough question from such a young girl… Honestly, I’m happier with Charlotte-san’s handmade scarf, but saying that would upset Emma-chan. And more importantly, I wasn’t lying when I said I was really happy with her gift. So, I don’t really want to compare them like that. “I’m equally happy with both,” That was the safest answer I could give.


  “Hmph…” Emma-chan seemed unsatisfied with my answer, giving me a pouty look again. While I do understand her feelings, I can’t just choose one over the other, so she’ll just have to bear with it.


  Afterward, the three of us had a pleasant dinner, and once Emma-chan fell asleep, I enjoyed some alone time with Charlotte-san.


  —Thinking about it, Charlotte-san tends to get jealous easily, so I wonder if she’s really okay with me hanging out with other girls? Should I assume it’s alright just because it’s my real sister? But then again, she gets jealous even over Emma-chan…


  Feeling a bit uneasy about this, I made up my mind to pamper Charlotte-san more than usual until the day I went out with Karin.


   


  ◆


   


  “Onii-chan’s not here…?” On Saturday, upon realizing Akihito-kun wasn’t at home, Emma’s expression clouded over.


  “I’m sorry, Akihito-kun had something to do today, so it can’t be helped.”


  “Hmph…” Emma looked at me with dissatisfaction but didn’t say anything more. Perhaps she realized there was no point in complaining to me since Akihito-kun was already gone.


  “Shall we go out, just the two of us today? I’ll buy you lots of sweets and clothes, okay?”


  “Nh…” Emma nodded sullenly. She must have been looking forward to spending the weekend with Akihito-kun. But there’s no need to rush; she can spend time with him any day. It’s better to let Shinonome-san have this day.


  “Let’s play with Akihito-kun another day, okay?” I consoled her and got up to prepare breakfast. Then…


  “Hey, Lottie. Mama didn’t come back even on my birthday…” Emma, looking sad, tugged at my clothes. She never mentioned this even on her birthday. She probably didn’t care much because Akihito-kun was around. But now that he’s not here, it seems she’s seeking our mother for comfort.


  “Mom is busy with work. So, let’s forgive her, okay?” I tried to soothe her, but inside I couldn’t quite shake off the sense of unease I felt.


  Until now, no matter how busy she was, our mother always came home for our birthdays. But since coming to Japan, she’s hardly been home. She could make time if we insisted, but she prefers meeting outside rather than at home. While it might simply be a matter of not having enough time, I couldn’t help but feel there was more to it. It’s as if she’s avoiding our house. What could she possibly be hiding…


  There are other strange things, too. Of course, the incident at Emma’s daycare was one. But there’s also the fact that she installed a camera in the room where Emma usually stays when she’s alone, so she could see immediately if anything happens. After all, no matter how smart she was, Emma’s still just a young child, so while I’m at school, mom was supposed to be watching her through the camera. But on the day Emma ran away, mom didn’t contact us. I heard she was in a meeting at the time, and I immediately went to search for Emma. Since we found her, I didn’t think much of it… but considering her recent behavior, was it really an accident? Could it be mom intentionally let Emma…


  “—I’m sorry, Lottie…? Emma, is okay…”


  “Huh?”


  “I won’t be selfish… Please don’t be angry…” It seems I got lost in thought without realizing it. The anxious look in Emma’s eyes as she watched me might be because I inadvertently let my feelings show in my expression or demeanor.


  “I’m not angry at all.” I forced a smile and gently stroked her head. I’d be a terrible sister if I let her be scared. Even if our mother has come to dislike us, I won’t give up. After all, Akihito-kun and I are the ones raising this child. As long as he’s with us, there’s nothing to fear. “How about I make hamburger steak for lunch today?”


  “Hamburger steak!? Yay!” Emma’s face lit up at the mention of hamburger steak. It’s a bit pathetic to cheer her up with such a simple trick, but better than letting her be sad.


  After that, I cooked breakfast, and we enjoyed our meal together, just the two of us.


   


  ◆


   


  “—Lottie, let’s go out…!” After having hamburgers for lunch, Emma was in a great mood. She had changed into her outdoor clothes, ready to go out.


  “How about we head to the Okayama Station area today?”


  “The place you went with Onii-chan?”


  “That’s right. There are lots of shops there.”


  Okayama Station has numerous shops, despite being a station. Once you step out of the station, there’s a big shopping mall, department stores, and many other shops that Akihito-kun and I visited together. It’s a popular hangout spot for students living in Okayama City. There are also stores specializing in anime goods, which I’d like to visit today.


   


  I’d also like to try buying doujinshi directly from a store, rather than online, at least once.


   


  So, we headed to Okayama Station. Of course, we made sure to wear hats and fake glasses, our camouflage was perfect. And then…


  “Huh!? Is that you, Charlotte-san…?” We bumped into Shimizu-san. Although I had heard that students often come here, I didn’t expect to actually run into a friend. “What’s this, do you come to Okayama Station?” Shimizu-san looked delighted and interested as she gazed at me. Emma, who was in my arms, didn’t seem to like this, and buried her face in my chest.


  “I don’t often come here, but I thought it’d be nice to visit today. Are you here with friends, Shimizu-san?”


  “Yeah, I was supposed to hang out with Kei. Azusa said she had a date with a guy, so I teased her for being a traitor and sent her off.” Shimizu-san joked, seeming to enjoy the conversation. The two people she mentioned must be Kiriyama-san and Arasawa-san, who were at the same table as me at my welcoming party.


  “Where is Kiriyama-san?”


  “Listen to this! That girl, I can’t believe her!” I was going to greet her if she was around, but as soon as I mentioned Kiriyama-san, Shimizu-san leaned in close to me. Huh…? Did I step on a landmine…?


  “Wh-what happened…?”


  “I thought it was strange that she didn’t get on the train we’d agreed on, so I contacted her, and guess what? She said she overslept…! Can you believe it!?”


  “Er, but it’s already past noon…?”


  “That girl, she can sleep till noon without a care… But still, who oversleeps when they have plans to hang out with friends...!”


  “Aha ha… Kiriyama-san is quite easy-going, isn’t she…”


  “Just say it, she’s an idiot.” I certainly couldn’t say something like that. But I often find myself thinking that she’s quite a natural in her own way.


  “So, you’re waiting for her now?”


  “Yep, yep. When she gets here, I’m thinking that I’ll make her treat me to some apple pies they sell underground. Lots of ‘em”


  “Aha ha, please go easy on her…” She’s probably joking about the “lots of them” part, but with Shimizu-san, you never know. She might just do it.


  At any rate, they sell apple pies underground?


  
    
  


  Emma might be happy if I buy her something. There are various shops not only underground but also on the first and second floors, so I’d like to look around.


  “By the way, Charlotte-san, I thought you didn’t like crowded places, but if you’re okay with places like this, I should have invited you,” Maybe she felt bad for not inviting me. Shimizu-san said apologetically with a smile.


  “Ah, no… I do find it difficult…” Even though I get stared at in school, I never get used to being gawked at. It’s still unpleasant, but I just don’t show it. So now, I’m using a hat and glasses to be as inconspicuous as possible. Still, I end up attracting glances… “Plus, I have to take care of Emma, so I might not be able to go out much…”


  “I see, that can’t be helped then. Well, if you have time now, you’d want to be with Aoyagi-kun, right?” Shimizu-san grinned at me, making my face heat up. Shimizu-san you meanie. “Huh? Speaking of which, Aoyagi-kun isn’t here, right? I thought he lived alone, and you said your parents hardly ever come home, so I assumed you were always together, Charlotte-san?”


  It seems that Shimizu-san has completely associated me and Aoyagi-kun as a set, so she was surprised. Indeed, since we met, I’ve almost always been with Aoyagi-kun, but…


  “He’s out enjoying the day with Shinonome-san today, just the two of them. Some sibling time without interruptions.”


  “Huh, for real…?” Was there some sort of problem? Shimizu-san’s expression became quite stern.


  “Yes, really…?”


  “No, Charlotte-san. Just because they’re siblings, you might think it’s okay, but they hadn’t met each other until high school, right? In other words, they’re just like any other boy and girl, except they share blood.”


  “Huh…?”


  “The way Shinonome-san is so attached to him is totally over the top. I mean, they’re real siblings and all, but you don’t see classmates who barely interact being that close, do you?”


  “B-but, they are behaving as brother and sister…”


  “Sure, but you never really know what’s going on in someone’s heart, right? Aoyagi-kun might be one thing, but it’s not impossible that Shinonome-san has romantic feelings, right?”


  “H-huuh!?” I gasped in shock, drawing the attention of those around us, and we hastily moved to another spot. “Sh-Shinonome-san wouldn’t…”


  “Shinonome-san, with her bangs hiding her eyes, always seemed like a quiet girl who couldn’t blend in well with others, right? Just imagine if you were like that. If a guy who understands you and stands by your side appears, you’d definitely see him as someone special, wouldn’t you?”


  “Th-that’s true, but… they are siblings…”


  “It’s harder to recognize someone you’ve met only a year or two ago as a real sibling.”


  Certainly… now that you mention it, that might be the case... I too, think it would be difficult for me to suddenly accept a brother appearing out of nowhere…


  “Okay, let’s follow Aoyagi-kun and Shinonome-san.”


  “I-isn’t that, tailing them…!?”


  “I’ve barely interacted with Shinonome-san, so I don’t really trust her much. She might be a nice girl, but she always hides her eyes and all. Without having any real interaction, it’s hard for me to trust her, you know?”


  “B-but, Aoyagi-kun cheating…” No way, him of all people being so sincere…


  “He probably wouldn’t do that. But, putting cheating aside, Charlotte-san, you’re quite the jealous type, aren’t you? I think it’s better to clear things up before they get complicated, you know?”


  “…What? I-I am... jealous…?”


  “You didn’t realize?” Shimizu-san looked at me, obviously surprised.


  N-no, I was aware of it, but… is it really that obvious to everyone else…? And, is it bad enough that Shimizu-san’s worried about me…? “Is it really that serious…?”


  “Come on, when Aoyagi and Shinonome went out to eat without you, Charlotte-san, you were totally jealous, and you get all nervous whenever any girl talks to Aoyagi-kun, right? Plus, didn’t you go public with your relationship with Aoyagi-kun at school not just ‘cause you wanted to be with him but also to show off that he’s yours and keep other girls at bay?” Sh-she’s seen through everything… Just as I thought, Shimizu-san’s kind of scary… “Like, I’ve been thinking this since the confession thing, but aren’t you kinda sly, Charlotte-san? Wasn’t it your idea for Aoyagi-kun and Shinonome-san to become siblings? To me, it seems like you were trying to turn Shinonome-san, who could’ve been a rival, into a sister character, so Aoyagi-kun wouldn’t see her as a love interest. What’s your take on that?” Shimizu-san asked with a grin.


