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    「When did you start dating Mahiru-chan?」


     


    On the night the storm called Shihoko struck, Amane received a phone call, and frowned.


     


    “I said I don’t have such feelings, and I don’t plan to date her.”


     


    He firmly denied that, 「Ehhhh–」 and there was a displeased voice from the other end of the phone.


     


    “Why do you make it sound like a pity?”


     


    「You say you have no interest in her, but you led her into your house, so I have to guess, you know?」


     


    “That’s not the case. Get dad to pick up. This call’s never going to end with you talking, mom.”


     


    「How rude. I can get Shuuto-san here. Looks like he wants to talk to you.」


     


    While Amane could have Shihoko convey the gist of the message, she might make it hyperbole. He wanted to state the facts.


    There were some sounds on the other end of the phone, along with a clear, deep voice.


     


    「Hey, it’s me.」


     


    “Dad, don’t believe mom’s words completely.”


     


    That was the first thing Amane said. 「He’s too much!」 He could vaguely hear Shihoko say such words, but chose to ignore them. 「Hmm, I get the situation now, more or less.」 so Shuuto chuckled.


     


    「So your neighbor’s cooking for you? She’s obedient and adorable, and that’s why Shihoko’s so excited.」


     


    “Yep.”


     


    「Hmm, I understand. I know that you really trust that girl… Shiina.」


     


    「Otherwise, you would not be spending your rest days with her」 Shuuto said so, and Amane clammed up.


    Unlike Shihoko, Shuuto’s voice was calm, never bantering with him, just stating his own thoughts, and Amane could not refute them strongly. In fact, Shuuto was right to say that Amane trusted Mahiru.


     


    「I’m not going to say much since you’re the one who made the promise with her, Amane. Don’t rely entirely on her though.」


     


    “Got it.”


     


    「I’m glad that you have someone who really understands you, since you’re so aloof and unlikeable. As a father, I’m glad that you have a friend who knows who you really are inside.」


     


    Shuuto had seen up close that Amane had become distrustful of others for various reasons, so his voice was filled with relief and delight. In middle school, Amane had caused him a lot of trouble and worry. "Yeah," he admitted sheepishly.


     


    「…Hmm. Should I drop by with Shihoko as well? After all, she is someone trustworthy enough for you to invite home. I want to meet her and thank her for taking care of my son all this while.」


     


    “…Don’t just pop by. She’ll be scared.”


     


    「I know that. Just that since I never got to see you, it’ll be great if I have a chance to show up next time.」


     


    Shuuto chuckled, stating that he was really looking forward to the next time, so Amane decided to prepare Mahiru for the next encounter.
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    “…Say, Mahiru.”


     


    “Nn?”


     


    “I can switch the channel if you’re scared.”


     


    “I am not.”


     


    Mahiru was looking paler than usual, denying so with a nonchalant voice. Amane could not help but think she was putting up a facade, given how her body was quivering.


    She was terrified of the inopportune horror flick. Amane was merely watching the TV with Mahiru next to him, just minding his own business… and then he noticed her grab at his sleeve, the manner in which she did so seemingly a cute onomatopoeia.


    To be blunt, she was looking really pale. Whenever she heard a scream, her body would quiver, her eyes a little moist. Amane would be distracted from the movie whenever he noticed her, so his attention focused solely on her.


     


    (If she’s scared, can’t she just say it and go home already?)


     


    He was not forcing her to watch, and if she did not like it, she could have just gone back. He was unsure as to why she insisted on watching something she disliked.


    While wondering, Amane intended to reach for the remote control on the table. A white-clothed ghost female so happened to appear on the screen. Mahiru jolted, poking her forehead onto Amane’s shoulder.


    She did not appear to be fooling around in an ‘oh dear, I am scared’ attitude; she was utterly terrified, and Amane could not simply pry her away.


     


    “…I say, if you’re scared, don’t watch.”


     


    His heart palpitated due to the fragrance up close, but he coaxed Mahiru while trying to act calm. He took the remote, switched off the TV, and Mahiru looked up at him.


    He gasped as she stared at him with teary eyes.


     


    “…You would have laughed at me if I ran when the show started, no?”


     


    “No, who do you think I am… just say that you can’t take it.”


     


    “…It is embarrassing to still be a scaredy-cat at this age.”


     


    It seemed that Mahiru did not want Amane to know that she was scared of ghosts.


     


    “I never thought of that… just that you have something you can’t handle well.”


     


    “I am human too. There are many things I cannot handle.”


     


    “…Like?”


     


    “…Not telling you.”


     


    She turned her head around, and he heaved a sigh of relief, glad that she was not as terrified because of how distracted she was. “What a pity.” he said.