  C-could it be… is she angry…? “U-um, that…”


  “Oh, don’t get it wrong. I’m not mad or disappointed. I’m just curious, or rather, it’s kinda relatable to see you have these human sides, so I’m asking.”


  “Y-you think it’s relatable…?” I couldn’t help but ask, surprised by her words.


  “’Cause you’re not just a super beautiful girl, Charlotte-san, but you’re also smart and super kind, like a good-natured character straight out of a manga or anime, y’know? When someone like that exists in real life, they feel like a flower on a high peak, almost too perfect. And you end up almost worshiping them.”


  “No way, like a god…!?” I retorted to Shimizu-san, who was jokingly laughing. It’s nice to be thought of as someone who could be in a manga or anime, but being revered like that seems a bit too much.


  “But it’s true. I think that’s probably why the guys couldn’t confess. So, being a bit more jealous than normal or even a little sly is just fine. And about the jealousy thing, Aoyagi-kun would probably enjoy it.”


  “That’s… Akihito-kun also said he was happy about it…” When he realized I was jealous, he told me that with a really sweet smile. I genuinely think he’s such a good guy.


  “Totally makes sense. Getting jealous just shows you’re really into him. And imagine, being envied by the school’s Madonna? Idol? Any guy would feel proud.”


  “I’m not exactly a Madonna or an idol, though…”


  “C’mon, the whole school went crazy just because you got a boyfriend. You’re pretty much an idol at this point,” When I tried to deny it, Shimizu-san just laughed, like she couldn’t believe what I’m saying. “It’s not really a bad thing, y’know.”


  “So, you’re telling me to get all worried and jealous about Shinonome-san too…?”


  “Not really. They don’t expect us there, right? So we can see how they act around each other. That’ll help you figure out if you should be worried about Shinonome. By the way, I’ve already canceled my plans with Kei for today. So let’s go. You’re asking about where they were headed right, Charlotte-san?” She quickly fiddled with her phone and then smiled at me. She’s always one step ahead. She knew I’d asked where Aoyagi-kun was going… “Still, it might be a bit tricky to find them…”


  “Oh, in that case, we can find Akihito-kun’s location with GPS.”


  “…By the way, who suggested putting that in?” Realizing I had accidentally let something slip, I inadvertently averted my gaze.


  “…Th-that was me…” Shimizu-san couldn’t help but laugh after hearing my answer.


  Afterwards, I bought a ticket for the area where Akihito-kun and the others were, and as I was about to pass through the ticket gate with Emma, who had fallen asleep by then, I saw a familiar girl coming out of the gate.


  “Ugh…” The girl with black twin-tails noticed me and made an obviously disgusted face. However, perhaps because she didn’t see him around me, she just bowed her head as if nothing was amiss and tried to pass by my side. Shimizu-san was the one who stopped her.


  “Hold up. Making that face at your senior, that’s pretty rude, don’tcha think?”


  “Um, Shimizu-san… I’m not…” I appreciated her sticking up for me, but fighting here wouldn’t help anything. So I tried to intervene, but Shimizu-san just shook her head.


  “This is the girl, Kousaka-san, who stirred things up, right? I remember her from middle school.”


  “Sorry, I admit I made a face like that because I jumped to conclusions. Now then, can you let me go?” Kousaka-san looked straight at Shimizu-san, her eyes narrowed. She probably thought Akihito-kun would be here because I was, but since he’s not, she wanted to leave as if nothing had happened.


  “Hey, if you were in the same middle school as Aoyagi-kun and Saionji-kun, then it’s about an hour by train to our high school, isn’t it? Why’d you pick our high school?” Shimizu-san let go of Kousaka’s arm and looked at her like she was trying to figure her out.


  “I don’t owe you an answer.”


  “Our school is for advanced students with high academic standards, but it’s not the kind of school people would travel far for. The only real benefit might be the chance of getting a special recommendation, but it’s so rare—maybe one person every few years. I can’t imagine someone coming from far away just for that, y’know?”


  “What are you trying to say? Or rather, have I done something to deserve such an attitude from my senior?”


  Although Shimizu-san’s tone was calm, her words carried an unmistakable edge of confrontation. Kousaka-san’s puzzlement was justifiable. After all, the ones involved in what she did were Akihito-kun and me, she did nothing directly to Shimizu-san. Yet, Shimizu-san openly displayed her displeasure.


  “I’m irritated. Just as things started going well, you had to come in and mess it up. You, who never had the courage to speak to Aoyagi-kun before, are now boldly confronting him just because he’s got a girlfriend? Do you realize that because of you, Aoyagi-kun’s middle school days are being dug up?”


  “That’s…” Being chastised by Shimizu-san, Kousaka-san awkwardly diverted her gaze. It was clear from her reaction that she hadn’t acted with malice.


  “Shimizu-san, please calm down. It doesn’t seem like Kousaka-san intended any harm.”


  “Why defend her? Didn’t Saionji-kun tell you? This Kousaka girl was one of those who cornered Aoyagi-kun in middle school. And now she just follows him to the same high school?”


  Indeed, Saionji-kun had mentioned this in the cafeteria. More importantly, his demeanor towards Kousaka-san was distinctly off. However, arguing about this in Akihito-kun’s absence didn’t feel right to me.


  “Kousaka-san, may I ask you one thing? Do you dislike Akihito-kun?”


  After a few seconds of silence, Kousaka-san replied, “……Yes, that’s right. I dislike Akihito-senpai.”


  The pause before her response made me think she wasn’t expressing her true feelings. Considering Shimizu-san’s mention of Kousaka-san following Akihito-kun to our high school, she might be harboring—


  “Look, that kind of suggestive behavior—”


  “Shimizu-san, let’s stop. This is pointless.”


  “Charlotte-san… are you really sure about this…?” Shimizu-san looked at me worriedly. I understood her anger was for my sake. And I know overlooking the matter with Kousaka-san wouldn’t be in my best interest. However, I thought that cornering someone just for our own satisfaction wasn’t the right approach. It would only make us no different from those who cornered Akihito-kun.


  “I believe in Akihito-kun,” I stated, hoping to appease Shimizu-san. Perhaps thinking it wouldn’t be good to push further, she sighed in resignation. So, turning back to Kousaka-san, I continued, “Regarding the events of middle school, as someone not involved, I can’t comprehend your anger. However, I can assert this. Akihito-kun would never betray or hurt anyone intentionally. Please believe in him.”


  I already knew what had transpired in his middle school days. But even without that knowledge, I would have still believed in him. Even if I never met him during our middle school days, I can tell from observing him up to now. He’s definitely not the type to trap someone for his own desires.


  “…I know that, without you having to tell me… That’s why it’s unforgivable, isn’t it…”


  “Kousaka-san…?”


  “I understand what you’re saying, Bennett-senpai. I apologize for disturbing your rest. Excuse me.”


  “Ah, Kousaka-san…!”


  Kousaka-san bowed to us and then ran away. The look on her face as she left—with tears welling up in the corners of her eyes—was burned into my mind. Though I had no proof… I had a feeling that her reasons for anger seemed different from others.


  “Sorry, I guess I overstepped a bit,” Shimizu-san apologized with a remorseful look after Kousaka-san had left.


  “No, you were speaking for our sake, and I appreciate it. But let’s avoid conflict after all. She has her reasons too.”


  “Yeah, I understand. Sorry about that. Well, we’ve used up a bit of time, but shall we go to Aoyagi-kun and the others now?”


  We then headed to Kagawa Prefecture, where Akihito-kun was. And then—seeing Shinonome-san acting clingy like Emma, with him indulgently spoiling her, I couldn’t help feeling a bit jealous. While I was feeling this way, Emma woke up and called out to Akihito-kun. He seemed to understand everything from just that, and though seemingly reluctant, he kindly pampered me as well.


  Chapter 6: “The Beautiful Exchange Student Wants to Win”


   


   


  “―It’s finally here, isn’t it.”


  Today marked the last weekday of November, the day of the eagerly anticipated ball sports day. Emma was already at her preschool, leaving Akihito-kun and me alone.


  “We’ve done what we can, now all we can do is hope for the best.”


  “You’ll be okay, Akihito-kun. You’re extremely skilled after all.”


  Up until today, Akihito-kun has been diligently training and rebuilding his physique, and he has been working hard at soccer practice. I don’t usually watch sports, so I can’t be certain, but even so, I think he’s very skilled. At the very least, from what I’ve seen of the soccer played in physical education classes, I’m convinced that Akihito-kun’s performance will undoubtedly stand out. But still…


  “It would be nice if that were the case…” he trailed off, his voice tinged with uncertainty. Akihito-kun was not one to boast, but this seemed more than just a lack of confidence.


  “Since we are in the same class, you won’t be facing Saionji-kun’s team until the finals, right?” I asked, trying to understand his concern.


  “Yeah, that’s right. I would prefer to face him as soon as possible… but there’s nothing I can do about that.”


  “Could that be what’s worrying you…?”


  I don’t know why Akihito-kun wants to face them as soon as possible, but from the way he said it, I thought he might be reluctant to meet them in the finals. However, he shook his head from side to side, indicating that wasn’t the case.


  “By the way, Charlotte-san, your team has their first match early in the morning, right?”


  “Yes, that’s right?”


  “Our first match will be around the time your team finishes. If it’s okay with you, could you come to cheer for us? It would be great if you could bring some of the other girls too.”


  Wait, other girls too? I am his girlfriend, so of course, I planned to support him. But why did he want other girls there?


  “Hrm…”


  “―Huh? Wh-why are you puffing out your cheeks…?”


  “Do you want to be fawned over by girls…?”


  “Wha!?” Akihito looked at me with a startled expression. Seems like my words caught him off guard. “Of course not! Why would I think that when I have you, Charlotte-san?”


  “Then for what reason?”


  “Well…”


  “As I thought, you just want to be fawned over after all…?” I couldn’t help but be suspicious when he hesitated to answer.


  Then, he scratched his cheek, looking somewhat troubled, and opened his mouth, “Since you’re a girl, Charlotte-san, I don’t know if this will satisfy you…”


  “I’d still like to hear it…”


  “Err…well, guys are simple, you know. Just having girls around makes them want to win more. So, having you and the others there would make it easier for me.”


  I see. If that’s the case… “I understand, I’ll ask Shimizu-san and the others.”


  “Thanks,” he said with a relieved smile, and we continued chatting as we headed to school.


  And once the ball sports day began…


  “I-I’m sorry… It’s my fault we lost…” Surprisingly, our team lost in the first round. It was a close game, but my mistake led to us losing by two points.


  “Well, it can’t be helped. Besides, you were cute, Charlotte-san.”


  “Yeah, yeah! You shot the ball in completely the wrong direction and even passed it to the opponent, it was kinda adorable in a clumsy way!”


  “I’m really sorry…” I apologized to Shimizu-san and Kiriyama-san once again. My attempts at shooting the ball had been disastrous, not even coming close to hitting the ring. Worse, I had mistakenly passed to opponents, thinking they were teammates, and my attempts at dribbling often resulted in the ball hitting my own feet. It was a mess, but thanks to Shimizu-san’s excellent skills, our match was a close one.


  “Hey, Kei, don’t be too hard on Charlotte-san.”


  “I am praising her, aren’t I!? Besides, it was Arisa-chan who started this…!” Kiriyama-san puffed her cheeks in protest, but Shimizu-san didn’t seem too concerned.


  “Alrighty then, let’s gather whoever we can and go cheer for the boys. The other three teams are still in play, so only those who are free should come,” Shimizu-san suggested. There are four teams, each made up of five girls. Since our team was the only one that lost, we couldn’t take a large group.


  “Thank you very much, Shimizu-san.”


  “It’s nothing. We need Aoyagi-kun to win, after all,” Shimizu-san replied with a kind smile. Despite her sometimes intimidating demeanor, she was genuinely kind-hearted.


  “Isn’t Aoyagi-kun going to win anyway? He was a nationally recognized player back in middle school, right?”


  “Well, even though soccer is a team sport, with a talent gap like Aoyagi-kun’s, normally, yes. But…”


  “Is there something you’re concerned about?” Seeing Shimizu-san’s expression, as if Kiriyama-san’s words had struck a chord with her, I couldn’t help but ask about it.


  “Well, just watch and you’ll understand. People can be quite troublesome creatures.”


  “……?”


  Although Shimizu-san’s words piqued my curiosity, I didn’t want to delay us from Akihito-kun’s match, so I led everyone to the ground. It seemed that Akihito-kun’s game was just about to start.


  “C’mon, Charlotte-san, you need to cheer for your beloved boyfriend.”


  “K-Kiriyama-san!? B-But…” Kiriyama-san’s sudden teasing caused my face to flush with embarrassment. I did come to cheer for him…but when you say “beloved,” well…


  “Let’s hold off on that for now. We don’t want to attract unnecessary attention.”


  “Shimizu-san…?”


  “We should cheer when the game starts. If Charlotte-san supports Aoyagi-kun now, there’s no telling what those jealous idiots might do.” Shimizu-san’s expression was unusually serious. It wasn’t a joke; she seemed to be giving genuine advice.


  “Arisa, you’re scary…”


  “Don’t be scared, I’m not angry or anything. Anyway, if you care about Aoyagi-kun, it’s better not to provoke those around you too much.”


  “Okay…” It seemed this match wasn’t as straightforward as I had thought. Akihito-kun…I wonder if he’s alright…


  The game started with the opposing team having the ball. Due to the size of the teams, they played with ten players on each side instead of the usual eleven. The opposing team used a 4-2-3 formation, ensuring a robust defense while also allocating enough players for the offense. It seemed they might rely on long passes, considering their thinner midfield. As for Akihito-kun’s team, they were arranged in a 4-2-1-2 formation, with four defenders, two defensive midfielders, one attacking midfielder, and two forwards. Interestingly, Akihito-kun, typically an attacking midfielder, was playing as a full-back.


  “Is this formation Aoyagi-kun’s idea…?”


  “No, it’s not,” Shimizu-san replied immediately upon hearing my question. “The three in front are all from the soccer club, right? Their formation is basically saying, ‘We three will score, the rest of you just defend the goal.’”


  Shimizu-san narrowed her eyes irritably and explained the situation. It appeared the formation was centered around the soccer club members, not Akihito-kun. While it’s understandable for the soccer club to lead the formation, I thought neglecting his abilities was a mistake.


  “By the way, Charlotte-san, do you understand soccer?”


  “I don’t watch sports broadcasts much, but I’m well-versed in it through manga…!”


  “Whoa…your eyes are kinda sparkling,” Shimizu-san seemed a bit taken aback by my enthusiastic response. I wonder why? “Well, as long as you understand. Aoyagi-kun is playing as a full-back, right? Considering his skill, he should be in the attacking midfielder position. But being put as a full-back means they’re basically telling him not to stand out.”


  “H-huuh? But…if they let Akihito-kun lead, their chances of winning would significantly increase…”


  “People aren’t that simple. They probably think they can win without Aoyagi-kun in an official school tournament like this. See, Akihito-kun is running up from the back to support, but they’re not passing to him.”


  Indeed, as Shimizu-san said, Akihito-kun was raising his hand for a pass, but the soccer club members were passing it elsewhere, leading to a counterattack by the opponents.


  “What are the chances of us winning…without Akihito-kun getting the ball?”


  “Hmm~, maybe around twenty percent?”


  “Isn’t that too low?!” I was startled by her blunt assessment. I thought it would be at least fifty percent.


  “Just like we have three soccer players on our side, they’ve got three on theirs too. Plus, their players are third-years, and among them, the goalkeeper and one center back are former regulars. Even though they’ve retired, they have more experience than our three soccer players who haven’t even been on the bench. It’s hard to score against them. Besides, other than the soccer players, our team is made up of kids who didn’t make it into the other team and aren’t that great at sports. Overall, the third-year team is just stronger.”


  “No way…” Does this mean we can’t win if the ball doesn’t get to Akihito-kun…? I guess the twenty percent chance of winning is because most of our team members aren’t in the soccer club, which means there’s a higher likelihood of unexpected things happening… While discussing this, I noticed Akihito-kun ceased his forward runs. Even with our team in possession of the ball, he stayed back.


  “Has he given up?” Kiriyama-san, watching alongside me, tilted her head curiously. When I looked around, the girls who had come to support us wore worried expressions. Before I knew it, Shinonome-san had also come near me, clasping her fingers tightly in front of her chest as if in prayer.


  “I don’t think so. Akihito-kun isn’t the type to abandon a match.”


  “Yeah, that’s right. I can’t imagine him being without a plan. He must have something up his sleeve, right?” Shimizu-san knew more about Akihito-kun as a soccer player than I do. It seemed she, like me, also believed in him.


  As the match continued, just as Shimizu-san predicted, our offensive attempts were consistently thwarted by the opposing team. And when we faced a counterattack, I expected Akihito-kun, who stayed in his own half, to intervene. However, he didn’t move beyond his position. Perhaps he thought moving recklessly would break the formation and expose us to attack, or maybe there was another reason. Since Akihito-kun effectively stopped plays on his side, the opponents started to use the opposite side to attack. Consequently, Akihito-kun’s team, which had been suffering from repeated counters…


  “Ahh!? They scored!?” …conceded the lead to the opposing team


  “What are they doing? We’ll lose at this rate!”


  “Pass the ball, soccer club!”


  “Don’t be scared of the third-years!”


  Their strong desire to win led the girls to heckle our team, causing the boys to shrink back even further—it was a vicious cycle.


  “Even after they scored on us, Aoyagi-kun isn’t moving… What’s his plan?” As everyone around me lost their composure, only Shimizu-san remained calm, observing Akihito-kun intently. He didn’t seem perturbed by the situation. If anything, he appeared to have anticipated it.


  “If it’s Akihito-kun, it will be fine. He must have some kind of plan.”


  “―You seem to trust him a lot, don’t you?”


  “Huh?” Suddenly hearing a voice, I looked to see Kousaka-san bowing to another girl and taking the spot next to me. I hadn’t expected her to approach me like that. This caused Shimizu-san to make a displeased face, but she seemed to have no intention of confronting her further.


  “Good morning, Kousaka-san.”


  “Good morning. Bennett-senpai, you’ve been at this school for only about three months, right? Why do you trust Akihito-senpai so much?” It’s probably because I know about Akihito-kun. It seemed like she’s doubting our relationship, which started just less than two months after we met.


  “He’s helped me a lot, so I trust him.”


  “…Senpai, you just can’t leave those who are in trouble alone, can you,” she remarked, then turned her gaze back to the game as if nothing had happened. Was she not doubting me after all…? “Like Bennett-senpai said, it won’t end like this. Akihito-senpai, who managed to lead a bunch of troublemakers in the soccer club to victory in the Chugoku tournament, should have no problem handling his classmates.”


  “Troublemakers…?” I asked, intrigued by her words.


  She tilted her head and looked at me with a somewhat disdainful expression. “You’re his girlfriend and you don’t know anything?”


  “Ugh…”


  “It’s a joke. I know he doesn’t easily talk about his past,” she added, seemingly downplaying her previous scornful look. But what is this? It feels like she’s bragging that she knows more than me. Even I can’t help but feel a bit annoyed by that.


  “Kousaka-san, if you’re here to provoke Charlotte-san, could you please go somewhere else?” Shimizu-san, perhaps noticing my annoyance, tried to chase Kousaka-san away. However…


  “But I didn’t mean to…” It seemed Kousaka-san didn’t mean any harm. She spoke thoughtlessly, it would appear. That almost makes it worse, but if she was unaware, then there’s nothing to be done about it. Yes, if it was an unintentional display, then it couldn’t be helped.


  “Charlotte-san, you don’t have to force yourself to be okay with it y’know…?”


  “It’s okay, I’m not upset at all,” I returned a smile to the worried Shimizu-san. This was just a trivial matter, after all.


  “Uhm… I’m sorry…” Kousaka-san bowed her head, looking a bit bewildered. From what I could see, she doesn’t seem to be a bad person. Perhaps that’s why Akihito-kun continued to defend her.


  “I’m really not upset, so please don’t worry about it”


  “Thank you very much. Well…it’s not much of an apology, but the people from Akihito-senpai’s year and the year below were all gathered together,” Kosaka-san, seeming apologetic, shared some information about the past with me. The part about them being ‘gathered’ slightly concerned me.


  “Aoyagi-kun’s middle school was public, right? How can someone ‘gather’ students like that?” Shimizu-san asked, it seemed she was also a bit curious about it.


  “I was just in elementary school at the time, so this is based on what I heard from my seniors… It wasn’t the school but an individual—a senior two years above me, named Himeragi-senpai—who gathered them.”


  Himeragi-senpai… Hearing that name made my chest tighten involuntarily. It doesn’t feel like a mere coincidence. Does this mean that a member of the Himeragi Group, the ones who framed Akihito-kun, was also present as a student? The person he was indebted to must be this Himeragi-senpai.


  “By the way, was that person a man?”


  “Huh, no, she was a woman…”


  “………”


  There was a moment of confusion in Kousaka-san’s response, while Shimizu-san seemed to have an ‘oh no…’ expression, covering her face with her hands and looking skyward. I see, so she’s a woman. Akihito-kun certainly does have many connections with women.