    While she was still kicking up a fuss, her fingers never left his sleeve for dozens of minutes. “Guess she’s still scared.” so he thought as he gave a wry smile.
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    To Mahiru, Amane was a lazy, incorrigible, crude boy.


    At least a month had passed since they first interacted, and Mahiru began having dinner at his house. ‘How has he lived until this point?’ she wondered again.


    Under her guidance, Amane’s house remained tidy after a major cleanup. It was horrible before that, however; he often ate out or bought food from the convenience store. ‘Is he seriously saying that he lives alone?’ One had to be either frustrated or impressed or dumbfounded.


    Amane’s living habits improved after he spent time together with her, but without it, he surely would have been living an unhealthy lifestyle.


    He really was sloppy, a failure when it came to living independently, but his personality was surprisingly pleasant.


    He would not pursue Mahiru, but he would not leave her alone, and he would get along with her while considering their distance and situations. He remained aloof, but he was not inconsiderate; he could be considered kind and gentlemanly.


    He was a little different from all the similarly aged boys she interacted with, and for this reason, she was willing to take care of this trash of a boy.


     


    “Un.”


     


    After dinner, Amane washed the dishes, and returned to the living room with two steaming mugs.


    They contained coffee, and he added milk into the patterned mug, as Mahiru would always do so in hers.


     


    “…Thank you.”


     


    “No biggies. Good work together.”


     


    He handed a mug to Mahiru and sat next to her with no ulterior thought.


    Then, without saying anything, he leaned onto the sofa, drinking his coffee.


    He looked haphazard as he placed one leg over another. Once he noticed her stare, “What?” he asked in a cold voice.


     


    “…No, nothing. I just feel that you are rather earnest with an eye for detail, Fujimiya-san. You do care for others even though you are worthless.”


     


    “I can’t deny that, but the ‘worthless’ part is too much.”


    He merely smiled away, not fuming. Gruff as he was, he was not lacking in feelings. After they got a little closer, she understood that he might appear cold, but he was truly a warm-hearted person.


    He was impertinent, sometimes giving an aloof impression, but his voice was kind, and he showed concern for her whenever she was tired. He knew when not to probe too deeply into places she did not want to talk about, and he was someone she could relax with.


     


    “…You do not have to worry about me. We shared the cost of ingredients, and I have received labor payment from you.”


     


    “Nothing to do with you. I’m just talking to myself… I can finish both mugs if you want.”


     


    “I cannot allow you to be bloated. I shall accept this graciously then.”


     


    Amane never expected his favors to be repaid, he just wanted to care for others. Mahiru said nothing more as she drank the coffee he brewed while this ridiculous atmosphere lingered.


    Perhaps it was just her, but there seemed to be an extra spoonful of sugar in the coffee.
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    “…Amane-kun, are you not cold?”


     


    Amane so happened to bump into Mahiru on his way home, who narrowed her eyes upon seeing his attire.


    He would be cold if he was dressed in a jersey and a jacket over his shirt, as he did when he first met Mahiru. Thus, he was wearing a coat, but he seemed cold to her.


    He was truly a little cold, dressed in a relatively thin coat, but he was not at the point of being frozen. He was not wearing anything else to keep warm, simply because he had nothing other than the coat. He was not forcing himself, he simply had nothing to keep warm with.


    On a side note, Mahiru herself was armed with a thick coat, muffler, and gloves. In contrast, Amane appeared to be freezing, aside from his legs.


     


    “I’m not really cold here.”


     


    “…Your ears and nose are red.”


     


    “Can’t help it. There was a strong gust just now.”


     


    Amane forgot to bring over winter clothing aside from his coat when he shifted over, and one could say it was his fault. However, he did not think it was much of a hindrance, so he never bought extra winter clothing even in this season.


    In fact, it was colder here than in his hometown. He thought to himself that he should be buying gloves, or a muffler.


     


    “Good thing school isn’t too far from our homes. I’ll be fine with just a little cold.”


     


    “I will be troubled if you catch a cold again.”


     


    “I’ll make sure not to catch it again.”


     


    “…While I believe you will not end up like the last time, please be careful.”


     


    “Because you never take care of your own health, Amane-kun,” so Mahiru muttered as she sized up his face and his uncovered neck.


     


    “…What?”


     


    “Nothing. I guess you do not have to suffer for long since our break is coming.”


     


    Their exams had ended, and awaiting them was Christmas, after their end of term ceremony. He should be able to endure this long, at least. If this kept up, it seemed January and February would be colder, so he wanted to buy some items to keep himself warm before then.


    ‘Got to go shopping,’ so he muttered as he got onto the elevator, and Mahiru silently followed him in.