  “She was cute, wasn’t she?”


  “Ch-Charlotte-san…? Let’s stop there…”


  “Heh heh, what’s the matter, Shimizu-san? Is there a problem?”


  “N-no! Nope! Nadda!” As I tilted my head with a smile, Shimizu-san hurriedly shook her head side to side. It’s strange, I didn’t see any reason for her to be scared.


  “Sh-she was like a Yamato Nadeshiko[1], right…” And then, Kousaka-san, for some reason, took a few steps back, answering somewhat fearfully. Heh heh, a Yamato Nadeshiko, huh? Really now, Akihito-kun is just a hopeless case, isn’t he?


  “K-Kousaka-san, we should be focusing on cheering right now, so let’s just drop this whole conversation…!” Shimizu-san smiled brightly at Kousaka-san, who nodded vigorously in response.


  “—Ah, th-this is bad! They’re attacking in large numbers again!” As we were talking, Kiriyama-san’s voice suddenly pulled our focus back to the game. Looking towards the field, we saw the ball had been taken by the opponent near their goal, and now seven players were charging towards Akihito-kun’s goal, leaving only their goalkeeper and two center-backs behind. With just about five minutes remaining, conceding a goal now would be disastrous. The opponents were clearly going for the win.


  “Defend this position at all costs! You three in the soccer club, do a forecheck to buy time for the defense to get set up!” For the first time during the match, Shimizu-san raised her voice, addressing the players on the field. With time running out and our team trailing behind, everyone except Akihito-kun and two others had gone into the opponent’s side of the field. Therefore, they needed to buy time to regroup, or else they’d be outnumbered and concede a goal.


  However, either the soccer club trio didn’t hear Shimizu-san or they chose to ignore her, as they ran back to their own side instead of pressing the player with the ball. This left an opponent free to launch a long pass, but—


  “—!!” Akihito-kun, who had seemingly anticipated this, had sprinted out from in front of our goal and intercepted the pass. “Forwards, move up!” and for the first time in the match, he raised his voice.


  But no one responded to his call. They were still intent on excluding him. In the meantime, the opposing players rushed to regain possession of the ball. But Akihito-kun skillfully dodged them—controlling the ball as if it were an extension of his body.


  “He was the attacking midfielder for a team that won the Chugoku tournament, you know? It doesn’t matter how many amateurs try, they can’t stop him,” Kousaka-san said with a smug expression while watching Akihito-kun’s dribbling. As I thought, despite everything, you are still fond of Akihito-kun, aren’t you.


  Akihito-kun glanced at the soccer club trio and then began dribbling towards the goal by himself. The opponent’s defense was thinly spread at this moment. If they couldn’t capitalize on this critical opportunity, then Akihito-kun’s team likely won’t have a chance to win.


  “Damn it...! We can’t let Aoyagi hog all the glory!”


  “There’s no way the soccer club can lose to someone who quit soccer!”


  Perhaps inspired by Akihito-kun’s dribbling, the three soccer club members, who had been unresponsive earlier, now sprinted towards the goal with all their might. Then, curiously, Akihito-kun slowed down his dribbling pace, as if he was buying time. This naturally allowed the opponents to catch up, and soon two defenders were blocking Akihito-kun’s path. Despite his skillful ball control, he couldn’t seem to get past the two defenders and was unable to move forward.


  “Ahh, c’mon, what are you doing, Aoyagi-kun! We’re running out of time, if you can’t get past them, just pass the ball!” Kiriyama-san complained, seeing Akihito-kun seemingly stuck.


  Kousaka-san sighed in response, “Haaah… Really, what are you looking at? With such ease in controlling the ball, there’s no way he can’t break through. He’s doing that on purpose.”


  “Huh?”


  “Yep. Thanks to Aoyagi-kun stalling, our offensive players are now in place,” Shimizu-san pointed out, and I realized that the three soccer club members had arrived in front of the goal.


  “But, like, their defense is totally ready now, right!? If we could have just kept going, wouldn’t it have been way better to keep the pressure up instead of waiting around?” Kiriyama-san’s question made sense. By giving time for his teammates to reach the goal, Akihito-kun had also given time for the opponent’s defense to regroup, which made it difficult to score. Despite squandering a critical opportunity, it seemed like Akihito-kun was intent on doing something specific.


  “He’s trying to prove his worth.”


  “And show how he can contribute to the team, right?” Kousaka-san and Shimizu-san seemed to understand Akihito-kun’s intentions, and both were wearing smug expressions. It was frustrating. As his girlfriend, I wanted to be the one who understood him the best, yet it seemed these two understood Akihito-kun’s intentions as a soccer player far better.


  “—Ah, Aoyagi-kun’s moving…!” Just as Kiriyama-san exclaimed, Akihito-kun dribbled past two players and advanced towards the goal. Then, a senior from the soccer club, a former starter as a center-back, moved to stop him. As a different person attempted to take over marking the soccer club’s forward, who was previously covered by that senior, Akihito-kun didn’t miss the brief moment of transition. Right after the senior began his run, Akihito-kun passed the ball to the feet of the now unmarked forward.


  “N-no way…” The forward, surprised by the perfect pass, kicked the ball directly. Unexpectedly, the goalkeeper seemed to be distracted by another player on the opposite side, and reacted late, allowing the shot to score.


  “It’s in, it’s in! Charlotte-san, we’re tied!”


  “Y-yes…! But, wasn’t the goalkeeper’s movement a bit strange…?” While the other girls excitedly celebrated, I couldn’t help but be bothered by this.


  Kousaka-san then provided an explanation, “Just before breaking through with the dribble, Akihito-senpai gestured with his hand to the forward on the other side, signaling to shake off the marker. That momentary freedom for the forward distracted the goalkeeper, preventing a reaction to the newly open forward.”


  “He knew that the senior center-back would come to stop him if he broke through, so he created a decoy. Akihito-kun masterminded that situation, freeing up a player and catching the goalie off guard.”


  “Th-that’s amazing… But why did the soccer club members follow Akihito-kun’s directions...?”


  “They were probably just acting on instinct. I bet their bodies just moved on their own when Aoyagi-kun’s orders came out of the blue.”


  “Especially when he gives out orders with such intensity, they carry an overwhelming presence. If you’re caught off guard by that, your body might just move on its own, following his command.”


  Honestly, the two of them understand it very well. I couldn’t help but feel envious of their connection.


  “Even so, what’s left, two or three minutes? If it’s a tie, it’ll go to a penalty shootout, but that would put us at a disadvantage, right?”


  “Yes, even though Akihito-senpai will surely score one, the difference between an amateur goalkeeper and an experienced one puts us at a disadvantage.”


  …Shimizu-san and Kousaka-san seem to be getting along surprisingly well, aren’t they…? Maybe it’s because they both like soccer…?


  “But we don’t need to worry. Look, Akihito-senpai is talking to the other seniors.”


  As Kousaka-san mentioned, Akihito-kun seemed to have gathered the team members. I focused my attention on listening intently.


   


  《―What’s the deal, Aoyagi. Sure, we scored a goal thanks to you earlier, but we’re not going to follow your orders, got it?》


  《I know you guys don’t like me, and I don’t have the right to stop you if that’s what you want to do, but―don’t you want to show the girls your good side?》


  《That’s…》


  《I can help everyone shine and lead the team to victory.》


  《You say that, but aren’t you just trying to stand out yourself?》


  《I promise, I won’t go for the goal; I’ll focus solely on assisting. So, can you lend me your strength?》


   


  “Charlotte-san, what are Aoyagi-kun and the others saying?” Shimizu-san noticed me straining my ears and asked. In response to her question, Kousaka-san looked at me with an incredulous expression.


  “What are you talking about? There’s no way you can hear them from this distance, right?”


  “Akihito-kun is promising not to score himself but rather to assist, so he is asking everyone to help him.”


  “You can hear that!? From this distance!?” Most people wouldn’t be able to hear from this distance, so Kousaka-san looked at me with surprise, which I couldn’t help but think was somewhat cute.


  “Aoyagi-kun’s play just now was like his way of showing he means it. He could’ve totally scored on his own, or actually, it might’ve been easier for him. But he waited for the others and assisted the goal instead. That’s why everyone probably feels Aoyagi-kun isn’t just bluffing, you know?”


  “I think you’re right. It seems like everyone agreed with what Akihito-kun said.”


  After nodding towards Akihito-kun, the members of his team dispersed and took their positions. Despite everything, they all don’t want to lose. They probably think it’s better to rely on Akihito-kun than to face defeat. Moreover, if he can lead them to shine as well, there’s only benefit for them in following his lead. That’s likely why they decided to follow his lead.


  Akihito-kun seemed to also be changing his position, moving up to attacking midfielder. The formation has been shifted from 4-2-1-2 to 3-2-2-2.


  “So they’ve finally come together as a team, but with so little time left, they need to score another point from here,” Shimizu-san furrowed her brows as she gazed intently at the field. I don’t know how long it normally would take to score, but considering how difficult it had been to score even a single point so far, getting another point swiftly seemed unlikely. However, now that Akihito-kun was actively participating in the attack, I was confident he would secure a goal.


  “There isn’t much time left, is there…”


  “Kousaka-san? Is there something bothering you?” Seeing her with a finger to her lips in thought, I decided to ask her about it.


  Then, she responded with another smug expression, “Once the kickoff starts and Akihito-senpai’s team forwards rush towards the opponent’s goal―I’m sure they’ll attempt that move. It’s rarely feasible in regular matches, but with so many amateurs in this game, it’s the perfect opportunity.”


  “…Do you understand what she’s talking about, Shimizu-san?” Kousaka-san seemed to have figured something out, so I turned to Shimizu-san for clarification.


  But she shook her head and whispered to me, “Wasn’t she angry at Aoyagi-kun? Why does she seem so smug?”


  “Well, that’s… let’s just call it a charming quirk…” It seemed a bit mean to point that out to Kosaka-san, so I chose not to mention it. After all, despite her previous claims of disliking Akihito-kun, from any perspective, it looks quite the opposite…


  As we spoke, the third-year seniors restarted the game with a kickoff. As Kousaka-san predicted, the two forwards advanced, swapping places with the seniors. The seniors seemed bewildered by this move, and Akihito-kun seized the moment of hesitation to steal the ball.


  “Aoyagi-kun, do your best~!”


  “Keep it up and score the goal~!”


  As Akihito-kun took control of the ball, the girls in the class started to get excited. They seemed to be anticipating him scoring the winning goal. Akihito-kun, as if to meet their expectations, started dodging the approaching opponents with his dribbling. Then, from about twenty meters away from the goal, he suddenly took a shot. The ball flew towards the right edge of the goal, swerving significantly.