    For some reason, he felt someone staring at his neck. However, he ignored Mahiru’s stare, having understood that he looked cold.
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    “It does not seem like you are a picky eater.”


     


    Amane graciously ate the dinner Mahiru made, delicious as usual, when she said so.


     


    “I do have my favorites.”


     


    “Eggs, I know. But you do not have any particular dislikes, and it is great for me as the chef.”


     


    “Nothing that I particularly dislike. To nitpick, I don’t like anything too spicy or bitter.”


     


    “Only the minority likes that… probably none.”


     


    “Yep, nothing I can say that I really hate.”


     


    Amane was not really picky. Of course, it was unknown if he would dislike any ingredient he had never heard of, but there was nothing in his daily meals that he really had to avoid.”


     


    “So, why do you ask?”


     


    “Nothing. Just thought of it. You never said that you could not eat anything, Amane-kun.”


     


    “I don’t have anything I dislike. Even if I have stuff I hate, you’ll make it delicious anyway, Mahiru.”


     


    Given her cooking skills, it was likely she could make it suitably edible for Amane, even if it was food he disliked. He never had any ingredients he particularly disliked, so such a scenario would never happen.


     


    “I believe in your cooking skills. Besides, every dinner’s been great, and I’m very happy with them even though I’m not picky. Thanks for everything so far.”


     


    There were times when he would crave certain foods, but he had no need to mention whatever he disliked.


    Every day, he would heartily finish the food with graciousness.


    He declared firmly as he finished the fluffy rice. She widened her eyes and lowered them slightly.


    He was worried if the heavy words left her dejected, but it seemed not. Her white skin started to turn red.


    Mahiru was probably embarrassed. Amane had yet to grasp the moment exactly, but he felt she was easily embarrassed whenever she was earnestly praised on the spot. This might be the same case.


     


    “…It is pointless of you to praise me so.”


     


    “Oh. Ah, another bowl please.”


     


    I’m not done. So Amane raised the empty bowl of rice to her, and saw her snatch it and scuttle back to the kitchen.


    She got away, so he quietly laughed as he stared at the fluttering flax color.
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    After beginning to eat dinner with Mahiru, she and Amane had settled on three agreements with each other. That being: most of the time, Amane would be put in charge of buying the ingredients; they would split the cost of said ingredients, and Amane would pay for her cooking labor; moreover, Amane would clean up after eating, and Mahiru would use that time to rest up.


     


    “What are you reading?”


     


    After washing the dishes and cutlery, Amane returned to the living room to see Mahiru reading some kind of mook1.


    The moment she raised her head, she quickly closed her mook and even tried to hide its cover. Yet, Amane still managed to take a glimpse at its contents and noticed that it seemed to be related to cooking.


     


    “Do I really have to share it with you, Amane-kun?”


     


    “I’m just a little curious, but it’s fine if you don’t want to.”


     


    Mahiru’s reaction was cold, so in response, Amane forced a smile and shrugged lightly, appealing that he had no intention of forcing her to say it. Eventually, however, she simply gazed at him while furrowing her brows slightly before answering.


     


    “It’s not like I’m against telling you, but I don’t want you to feel like I’m doing you a favor.”


     


    “Doing me a favor?”


     


    “You’ll get it if you read this.”


     


    Hesitantly, she flipped through the pages in the mook, the cover of which wrote, “Egg Dishes From Around The World” and was coupled with an abundance of illustrations about the topic, all of which were of foreign dishes that Amane had never seen before.


     


    “I-It’s not like I want to make them for you, Amane-kun; I just feel that if I am going to cook, it’d be better if I made dishes you enjoyed. That’s all.”


     


    “So you’ll make them for me?”


     


    “…Well, if you want to enjoy a dish, then it’s fine.”


     


    “Can I see them?”


     


    “…Go ahead.”


     


    After getting her permission, Amane took the mook from Mahiru’s hand and opened it.


    He observed each dish while using his imagination to imagine how good they would be and how they would taste. But he suddenly heard a light giggle from his side.


     


    “…Amane-kun, your eyes are starting to light up, it seems you really like them. Would you like to eat those?”


     


    “Of course, your cooking always tastes great, Mahiru. They’re even better when you cook with eggs, so I always look forward to them.”


     


    “…You sure know how to talk, Amane-kun…”


     


    Amane simply said what came to mind, but all of a sudden, Mahiru began averting her gaze around the room as if she was trying to take her attention away from him. Between the gaps in her hair, he could see her earlobes turning a little red, so she appeared to be feeling embarrassed.


    However, he thought that she may become upset and refuse to cook for him anymore if he pointed it out. With this in mind, Amane decided to continue reading the mook and wait for Mahiru's embarrassment to pass.