  “A-a knuckleball…!?” The opposing goalkeeper, startled by the incoming ball, panicked and opted to punch the ball away instead of catching it. And then...


  “Aoyagi, right on the money…!” Surprisingly, one of our forwards was already positioned where the ball was headed.


  “Knuckleballs are tricky to catch if you’re not careful, so punching them away is standard. By aiming for the top right, Akihito-senpai forced the goalie to deflect it in a predictable direction,” Kousaka-san explained with a smug expression, perhaps noticing my confusion or simply wanting to explain.


  I had noticed Akihito-kun giving instructions to the forward while I was talking with Shimizu-san and Kousaka-san earlier, and it seemed this was all part of his plan. The forward promptly aimed for the bottom left of the goal, and the ball struck the net.


  “Comeback! It’s a comeback!”


  “Amazing, amazing! We really turned it around!”


  “I knew we could win if we left it to Aoyagi-kun!”


  With the score now at 2-1 and only about a minute left, Akihito-kun’s team’s victory was almost assured. Everyone was ecstatic, but the players, including Akihito-kun, remained focused and not letting their guard down, countering the aggressive assault of the third-year seniors. And they successfully withstood the onslaught—securing a hard-fought victory.


  “Phew, we can relax for a bit now, eh, Charlotte-san?”


  “Shimizu-san… Yes, thank you very much for your support,” I responded with a grateful smile, turning to the cheering girls. “Thank you all for your support as well.”


  “I always thought of you as one of us, Charlotte-san!?”


  “It’s kind of embarrassing to be thanked like that.”


  “Hee hee, I believe Akihito-kun and his team could win thanks to everyone’s support, so I just had to say it.” One reason the boys had followed Akihito-kun’s lead was their desire to impress the girls. That’s probably why Akihito-kun had asked me to bring them along. The victory was just the first step; there were more matches to win for the championship, and their continued support would be crucial. “Please continue to provide encouragement for the boys, they’ve worked hard for this win.”


  “Charlotte-san, you’re so kind~!”


  “But I think the boys would rather have you cheering for them.”


  “Ha ha ha, no doubt about that.”


  The girls chatted merrily among themselves, with none of the tension that had been present lately. I breathed a sigh of relief at this harmonious scene and then looked around for Kousaka-san. However…


  “Huh, where did Kousaka-san go?” I wondered aloud, noticing her sudden absence.


  “She probably fled, knowing Aoyagi-kun and the others would come here.”


  “I see… Kousaka-san doesn’t seem like a bad person, though.”


  “Everyone must seem like a pretty good person to you, huh, Charlotte-san?”


  “I can at least tell the difference between good and bad…!” As Shimizu-san laughed helplessly, I couldn’t help but protest. Do I really come off as that naive…?


  “Sorry, sorry, don’t pout. Anyways, look, your beloved Aoyagi-kun is here, isn’t he?”


  “Shimizu-san, please don’t tease me…!” Shimizu-san didn’t seem to care about my repeated protest.


  Sure enough, Akihito-kun really did show up, “Thanks for cheering.”


  “Oh, no… Um, you were very cool…” In response to his gratitude, I honestly conveyed what I was feeling. Then, Akihito-kun, scratching his cheek with his finger as if embarrassed, gave a small smile and began looking around the area.


   “By the way, I noticed Kousaka-san was here during the match. Was everything okay?” As expected, Akihito-kun seemed to have a broad field of view, as he had noticed Kousaka-san’s presence.


  “Yes, everything was fine. She was even teaching me about soccer.”


  “Kousaka-san did that…” Akihito-kun looked surprised, placing a hand to his mouth as if deep in thought. His gentle smile was wonderful, but his serious expression was also quite cool.


  “Aoyagi-kun, you were so cool…” As I watched him, Shinonome-san approached, her face bright with pride for her brother’s achievements. Maybe other girls will come by as well.


  However, it appeared Shimizu-san was discreetly discouraging them. If Akihito-kun were to be overly fawned upon now, it could undo the team unity he had worked so hard to establish. No, in the end, it might make him seem favored or set apart from the others, potentially causing resentment or a breakdown in the teamwork he had fostered. So, I was silently grateful to Shimizu-san for her intervention.


  After a brief exchange, Akihito-kun spoke with Shinonome-san and then wandered off alone. Observing this, I couldn’t help but voice my thoughts, “Akihito-kun…you were trying not to show it, but could you be tired…?”


  I didn’t want to dampen the mood after our victory…but I couldn’t shake the feeling that Akihito-kun might be pushing himself too hard.


   


  ◆


   


  “—C’mon, boys! Go for the goal~!”


  “Everyone, make the most of the space~!”


  The Semi-finals. Akihito-kun’s team, once again facing the third-years, was leading with a comfortable score of 3-0. All three goals were assisted by Akihito-kun. After the third goal, he dropped back to a midfielder position, seemingly focusing on intercepting the opponents’ advances. This change bolstered the defense, and Akihito-kun’s team maintained dominance throughout, securing their place in the finals with the whistle signaling the end of the match.


  “Well, that was to be expected,” Kousaka-san remarked, watching the team’s victory next to me. She had a self-satisfied look as she turned to leave. Throughout the tournament, she’d appear beside me as the games started and leave just as they ended. Her pattern was cute, but it also left me a bit concerned.


  “That girl, she doesn’t have any friends, does she?” Shimizu-san bluntly expressed my worries.


  “Sh-Shimizu-san, she’ll be hurt if she hears you saying that…!”


  “I mean, she always comes to your side, Charlotte-san, so I thought maybe she doesn’t have any friends to watch with,” Shimizu-san mercilessly said something quite pitiful. As much as I agreed with her, I believed there’s a line between what should and shouldn’t be voiced, even if it’s the truth. “Well, whatever. More importantly, the final’s going to be Aoyagi-kun versus Saionji-kun, huh?”


  Just as our team advanced with Akihito-kun at the center, Saionji-kun’s team also moved up, with him scoring all the points. Strangely enough, the final match of the boys’ sports festival turned out to be a battle between two teams from the same class, 2-D.


  “From your perspective, Shimizu-san, who has the advantage between Akihito-kun and Saionji-kun?”


  “Hmm~, honestly, in terms of overall ability, Saionji-kun’s team is overwhelmingly better. They have two regular soccer club members, and the rest are all super athletic.”


  When the teams were formed, a school rule mandated an equal division of the soccer club members among the teams. As a result, most of the regulars ended up on Saionji-kun’s team, along with others known for their athletic prowess.


  I understand that joining Saionji-kun’s team would likely make it easier to win, but the skewed team division didn’t sit well with me. However, the fact that Hanazawa-sensei didn’t intervene suggested it might have been intentional. Perhaps she believed winning against such overwhelmingly disadvantageous odds would be more meaningful. Given her personality, it seemed like a strategy she would endorse.


  “Moreover, there’s one more thing that worries me about Aoyagi-kun besides the break from soccer. He probably would have preferred to face Saionji-kun earlier if possible.”


  “Is that concern, by any chance, his stamina…?”


  “You noticed, huh? Yeah, Aoyagi-kun quit soccer in his second year of middle school, so his stamina’s dropped quite a bit. He seemed to be conserving his energy as much as possible, but he’s already played four matches. And with Aoyagi-kun likely marking Saionji-kun, he’s going to need all the stamina he can get, which still might not be enough. Plus, Saionji-kun’s team has played one less game.”


  Each class formed two teams, making a total of twenty-four teams. For the tournament structure, eight teams were seeded, and Saionji-kun’s team secured one of those spots through a draw. Even just one less match can significantly affect the team’s stamina. Moreover, Akihito-kun’s opponents were generally the stronger teams. After the seeds were determined, it seems the teachers decided on the matchups through discussion, but it’s hard not to think they deliberately put Akihito-kun’s team up against the tougher teams.


  “Regardless of compatibility, it’s questionable whether Aoyagi-kun, with his break from soccer, can stop Saionji-kun, who has been active in youth leagues. Frankly, the odds aren’t looking too great.”


  “…If it’s Akihito-kun,  it will be okay.”


  “Charlotte-san…” Shimizu-san looked at me, surprised, then broke out into a bright smile. “Right, I think he can pull it off too.”


  After a brief ten-minute break, the final match was set to begin. The girls’ final match had already concluded, and like a sports festival, all the students gathered around the field. From the chatter around, it seemed Akihito-kun’s reputation among the girls had significantly improved due to his performance in the games. However, I could still hear harsh comments from some of the boys. Whether they would come to see Akihito-kun in a new light depended on how well he would perform against the highly anticipated Saionji-kun.


  “Kyaa, Aoyagi-senpai, do your best!”


  “We’re all rooting for you!”


  ……That being said, Akihito-kun.


   


  Could you please not increase the number of female fans any further…?


   


  “―Akihito-senpai has dropped back to a defensive midfielder position,” Kousaka-san remarked, apparently dissatisfied as she suddenly appeared next to me.


  “They’re totally going for defense right from the get-go, huh? They probably reckon that going toe-to-toe in scoring would drain them too much, and they’re aiming to shut down Saionji-kun’s chances, don’t you think?”


  “………” In response to Shimizu-san’s words, Kousaka-san showed a dissatisfied expression. Perhaps she wanted Akihito-kun to face Saionji-kun head-on in his usual position. As we pondered such things, the match began with the ball on Saionji-kun’s side.


  “Push up, push up! Keep the passes short, long ones will get intercepted by Akihito!” Saionji-kun, acting as the leader, started making his way toward the goal while giving out commands. Behind him, the offensive line intricately passed the ball, closing in on Akihito-kun’s team. Amidst this, Akihito-kun quickly took on the task of marking Saionji-kun. However, instead of sticking close, he seemed to be marking him from a moderate distance.


  “Even if he sticks close to Saionji-senpai, he’d get shaken off. He can score in an instant, so it’s better to maintain a careful distance and go for an interception.”


  “But even with the distance, won’t he just get shaken off…?”


  “Look closely. Saionji-senpai has been trying to shake off Akihito-senpai, but he’s only changing positions, not the distance between them, right?. That’s because from a distance, Akihito-senpai can see the overall movements and predict his opponent’s actions to avoid being outmaneuvered.”


  “Besides, there’s one thing that’s a thorn in Saionji-kun’s side.”


  “What might that be?” I asked, intrigued by the smirk Shimizu-san gave. However, she shook her head, refusing to elaborate. They are being such a tease.


  “You’ll see. I’ll bet it’s part of Akihito-kun’s strategy.” Shimizu-san added, leaving me even more curious.


  “………” As I puffed my cheeks slightly at their teasing, I continued to watch Akihito-kun and the others on the field.


  Even though neither Akihito-kun nor Saionji-kun had the ball at the moment, it almost seemed like they were the focal points of the match, with all the players evidently attuned to their movements. Notably, Akihito-kun was marking Saionji-kun while also keeping a vigilant eye on the whole field, issuing directions to our defense. This seemed to make it quite challenging for the opposing players to advance.


  “Wow, those two have quite the aura, don’t they…”


  “Yeah, there’s an extraordinary tension just around them…” As the two teams locked in a tense standoff, with each side cautiously keeping the other in check, unexpected comments could be heard from around us. The two they were referring to were Akihito-kun and Saionji-kun.


  Although everyone was playing seriously, it was Akihito-kun and Saionji-kun whose intense focus drew everyone’s attention. Akihito-kun maintained a strategic distance from Saionji-kun, who was trying to shake off his mark, signaling a determination not to let him break free. Their concentration was so palpable that it captivated the onlookers, despite the game having just begun. Above all, Saionji-kun was also giving out instructions, not willing to be outdone by Akihito-kun. This seemed to help the offensive line maintain possession of the ball.


  “This must be really tough on Aoyagi-kun…”


  “Huh…?” Shimizu-san murmured under her breath, while Saionji-kun’s side maintained possession of the ball. Tough, she said…? It looks to me they are evenly matched, though…


  “Saionji-senpai has been relentlessly trying to shake off his marker from the very beginning, which is unusual. Normally, players only attempt such aggressive maneuvers when there’s a clear opportunity to score.”


  “So the fact that he’s doing that means…?”


  “He’s trying to drain Aoyagi-kun’s stamina. If they can wear him down, it’s pretty much a victory for them.”


  “Right, if not for Akihito-senpai, no one else can keep up with Saionji-senpai’s movements. Even senpai, who knows Saionji-senpai’s play style and can anticipate his moves, can only do so much as to keep his distance and hold him at bay. Anyone else would be shaken off instantly.” Indeed, in the previous matches, Saionji-kun has been scoring not just hat tricks but sometimes even five or six goals. If he managed to break free, his formidable finishing skills would certainly pose a significant threat to Aoyagi-kun’s team.


  “Saionji-kun’s team not being too aggressive makes sense now. They’re just keeping the ball to make sure Aoyagi-kun has to stick to marking Saionji-kun the whole time.”


  “Saionji-kun…It feels like he’s going all out to win, doesn’t it…” Saionji-kun understands why Akihito-kun was taking part in this match. Despite that, to me, it seemed like he was determined not to let him win at any cost.


  “…Obviously, even though he usually jokes around, Saionji-senpai has his pride.”


  “Kousaka-san…?”


  “He might be a bit unusual, but he’s someone who’s been in the spotlight as a candidate for the national youth team due to his performance in the youth leagues. Someone like that, no matter how close a friend, wouldn’t want to lose to someone who has quit soccer.”


  “Right. Plus, Saionji-kun loves soccer too much to hold back at all. And because Saionji-kun is going full throttle, Aoyagi-kun can also give it his all.” As Shimizu-san pointed out, if Saionji-kun showed any signs of holding back, Akihito-kun wouldn’t go all out for the win. Winning under those circumstances wouldn’t feel meaningful to him, and he might even regret making Saionji-kun hold back. Their earnestness is precisely what captivates us, the audience. To achieve Akihito-kun’s goals, he needs to defeat Saionji-kun at his best.


  The game continued with Akihito-kun’s team predominantly on defense. It seemed like Saionji-kun’s team was relentlessly attacking. However, Saionji-kun hadn’t been able to control the ball near the penalty area. Every pass intended for Saionji-kun was intercepted by Akihito-kun.


  “Akihito-kun is incredible…”


  Even to my amateur eyes, it seemed like he was perfectly containing Saionji-kun, despite being mostly on the defensive. No matter how renowned he was in middle school, maintaining such control over Saionji-kun, who has been excelling in the youth leagues, especially after a three-year hiatus, is incredibly impressive. It appeared I wasn’t the only one impressed by this; praises for Akihito-kun, from both men and women, could be heard here and there.


  “Hey, hey, Charlotte-san,” Kiriyama-san said, approaching me while I watched the ongoing battle between Akihito-kun and Saionji-kun. She seemed somewhat excited.


  “How can I help you?”


  “If Aoyagi-kun is on par with Saionji-kun, doesn’t that mean he could aim to be a pro even now?”


  “Kei, you’re totally not reading the room again…” Shimizu-san commented, looking exasperated.


  “What!? Why are you looking at me so coldly, Arisa-chan!?” Kiriyama-san exclaimed and quickly hid behind me. I wish she wouldn’t use me as a shield…


  “In this match, it’s true that Akihito-senpai is holding his own, but Saionji-senpai isn’t even displaying half of his full capabilities, you know?”


  “Eh, what do you mean?”


  “Kousaka-san, you’re also not really reading the room…” This time, Shimizu-san looked like she had a headache because of Kousaka-san.


  Kousaka-san seemed a bit annoyed by this but continued to speak, “Saionji-senpai is the type of forward who doesn’t carry the ball himself but creates decisive chances by shaking off his marker. However, no one on his team can deliver the ball to where he wants it.”


  “Even with regular soccer club members on his team…?”


  “To make the most of Saionji-senpai’s abilities, you need a wide field of vision to keep track of his movements and the control to deliver the ball right where he wants it. The only people I know who can do that are Akihito-senpai and those who are selected for the national youth team.”


  The issue Shimizu-san mentioned might be just this. Unless there’s a passer who can get the ball to where Saionji-kun wants it, his true abilities won’t be fully utilized. If that’s the case, even Akihito-kun, with his hiatus, might be able to stop him.


  “Moreover, it’s precisely because Akihito-senpai knows Saionji-senpai so well that he can anticipate and counter his moves almost perfectly. If you ask whether other players could do the same, even for a senior, it would be impossible. So just because they’re evenly matched today doesn’t mean Akihito-senpai’s current performance would hold up in the youth league.”


  “…Hey, Charlotte-san. This kid doesn’t have any friends, does she?”


  “K-Kiriyama-san…!” I understand what you’re trying to say, but is it really okay to discuss this in front of the person in question!? Kousaka-san seems a bit disheartened by it now…!


  “Still, it’s pretty amazing how Aoyagi-kun is managing such a close battle against Saionji-kun. You can tell just by watching, it’s a high-level match, right?” Shimizu-san said, shifting the conversation with a smile, as if to offer some relief. As she said, the game unfolding before us feels far beyond a typical school sports event. Even with Saionji-kun not at his full potential, the quality of this match remains undeniable.


  However—time continuously ticked on. I heard that the final match would go into overtime if there was a tie, but if this deadlock persisted, it might even proceed to a penalty shootout. Neither Saionji-kun nor Akihito-kun seem like they’d aim for that though…


  “—Ah, Saionji-kun’s moving…!” Suddenly, with about three minutes left on the clock, Saionji-kun made a surprising move. He dashed back to his own half to receive a pass, then, instead of passing it off to a teammate, it seemed he was trying to break through with a dribble himself.


  “Aoyagi-kun’s legs are slowing down from fatigue, and then Saionji-kun goes for a dribble breakthrough…!?”


  “He totally took Akihito-senpai by surprise! He outsmarted him!”


  It seemed that Akihito-kun’s reaction was delayed when Saionji-kun showed a movement to return to his own side. As a result, he allowed Saionji-kun to have the ball in a free state.


  “Akira…!”


  “Akihito, this is our first and last showdown…!”


  Akihito-kun moved to stop Saionji-kun, who was dribbling the ball. This was the first time we were seeing a head-to-head battle between the two.


  “Seeing Saionji-kun dribble from outside the penalty area is something I’ve rarely seen, even in youth league matches…!?”


  “In middle school, Saionji-senpai was incredible at finishing, but honestly, his dribbling was only at the prefectural level. But, of course, once he joined the youth league…”


  “No way he could turn pro if he’s still got such a weakness…!”


  Saionji-kun interspersed his movements with feints, swinging the ball dramatically left and right. He seemed to handle the ball as freely as Akihito-kun. However, Akihito-kun wasn’t lured in by the feints. He moved nimbly from side to side, determined not to be passed. It was clear he was keeping a keen eye on both Saionji-kun and the ball.


  “W-wow… Aoyagi-kun is exerting incredible pressure…”


  “Yeah, you can tell even from a distance. He’s not thinking about passing at all, just fully focused on stopping the dribble. That kind of defense isn’t something even top players can easily break through.”


  If Shimizu-san and Kousaka-san, who know a lot about soccer and Akihito-kun, say so, then it must be true. In fact, Saionji-kun seemed to be having a tough time. However, this stalemate didn’t last forever.


  “Ngh…!”


  “A-Akihito-kun…!?”


  It happened out of the blue. Akihito-kun’s knee suddenly buckled, causing his posture to collapse.


  
    
  


  “As I thought, his leg gave out…!”


  “Senpai…!” As everyone watched in shock, Saionji-kun dodged Akihito-kun and advanced towards the goal.


   


  However—as if they knew he would go there, two members of the soccer team stood in front of Saionji-kun to block him.


   


  “What…!?”


  “Sorry, Akira. Looks like I win.”


  Right after Saionji-kun hesitated, Akihito-kun appeared from behind him diagonally and instantly snatched the ball away. What in the world just happened—neither Saionji-kun nor we, the audience, could grasp it immediately.


  “That quick backup, did Aoyagi-kun let him get past on purpose…!?”


  “But if it was just that, Saionji-senpai, with his wide view and ability to oversee the pitch, should’ve noticed the backup coming…! The fact that he didn’t probably means—maybe it was the pressure Akihito-senpai was putting on him that made him unable to see around…!?”


  In a situation where letting his guard down meant Akihito-kun could take the ball, Saionji-kun might have been unable to pay his usual attention to his surroundings, huh...?


  Instead of dribbling himself, Akihito-kun passed the ball to another top midfielder and dashed towards the opponent’s goal with remarkable speed. His teammates moved up in response.


  “Akihito, don’t think you can lose me that easily…!” Saionji-kun, who had momentarily been flustered, quickly caught up to Akihito-kun. From what I saw during the sports festival, they were nearly equal in terms of speed. However, the difference in their remaining stamina was apparent in the speed they could muster.


  “Akihito-kun, please do your best!!” I couldn’t help but cheer loudly. If they don’t make this goal, Akihito-kun’s team probably won’t have another chance before the game goes into overtime.


  “Hey, Akira…”


  “What!?”


  “I don’t have the stamina left to fight in overtime… So, let’s settle this here…” Akihito-kun pushed on, trying to accelerate. But Saionji-kun wasn’t letting him get away.