    


    TL/Note: Mook (ムック) = m(agazine) + (b)ook; In this side story, mook is understood as a book with a lot of illustrations about a certain topic but printed in the form factor of a magazine.
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    “How long has it been since I received a birthday present?”


     


    Mahiru searched her hazy memories as she cupped the teddy bear on her knees, muttering to herself in her room. She never informed others of her birthday, and felt that it was not worth celebrating. When she was younger, she told her friends that if she was asked about the presents and celebrations she received, she would stop talking to them.


    Later on, she stopped talking about these things altogether.


    Her parents never celebrated her birthday, though they did give her a present, a letter, a few notes of five-digits yen. She had hope, and opened it to find such practical things which should not be given to children. She remembered being utterly shocked by this, and felt despair by how her parents were so callous towards her.


    For this reason, she would not mention her own birthday, and even if anyone else were to ask, she would keep evading the topic.


    She did not want others to know that nobody celebrated her birthday, that her parents disowned her. The older she grew, the more people tried to appeal to her, and she started to find presents a taboo.


     


    (…He is weird)


     


    She chuckled, recalling how bashful Amane was. She initially regretted the mistake of letting him know of her birthday, wondering why she did so, and was furious at why she did so to him, of all people. However, she knew it was unreasonable to be angry at him, and once she familiarized herself with his gruff attitude and his distinct kindness, the negative emotions she harbored vanished.


    Over the months they spent together, she recognized his contradicting personality of being forthright and dishonest, and also that he was caring for others, his kindness and understanding that were usually unnoticed by others. She felt he was born with these attributes, and when he occasionally talked about his family, she sensed that it was a result of his nurturing.


     


    (—Such a happy family)


     


    “I am so envious.” so she said, before swallowing the rest of her words as she looked down at the teddy bear she received. Its eyes were round, its face was adorable, and its body was pudgy like a cub. It was truly distinct. Might be awkward for a high school boy to buy such a thing.


    He bought this for her, not because she was the Angel, but that he was well taken care of by the person called Mahiru Shiina. It was the first time she received a present given out of complete goodwill, and it delighted her.


    She stared at the bear, the button eyes reflecting her image, her expression gentler than she imagined. She felt ever so calm, partially because the bear was so cute, and also because of how Amane treated her, as an ordinary person, and it brought her comfort.


    The teddy bear was large enough to be embraced in her clutches. While carrying it, she rolled about on the bed, the texture and sturdiness built to perfection. She looked at the cute teddy bear in her clutches, and grabbed it firmly, not letting go.


     


    (…I shall make omelettes for him tomorrow then)


     


    Amane never actually mentioned it, but he probably loved eggs, given how he looked while eating it. He did not want to owe any favor, but she decided to make one egg dish the next day for him, and imitate his nonchalant look as a little memory.


    She imagined him gobbling down the omelette with a scowling face, and her lips naturally curled into a smile.
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    “What happened to your hand?”


     


    Amane was sitting on the sofa when Mahiru saw his bandaged hand, and she frowned.


     


    “Ah, accidentally twisted it during gym class. I had a checkup at the infirmary. Told to rest for a few days.”


     


    Amane accidentally lost his balance while playing basketball in gym class, and he managed to break his fall with his hand, twisting it. The bandage was thus the result of this folly.


    The twisted wrist did not seem to hurt much, and it was said he could recover fully in a matter of days, so he did not mind…but Mahiru frowned.


     


    “…What do you intend to do?”


     


    “What else? I’ll just live as normal, try my best not to move it. It’s not like it’s my leg that’s injured.”


     


    “Amane-kun, are you insulting people like me who have injured their legs before?”


     


    “Don’t misunderstand. Anyway, it’s not going to affect me that much to a point of being a hindrance. It’s fine, don’t worry.”


     


    Amane never wanted Mahiru to worry this much for him. After all, it was a little suffering caused by his own carelessness. He could use his left hand, and was not too bothered by it.


    Mahiru thought otherwise however. She looked at Amane’s wrist, and gently sighed.


     


    “…I shall assist you until your hand recovers.”


     


    “Eh, you don’t have to. I can use my left hand. I won’t have any issues in my daily life.”


     


    “You are incapable of housework with both hands, and you say you are fine with one?”


     


    “Ugh, now that you say so…but you really don’t need to worry. I have my left hand.”


     


    “Please accept my kindness.”


     


    It seemed she was still mindful of the moment when she injured her ankle. He felt that she repaid the favor with her meals, but it seemed Mahiru thought differently.


    She sounded so calm and adamant, and would not allow for him to refuse. He felt a little perturbed, but he could only accept her graciousness obediently.