  “Akihito-kun…!” I clasped my hands in front of my chest, squeezing them tightly with anticipation.


  “It’s okay, he’s known as the ‘Ruler of the Pitch.’ The moment he starts moving, the equation for victory is already in place.”


  “Kousaka-san…”


  “No matter how tired he is, I can’t imagine that man losing,” Kousaka-san offered me a reassuring smile, likely trying to ease my nerves. To her, I—


  “What’s with that cool nickname!?” I just couldn’t help but ask about the nickname.


  “Huh…?” Kousaka-san looked at me, slightly puzzled by my sudden enthusiasm, with a look on her face as if to say, “What is this person talking about?”


  “Both of you, stop talking nonsense, Aoyagi-kun is about to receive the ball!”


  “Wh-what do you mean ‘nonsense!?’ I’m only stating facts…!” Shimizu-san got angry with Kousaka-san, but on the pitch, Akihito-kun and Saionji-kun were just entering the penalty area. The ball was being intricately passed around. Then, the ball was passed to the overlapping full-back, who then sent a pass towards Akihito-kun. However…


  “Oh no, it’s off…!” The ball that was supposed to reach him was heading a few steps too far ahead of Akihito-kun.


  “I won’t let you shoot, Akihito…!” Saionji-kun advanced one step ahead of Akihito-kun. At this rate, he was going to take the ball from him.


  “Akihito-kun, you can do it!!”


  “—!” When I shouted out, Akihito-kun slid towards the ball. It looked like he would get to the ball before Saionji-kun


  “You can’t shoot from that position, can you!?”


  “I’m not a striker. My role is to set up the game so the striker can score,” What does he intend to do? Akihito-kun, who reached the ball first, while still in a sliding position, kicked the ball diagonally to the right rear using his right foot.


   


  There—free from any markers, was the team’s forward.


   


  “Damn it!?” The opponents likely didn’t anticipate the pass to go there. By the time Saionji-kun realized what was happening, it was too late. With nothing obstructing the forward, he took a direct shot. As a result, the ball hit the back of the net.


  “I-it’s in! It’s in!”


  “If they just defend now, Aoyagi-kun’s team will win…!” Even though they are from the same class, it seems that all the girls were cheering for Akihito-kun this time around. Not only that, but a large round of applause was given for the confrontation between the two.


  “Akihito, from the start you…”


  “I promised, didn’t I? I said I’d focus on assists rather than going for the goal.”


  “Damn, you got me… But I can still tie this, even with a minute left!”


  While the audience might have thought the match was over, none of the players, especially Saionji-kun, had given up. A whirlwind of attacks on Akihito-kun’s team was launched.


  “—No, the game is decided. Without a passer to match Saionji-senpai, they can’t score against Akihito-senpai’s defense,” Kousaka-san asserted confidently and then walked away. For some reason, to me, her back looked somewhat lonely as she left.


  —Fwe, Fwe, Fweeeeet!


  Hanazawa-sensei blew the whistle to end the boy’s final match of the ball sports day, one which had centered on the rivalry between Akihito-kun and Saionji-kun.


  “We did it, we actually did it!”


  “We took down that Saionji!”


   Akihito-kun’s team, having won, erupted in celebration. I heard that last year Saionji-kun and Akihito-kun were on the same team and that Saionji-kun’s overwhelming skills had led them to victory. It seems everyone was thrilled to have won against him this time.


  “Charlotte-san, you should go to him.”


  “Huh, but…”


  “Just go on, show some appreciation for Aoyagi-kun in front of everyone, got it?” Shimizu-san, with a kind expression, gently nudged me forward. Encouraged by her words, I started running towards Akihito-kun.


  


  
    [1]: Yamato Nadeshiko is a Japanese term meaning the “personification of an idealized Japanese woman,” or “the epitome of pure, feminine beauty.” Often used to describe a demure young woman with good traits which are perceived as being increasingly rare.

  

  Chapter 7: “The Beautiful Exchange Student Doesn’t Want to Be Taken Away”


   


   


  “Never thought I’d actually lose…” Amidst the commotion surrounding us after the game, Akira extended a hand to me with an indescribable smile. I was too drained to stand and gratefully accepted his help to get up from the ground.


  “I don’t really consider it a win if I’ve beaten you when you weren’t even at your best, Akira.”


  “No, an ace striker has to lead their team to victory, no matter what. Today’s match made me realize why I’m still not chosen for the national team.”


  His scoring ability might be top-notch nationwide, but his dribbling skills aren’t yet up to the global standard. Without passers who can play to his strengths, like in his current team, it’s tough for him to clinch a victory. However, if he were on the national team, he’d be surrounded by players who could truly utilize his abilities. Perhaps he’s not been selected due to a perceived lack of overall skill, a decision ultimately up to the national team’s coach. While I believe Akira has the talent to be on the national team, I can’t speak for the coach’s decisions.


  “I believe you can make it to the national team, Akira. Keep it up.”


  “Ah… Hey, Akihito.”


  “Hm?”


  “After playing today, I realized something. You really should be playing soccer. How about joining a team together again?” Akira looked at me with a serious expression. He probably wasn’t saying this lightly or as a joke. But as for me…


  “Sorry, I have no plans to return to soccer.”


  “Is that because of your guilt?”


  “…Sure, up until recently, I did feel that way. But now, I’m properly looking ahead for a different reason. There’s something more important to me than soccer now. Without the drive to dedicate everything to it, I can’t aim to be a professional.” What matters most to me now are Charlotte-san and little Emma-chan. I wouldn’t trade the time I spend with them for anything else. Besides, if I were to engage in soccer again, I’d rather support and nurture Emma-chan’s talent. She has far more talent and potential than I do.


  “Got it, then that can’t be helped,” Akira smiled a bit sadly, but seemed to understand my feelings.


  “Sorry about that.”


  “It’s cool, man. But hey, take a look around you.” Akira gestured, and I turned my gaze to the students who had been watching us. And then…


  “Aoyagi-kun, Saionji-kun, that was so cool…!”


  “Congratulations on the win, everyone was amazing!”


  “I used to think you were annoying, but I’ve changed my mind a bit!”


  “That match was too good just for a school ball sports day!”


  “Aoyagi-senpai, pleeease go out with me~!”


  Surprisingly, words of affirmation were flying in from all around for us. It seemed like I managed to change everyone’s opinion of me. Though there were some inappropriate comments mixed in, I chose to ignore them. As I was marveling at the crowd’s reaction, a familiar silver-haired beauty ran up to me.


  “I won’t get in the way, catch up with you later,” Akira said as he walked away, as if switching places. No, well… Am I seriously supposed to catch her in front of all these people?


  “Akihito-kun…!”


  “Whoa, Charlotte-san…!” To my surprise, the typically shy girl threw herself into my arms. She’s bold, doing something like this in front of everyone.


  “You were so cool… really, really cool…”


  “Charlotte-san, I’m all sweaty…”


  “I don’t mind that. Just like Emma, I—no, even more than Emma, I love you so much,” Saying that, she tightened her grip around me. Her bold declaration led to some teasing from the crowd, but there wasn’t much negativity. It felt more like they were celebrating with us.


  “Thank you, I love you too,” I whispered into Charlotte-san’s ear so only she could hear. She flinched a bit, probably because it tickled, but I hoped she’d forgive this much. We were embracing in front of the entire school, and I was feeling pretty embarrassed myself.


  “Ahh~ seriously, you two, get a room for all that lovey-dovey stuff. There’s a time and place for that.” How many seconds had I been embracing Charlotte-san? Miyu-sensei approached us with an incredibly exasperated look, cautioning us. At that, Charlotte-san quickly stepped away from me, looking embarrassed.


  “Are you two the first to get all lovey-dovey in front of the whole school?”


  “For real, Charlotte-san, you’re so bold!”


  “Shimizu-san!? It was you who pushed me, right!?”


  “I just said to go and give him your regards, I never said anything about hugging~” Shimizu-san turned away with a smirk, clearly knowing what she had done. Thanks to her, Charlotte-san was now shyly burying her face into my arm.


  “Well anyway, good job, Aoyagi. It’s rare for the whole school to acknowledge someone like this. There might not be many who’d openly praise you, but it seems like most have gained a new respect for you.”


  I could tell from the teasing voices heard all around me. Even though I would have expected nothing but harsh words before, now it was all warm and encouraging words. It’s remarkable how much the words directed at someone can change based on their impression of you.


  “Now, we could end it here, but—since you’ve already got all this attention, perhaps another push wouldn’t hurt, right?” Wondering what she was thinking, Miyu-sensei gave us a mischievous smile. Then, Charlotte-san suddenly grasped my hand and turned to face the students who were watching us.


  “Um, everyone…! Please listen…!” she called out loudly, and the noisy ground suddenly fell silent. What on earth is she planning to say… Unsure, all I could do was silently watch her. “I’m aware of the various things being said within the school! I understand that there might be people who can’t accept it, and that’s unavoidable! However, Akihito-kun is a very kind and wonderful person, and he’s incredibly hardworking! I love him for all that he is, so I hope everyone can acknowledge our relationship!”


  “Ch-Charlotte-san…”


  “Please!!” While I stood there bewildered, Charlotte-san deeply bowed her head. So, I found myself mirroring her action, bowing my head as well. Then—


  Clap, clap, clap, clap! a loud round of applause erupted, enveloping the ground. It seemed like everyone was ready to accept us. More than that—


  “Charlotte-san, I’ve been rooting for you two from the start!”


  “You two are such a perfect match, so don’t worry about it!”


  The girls around us voiced their support, and I noticed that Charlotte-san, who was standing next to me, was tearing up.


  “Looks like no one will try to mess with you two after this. Naturally, as long as you don’t go overboard, I won’t say anything either. Congratulations to you both.”


  “Congratulations, Charlotte-san, Aoyagi-kun.”


  Miyu-sensei and Shimizu-san, who were watching us nearby, also offered their congratulations. Afterward, Charlotte-san and I walked back to the classroom amidst ceaseless applause.


   


  ◆


   


  “—I’m truly grateful for being blessed with such wonderful people,” Charlotte-san smiled brightly as we walked home after the ball sports day. I felt the same way, grateful for Miyu-sensei, Akira, and all the others who helped us through our ordeal. Without them, our situation might have become much more complicated.


  “We should really thank them sometime. By the way, where are we heading now?” Charlotte-san mentioned wanting to stop somewhere on our way home, so we had taken a detour. She looked up at me, slightly apologetic.


  “I know I shouldn’t be doing this on my own… but I just couldn’t leave it be… So, Akihito-kun—could you please talk to her properly?” As she spoke, she directed her gaze to where Kousaka-san was standing. I didn’t expect this at all. For all her kindness, I never thought she’d mediate between Kousaka-san and me…


  “Um, Bennett-senpai…? I didn’t ask for this…” Kousaka-san also seemed confused and hesitant. She could have refused Charlotte-san’s invitation, but her kindness probably wouldn’t allow it. Despite being misunderstood due to her demeanor at school, Kousaka-san is quite gentle-hearted.


  “Wasn’t there something you particularly wanted to say to Akihito-kun, to the extent that you followed him all the way to this high school? From what I’ve heard from Saionji-kun, I don’t think poorly of you, Kousaka-san. Therefore, I believe it’s best for you to speak openly and clearly about your intentions.”


  “That’s…” Kousaka-san glanced at my face. She must have things she wanted to discuss. Now, away from school and with no one to interrupt, it’s a good opportunity. Even if I don’t know her intentions, if she has something to say, I need to listen.


  “Feel free to say what’s on your mind. I won’t run or hide.”


  “………”


  When I looked directly at Kousaka-san, she awkwardly met my gaze. It seemed as if she was internally struggling with whether to speak up or not. Charlotte and I waited for her to break the silence. Then, finally…


  “…Why…why didn’t you consult us…? Why did you bear it all alone…?” Kousaka-san’s voice trembled as she asked about our middle school days. Perhaps, just as I was bound by those days in middle school, she might have been as well.


  “Because I was a weak person. I was afraid to rely on anyone.”


  “Is it different now…?”


  “I won’t say I’ve become stronger, but I won’t keep things to myself anymore. I’ve realized that holding it all in without talking to anyone only makes those around me anxious and unhappy.”


  “Have you…already moved on from the past…?”


  “Yeah, thanks to Charlotte-san being by my side, Akira, and everyone else at school.”


  “Is that, so… That’s good to hear…” Kousaka-san, with tears in her eyes, managed a soft smile as if relieved. It seemed Akira and I might have misunderstood something.


  “I knew that you were the one suffering the most from what happened in middle school, Akihito-senpai. I saw up close how hard you worked to get to the national competition. So I knew there was no way you would just leave the club on your own,” Kousaka-san seemed to have been part of a soccer team since elementary school, and since her house was close to the middle school, she often came to watch the practices and matches when I started middle school. That’s probably why she knew so well what I had been through.


  “That time, I couldn’t do anything… All the team members pushed the blame for the loss onto you alone, Saionji-senpai was seriously injured—and you, Akihito-senpai, shouldered it all without making any excuses… I couldn’t be of any help to you…” She contorted her face with frustration. Back then, I was too preoccupied to spare a thought for her. It seems my actions inadvertently inflicted deep wounds on her as well.


  “There’s absolutely no reason for you to worry about that, Kousaka-san. So please, don’t worry anymore. You haven’t done anything wrong.”


  “But it’s not like that… I did something terrible to you, Senpai… I got upset because you wouldn’t rely on me, and I confronted you harshly… I’m really sorry…” Kousaka-san deeply bowed her head.


  Akira has always believed that Kousaka-san was one of those who harshly blamed me. It’s true that her way of speaking was rough, but all she was doing was asking me for the reason. She kept asking what had happened and why I wouldn’t talk about it. Most likely, she never really blamed me back in middle school.


  “Kousaka-san, you were just trying to help, right? The one at fault was me for not talking. You’ve done nothing wrong, so please, raise your head. I’m the one who should be apologizing for making you worry.”


  “Sniffle… How can you be so kind…? You should blame someone else and make it easier on yourself…”


  “I can’t do that when I know I’m the one responsible. Here, dry your tears,” I took out a handkerchief I carry as a spare from my bag and handed it to Kousaka-san. She wiped her tears with it and then looked at me.


  “Even when I bring up this kind of matter, you never listen, do you, Senpai?” Kousaka-san smiled with a resigned look. Given that this isn’t the first or second time we’ve had this sort of conversation, it’s understandable that she would feel that way. “I’m glad there’s someone by your side now who can be your strength, Akihito-senpai. Although it’s a shame that it couldn’t be me…”


  “Wha-” Kousaka-san’s words caught Charlotte-san off guard, her breath hitching in surprise. She fidgeted, clearly unsettled by the sudden turn in the conversation.


  “It’s not that you weren’t reliable, Kousaka-san. As I said before, I just didn’t have the courage to lean on anyone.”


  “…Then, will I also be someone you can rely on now…?”


  “I don’t want to be a pathetic senpai who has to rely on his juniors, but…”


  “I want you to rely on me.”


  “Got it. Then, I’ll count on you when the time comes. And Kousaka-san, feel free to rely on me too, okay? We’re from the same middle school, after all,” Perhaps we’ve managed to return to a relationship like the one we had in middle school. Back then, she often spoke to me, and I remember us being quite close. Kousaka-san has her awkward moments when it comes to socializing, and I always wanted to be there to support her if something happened. However, for some reason, she’s smiling with a look of resignation.


  “Thank you very much. But you know, it’s best not to carelessly say things that might worry your wonderful girlfriend, right?”


  “Huh?”


  “Never mind. Um, Bennett-senpai…?”


  “Y-yes, what is it?” Charlotte-san braced herself at being suddenly addressed. Kousaka-san fidgeted, pressing her index fingers together. What could she possibly be about to say…?


  “Well, thank you for everything. If it’s not too much to ask… may I talk to you again sometime…?” It seemed that Kousaka-san had grown fond of Charlotte-san over the course of the day. That explains why she’s been by her side during all the matches.


  “Yes, of course,” Charlotte-san looked surprised for a moment, but she replied with a beautiful smile that instantly brightened Kousaka-san’s face.


  “Th-then, may I call you Charlotte-senpai!?”


  “Of course.”


  “I-if it’s okay with you, please call me Kaede.”


  “Kaede-san, then.”


  “You don’t have to use honorifics, you know…” Kousaka-san said as much, but she probably was hoping to be called just by her name without any honorifics. The way she was glancing upwards, almost expectantly, gives it away.


  “Um… Then, how about Kaede-chan…?” Even Charlotte-san seemed taken aback by Kousaka-san’s forwardness. She’s probably not used to dropping honorifics so casually, so this might be a good compromise for her. Kousaka-san seemed to understand this and nodded with a smile.


  “Okay, then once again, it’s nice to meet you, Charlotte-senpai!”


  “Yes, nice to meet you as well, Kaede-chan.”


  “Ah! I’ll be going now! Let’s meet again next week! Excuse me!” Kousaka-san, seemingly too thrilled to contain herself, energetically bowed and left us.


  “Sh-she was quite the whirlwind at the end, wasn’t she…”


  “It’s just that it was hard to tell because she was angry before. She’s always like that. She’s shy around people, so she seems unfriendly in front of people like Akira and others.”


  “…Akihito-kun, you’re surrounded by cute girls, aren’t you?” What’s happening? Charlotte-san’s whole mood seems to have changed. Actually, her cheeks are puffed out and she’s given me a pouty look.


  “What’s wrong…?”


  “Akihito-kun, you’re my boyfriend, correct?”


  “Y-yeah…? I mean, of course, but…?”


  “Whether it’s a wonderful teacher, a cute little sister with the hidden-eyes and large breasts, a Yamato Nadeshiko, or an unfriendly but adorable junior who opens up once you get to know her, you are surrounded by such wonderful girls, Akihito-kun. It’s quite troubling for me…”


  “Ch-Charlotte-san…? Let’s just calm down for a moment, alright…?” Halfway through her speech, I completely lost track of what she was saying, but it was clear that the mood was off. I could tell she was very angry. Could she be jealous again…?


  “Akihito-kun, you’re my boyfriend, so I think I need proof of that.”


  “Wh-what are you planning to do…?”


  “This is what I’ll do―mmh.”


  “Mh!?” What on earth just happened? She had just pressed her lips against mine. And then, after a few seconds, she pulled away—


  “You mustn’t look at other girls…! I don’t want to lose you to anyone else, Akihito-kun…!” Her face flushed red as she said this. It seems that she’s the type to cross a line when she gets too jealous.


  Faced with her usually calm and kind demeanor, all I could do was nod in agreement, but as she looked at me with longing, I decided to kiss her this time. As we parted lips after a few seconds, she yearned for more, and without even a moment to savor our first kiss, we continued to share kisses one after another.


   


  Apparently, she was quite the kissing demon.


   


  But—Charlotte-san pleading for “one more time…” was just too cute, and I found myself unable to resist. As a result, by the time we realized, the sky had completely darkened, and when we hurriedly went to pick up Emma-chan from preschool, she was terribly upset with us.


  
    
  


  Afterword


   


   


  First of all, thank you for picking up the fourth volume of “Otonari Asobi.” I also want to express my deepest gratitude to everyone involved in the creation of this volume. It’s thanks to all of you that we’ve been able to release this fourth installment. I’m especially grateful to Midorikawa-sensei for always providing us with such wonderful illustrations. When I received the character design for the new character, Kaede, my reaction was “She’s too cute, it’s dangerous!” The characters in the story become so much more appealing with Midorikawa-sensei’s illustrations. I hope for your continued support.


  Now, I’d like to dive into the contents of this volume, particularly the new character, Kaede, who has made her debut. This character was inspired by one from the web version, created out of my desire to have a junior character like her in the book version. I suppose the main reason is quite simple: I, Nekokuro, just really like the type who’s awkward and reserved but shows their affection to those special to them. I believe Kaede’s charm will become more apparent from the fifth volume onwards. She’ll surely be visiting Akihito and Charlotte more often, like an affectionate puppy, so her presence is bound to increase. I can also envision her getting into spats with Shimizu-san over Charlotte-san.


  And speaking of Akihito, it’s undeniable that the number of girls around him has increased. No wonder Charlotte-san becomes jealous and goes on a bit of a rampage. As they become closer, we start to see another side of her—Charlotte-san might seem reserved, but she’s actually quite prone to jealousy. I doubt many imagined this side of her when she first appeared. As their relationship developed, hints of it began to show. Personally, I love girls who are deeply jealous. With all the attractive girls around Akihito, I’m very excited to see what becomes of Charlotte-san in the future.


  Additionally, Shimizu-san’s cousin and Charlotte-san’s best friend in England are slated to make appearances soon—so stay tuned for that and more fun to come. We’re aiming for an anime adaptation, so I hope the series continues for much longer! And a comic adaptation has been decided too, which I’m also looking forward to immensely!


  This is my first time getting a comic adaptation, so the excitement is just unstoppable! I hope you’ll continue to support “Otonari Asobi” as we aim for an anime adaptation and more! (First, we need to ensure the continuation to the fifth volume, though…!) I look forward to delivering more of the two adorable heroines to you! I’ll end it here for now, and I hope to see you again in the fifth volume!
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