     


    Ever since she found out about Amane’s wrist injury, Mahiru studiously took care of his daily life.


    She made onigiri, and ensured that Amane could eat with one hand. She even took over the housework Amane should have done, and even shopping. Such thorough care left Amane flabbergasted.


    The toughest ordeal however was when he had to eat the side dishes.


     


    “I really can eat with my left hand.”


     


    Mahiru fed every single dish to his mouth, like a mother bird to her fledglings, which left him very awkward.


    Mahiru’s viewpoint was that she was simply taking care of the sick, and she probably was not embarrassed in the slightest. The one being fed however could not maintain a calm look. He did not dislike this, but he was very, very, very embarrassed.


    Mahiru probably assumed that Amane was right handed, and could not use his left hand deftly. Ahhh, but even so, her feeding him was really a grueling test of will.


    If Mahiru was actually embarrassed by this, Amane might actually die from embarrassment. Luckily for him, his sanity points merely dropped by half, given how she did so dutifully.


    He watched her silently as she fed him, and sighed hard.


     


    “…Erm, can I be honest here?”


     


    He actually intended to state so, but Mahiru’s stubborn insistence would not allow so. Perhaps he would not be in this embarrassing situation if he had said so right from the beginning.


     


    “What is it?”


     


    “…I’m ambidextrous.”


     


    “Eh?”


     


    “I usually use my right, but I actually use both hands when I was younger, so I can eat on my own.”


     


    Amane wanted to say that he could use his left hand, but it seemed Mahiru never realized he was ambidextrous, so she basically forced him to eat.


    She was stunned to hear his words, and her face turned increasingly red.


     


    “Wh-why did you not say so earlier?”


     


    “I wanted to, but I couldn’t when you’re so pumped up. I tried to stop you.”


     


    “Th-that may be so…”


     


    “But since you’re so enthusiastic this time, please continue until my bandage’s removed.”


     


    Since he had blushed for so long, it was time for Mahiru to suffer. He thought this little payback should be fine.


    So he thought as he deliberately laughed at Mahiru, strongly restraining the shame that was about to explode in him, but it seemed this shame had reached her, for she blushed, and quickly stuffed lots of dishes into his mouth, clearly as a retaliation.


     


    “Oy, that too fast.”


     


    “I do not care.”


     


    She turned her head aside, saying so with a shriller voice than usual. Amane chuckled at this sight of her, and restrained the shame in his heart as he chewed down on the delicious dishes she picked for him.
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    His vision suddenly turned dark, and he exclaimed.


    It was said the weather was bad this week due to the air pressure. There was an ongoing thunderstorm outside, but he never expected a power outage.


    The strong thunderclap was followed with the TV and lights turning dark. It appeared to be a power outage.


    Luckily, the computer should be fine as it was pulled from its power source. He would have to check the other appliances however.


     


    “Your phone’s with you? Mine’s in my bag inside the room.”


     


    Amane had kept away the flashlight, and wanted to use the cellphone light, but his phone was in the bedroom. He was thinking that Mahiru, who was reading her textbook, should have a phone with her, but there was no response,


     


    “…Mahiru?”


     


    Amane called her name apprehensively, and found his clothes being tugged at?


    ‘What now?’ He called her once again, but there was no response.


    ‘What’s going on?’ He reached towards her position, and touched something slim. It probably was her arm…but for just a moment, it clearly shook and evaded.


    Thud, thick, something appeared to land on the floor, followed by a groan, “How unsightly…” and a mutter from below.


     


    “…Erm, sorry for scaring you.”


     


    “…No, I have just scared myself.”


     


    He was really sorry about scaring Mahiru to the point where she fell from the sofa. It appeared she was in no mood to care about this as she fumbled at the sofa, trying to climb up.


    He was worried if she was injured anywhere, but luckily it appeared she was not hurting. Her fingers merely grazed him again, as though trying to cling onto his clothes.


    It was a ticklish, anxious feeling. Amane could not suppress the urge to gently hold her slender arm, and she shivered again, but did not fall off the sofa.


     


    “Looking for this?”


     


    “…Are you making fun of me?”


     


    “Why’d you think so?”


     


    “For example, that it is rare to see me panicking from a power outage, that you have to tease.”


     


    “Look, I’m not that mischievous.”


     


    Mahiru was usually reliable, and not one to show weakness. She was merely a girl though, and a sudden power outage would usually leave adults unnerved too.


    The thunder continued to bellow outdoors, the rain pelting loudly, the house was exceptionally silent. It was no wonder she would feel fearful.


    Mahiru’s insistent tugging at Amane’s clothes all this while was clear proof of that.


    Before he held her hand and felt her skin, Amane was hesitant. Since she did not pry herself away from him, he continued to hold that hand gently.


     


    “…Are you scared of the dark?”


     


    Amane asked, and seemed to see Mahiru shaking her head gently.


     


    “…Not the dark. Just that.”


     


    “Just?”


     


    “…I dislike it when there is no light, out of a sudden.”


     


    “I see.”


     


    “It is not nyctophobia. I am not scared.”


     


    “Yes yes.”


     


    It appeared Mahiru would never admit to being scared, and she sounded more distant when denying it. Having spent much time with her, Amane could tell she was cutely putting on a facade.


    Luckily, it was dark, and Mahiru could not see Amane’s little smile. “…Just.” she softly quipped, and Amane reeled his smile to listen,


     


    “Hm?”


     


    “…If we hold hands, I will feel that I am not alone. I feel relieved.”


     


    “I see.”


     


    Her voice was soft, yet a little relieved, gentler. Amane held her hand gently.


     


    “…The power is back. I shall check on the appliances.”


     


    The moment the lights lit the room, Mahiru gently let go of Amane’s hand, and gently stood up.


    This change in attitude was too obvious, and Amane showed a wry smile. It was better for him not to mention it however, considering how her ears showing through the flax-colored hair were red.


    He too stood up, wanting to check on the electrical switch box’s condition. The moment he passed Mahiru by, “Thank you.” he heard a soft voice, and inadvertently turned to look at Mahiru.


    The latter had turned aside as she scampered into the kitchen. He could only scratch his cheek, before going to the box by the washroom.


    He too was blushing in the mirror. “This really is unlike me.” and muttered as he frowned, averting his eyes in an attempt to conceal the embarrassment in his heart.
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    Amane’s mother, Shihoko, was quite interested in Mahiru.


    She, who was very fond of cute things, desired a daughter, and there was none cuter than Amane’s neighbor, Mahiru. Whenever she contacted Amane, she would often ask how things were going with Mahiru, what kinds of food she liked, and so on.


    He answered that she could eat just about anything and had no particular preferences, and in response to his ambiguous answers, a package was delivered to him.


     


    “…What is in that box?”


     


    Mahiru arrived at Amane’s house after shopping, and gave a curious look at the box on the living room table.


     


    “Just some stuff I received from mom. Maybe she sent it as an apology for the trouble she caused you, Mahiru… or us, I guess?”


     


    He did not know was inside, but he knew it was not an appropriate thing to send to high school students. Both Amane and Mahiru would probably be glad about it. In fact, Amane himself was glad.


     


    “Apology… what is she apologizing for?”


     


    “Well, I’d also like to apologize for whatever trouble my mom caused, but don’t worry about that. Right now, just think of this as an allowance.”


     


    He could have described it as an apology if it contained sweets, but that did not seem to be the case. He did not expect his mom to deliver half-cooked food.


    Mahiru gave a questioning look as Amane, upon being prompted, opened the package.


    Inside were vacuum packed fish that were preserved in various boxes. Mirin-zuke, Saikyo-zuke, Kasu-zuke, and various pickle fish.


    It seems that Amane’s mom had delivered the stuff he liked to eat.


     


    “Wow, are these not from that famous shop?”


     


    “My family buys these often since I really like them. It’s been a while since I last ate these.”


     


    “That is something to be grateful for. I suppose I shall not go out shopping today. Shall we have this as our main dish for dinner?”


     


    Mahiru appeared to be more delighted than terrified of these half-cooked snacks. High school students nowadays…so Amane thought, but as he too was one, he dared not to voice out, and remained silent.


    While troubled by how Shihoko would do unnecessary things like these, he was grateful for the care she showed.


    He decided to send a message thanking her later after enjoying the grilled fish for dinner.


     


     


    ✧ ₊ ✦ ₊ ✧


     


     


    (How is this happening?)


     


    While sensing warmth and a sweet fragrance rising up his left arm, Amane ensured that his cheeks remained normal.


    Doh, doh, for some reason, his heart was beating loudly, and the culprit for that irregularity, Mahiru, was leaning onto Amane.


    The only explanation as to why this happened would likely be the Kasu-zuke they had for dinner. While he had Mahiru choose however she preferred to cook it, perhaps the alcohol might not have been burned off completely as it was cooked under a low fire.


    They finished eating, and as they were taking a break,Mahiru had quietly snuggled onto him.


    He quickly kept his body still as she did so, and she rubbed her cheeks on his shoulders.


    It was an unbelievable moment, one very unlikely, and Amane was trying his best not to groan as he gave Mahiru a terrified look.


    Mahiru’s caramel-colored eyes fluttered as she looked up at Amane forcefully. Her cheeks were turning red from within.


     


    “…M-Mahiru-san?”


     


    “…It is hot.”


     


    “W-well, if it’s hot, it would be better to not cling onto me.”


     


    “It is hot, and also cold.”


     


    Saying that, Mahiru pressed her weight onto Amane.


    She was not heavy, but the act left him really perturbed. It was not to the point that he was going to go insane from it, but there was no way he was not getting shaken up if someone of the opposite gender had clung onto him.


    Overwhelmed by the sweet smell and the softness, Amane felt his cheeks heat up.


     


    “…I’d be happy if you could move away from me now…erm, why are you sticking onto me?


     


    “…It is warm.”


     


    Her words were incoherent; she most definitely was drunk. It did not matter whether she was hot, cold, or warm, her thought process had clearly declined, and she was not thinking straight.


     


    “…Am I, warm?”


     


    “…Yes, very, very warm.”


     


    “I think it’s just that you’re very cold to begin with, Mahiru.”


     


    He tried touching her, but his body was really hot because of the alcohol.


    In response to Amane’s words, Mahiru shook her head, and buried her face into Amane’s head.


     


    “…I am just, jealous of the warmth, I do not have…I want you to share some with me.”


     


    Once she said that, Mahiru quieted down, and after some thought, Amane patted her head with his right hand.


    She lifted her head and was slightly shocked by the gentle look on Amane’s face, who continued to pat her head once again, unaware of the face he was currently sporting.


    Mahiru maintained that look for a little while, and buried her face into his arms once more.


    He would let Mahiru do as she pleased until she sobered up.


     


     


    ✧ ₊ ✦ ₊ ✧


     


     


    “…P-please, forget about that.”


     


    The alcohol’s effects soon wore out, and Mahiru pulled away from Amane, her face completely beet red as she begged. Amane chuckled, not realizing how shaken he was.


    It appeared Amane, not Mahiru, might have been the most shaken, but he pretended not to know, and did not dare voice it out. He was very conscious of this matter, but for some reason, did not mention this to Mahiru. To him, it was better to keep the mood dry than to be consciously awkward.


    Trying to convince himself, Amane ended things off with a shrug.
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    Once he got home, Amane found Mahiru wearing his sweater.


    Just moments ago, Amane had returned after going out in this gloomy weather to attend to urgent matters. Before he had left the apartment, he had requested, “If it rains, please bring in my clothes.”


    His sweater should be dry, and it would not have been strange for her to have brought his clothes in. What surprised Amane was that Mahiru was wearing it.


     


    “…Why are you wearing that?”


     


    “E-erm, we-well.”


     


    “Ah.”


     


    “…Sorry.”


     


    Mahiru apologized with a trembling voice, which flustered Amane, who had no intention of blaming her, so he hastily added, “I’m not angry with you.”


     


    “So, why are you wearing my clothes?”


     


    “E-erm, curiosity, I should say… I was thinking that your clothes were really big when I kept them… and then I just…”


     


    “I see.”


     


    Mahiru had worn Amane’s clothes in the past, but it seems that she was still very curious. She had sprained her ankle, and caught a cold the previous times she had worn his clothes. She probably had no time to fancy his clothes.


     


    “Any inspiration from wearing my clothes?”


     


    “…You are rather big after all, Amane-kun.”


     


    “Of course. I’m taller than average.”


     


    Amane was rather large for a boy, and Mahiru was average in height, and also had a slender body. Due to the difference in size, The sleeves and hem were overly long for her. At this point, she appeared to be wearing a one piece dress.


    She looked cute and adorable with the long sleeves, and Amane found her all the more cuter, given that the girl he fancied was wearing his clothes.


    He chuckled at the sight of her fidgeting, and after having noticed that gentle gaze of his, “Wh-what is it?” she asked timidly.


     


    “Nothing. Just wondering if you really like this sweater since you’re wearing it.”


     


    “I-it’s because.”


     


    “You can wear it home. I don’t mind at all.”


     


    Amane said jokingly. Mahiru pursed her lips, and went silent.


    ‘Did I overdo it?’ Amane started to regret, and looked towards Mahiru. She folded her arms before her chest, as though embracing herself, as she looked up at him.


     


    “…Then it is decided.”


     


    “Eh?”


     


    “You said so, Amane-kun.”


     


    “Wa-wai-wait I don’t mind… but isn’t it a little too big for you? It’s old too.”


     


    “I shall wear it indoors.”


     


    Mahiru said seriously, and turned her head aside.


    Amane did not think it was a big deal for Mahiru to be wearing his own clothes, but he really wanted to ask, was it really fine to use a boy’s clothes as indoor wear?


    It’s one thing if he was her boyfriend, but he wasn’t. He was just a neighbor, a friend. ‘Was it really something to be happy about?’ …So he thought, but it seemed Mahiru was really insistent on wearing it, and had no intention of giving it up. ‘Whatever then,’ so he thought, and decided to give it to her.


    He saw her shield the sweater by hugging herself, and gave a wry smile.
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    Amane was one to always lavish praise, despite his appearance.


    Of course, he would not praise for no reason, and he would even pinpoint faults. Amane was an honest fellow however, and would praise when needed. He would never be reserved about it.


    Every day, after every meal, Amane would tell Mahiru how delicious her cooking was. He was never discreet about it, and always stated his true thoughts. Mahiru was always embarrassed as a result.


    It was the same for her clothes. No matter how minor the detail she put in her getup, he would notice immediately and praise her. Mahiru herself wondered if Amane had been praising her more than couples usually do. Of course, they were not a couple, but Amane always lavished words on her.


    Amane’s weakness was that he rated himself poorly. From another point of view however, he could be considered humble, a virtue in itself.


    In any case, Amane was someone who often praised others.


     


    ✧ ₊ ✦ ₊ ✧


     


    (…Which one is better?)


     


    And because of that, whenever she was about to head to Amane’s apartment, Mahiru would unwittingly note her attire.


    She would hang the clothes on herself, and stare into the mirror seriously.


    She was not dressing up for Amane in particular, but it was not a bad thing to hear his praise. Also, she was elated to be recognized for her efforts. She liked to improve herself, and wanted to show the results of her effort.


     


    “…I shall wear this then.”


     


    (I am not wearing this to gain his fancy. I am just being particular about my appearance)


     


    She quietly convinced herself, and kept her other clothes in the closet, leaving behind the one she chose.


     


    ✧ ₊ ✦ ₊ ✧


     


    She entered Amane’s house, and saw him seated on the sofa, staring at her. She tilted her head unflinchingly.


     


    “…What is it?”


     


    “Nothing. I just have a feeling that you put in lots of effort on your hair today. Anyway, how did you make this hairstyle?”


     


    “It’s way too difficult to make your hair like that,” Amane chuckled. Mahiru was really pleased that he noticed her hairstyle, her cheeks started to sear.


    But if she showed it all on her face, Amane would end up flustered. She pretended that nothing happened, and averted her eyes.


     


    “It is simple. Anyone can follow the instructions.”


     


    “Well I can’t.”


     


    “…As expected.”


     


    “Sorry for having clumsy hands.”


     


    Amane sounded a little pouty, and Mahiru realized how harsh she was. Feeling regretful, she sat next to Amane.


     


    “Is this weird?”


     


    “Why do you think so…I think it looks nice. The clothes look gentle on you, and cute.”


     


    “…I see.”


     


    That alone caused her heart to flutter, like a petal dancing in the air.


     


    ‘I am too naive,’ she thought. She looked towards Amane next to her, and his eyes were clearly avoiding her.


     


    “…What is it?”


     


    “No, it’s nothing.”


     


    He inched away from her. Clearly he wanted to say something, but was unwilling to.


     


    “…You won’t really care if I praise you a few more times, right?”


     


    “I am happiest when I am praised by you, Amane-kun.”


     


    Mahiru answered instinctively. Both of them froze.


     


    “…I-I am not saying that I hope to have you praise me more, Amane-kun? Well, you never lie… and what you say is all heartfelt, so I am happy.”


     


    “Oh, ah… erm, I never lie about this. I always feel that you’re working hard to make yourself pretty, and you’re already cute to begin with.”


     


    —How devious of him.


    Mahiru muttered softly enough for Amane not to hear, and hugged her favorite cushion.
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    “…Amane-kun.”


     


    “I’m really sorry.”


     


    At this moment, Amane was seated on the carpet of the living room.


    He broke Mahiru’s favorite glass cup. It was not a cheap item that could be bought at a 100 yen shop; it was worth thousands of yen, or even ten thousand.


    And Mahiru, standing before him, looked speechless rather than disappointed.


     


    “No, I am not angry about the broken glass. It can be replaced. More importantly, I am angry at you for touching the broken glass bare-handed”


     


    “I panicked…”


     


    “Is it not foolish to be hurt because you panic? You cannot touch broken things with your hands like that. You need to put on gloves.”


     


    Mahiru lectured Amane in a motherly manner, and in fact had picked up the large glass pieces using gloves she pulled out of nowhere, before sweeping the remaining bits with a broom and dustpan.


    She removed the head of the vacuum cleaner before using it to remove the little fragments, before using tape to clear the invisible bits. Amane was so impressed to see her so dedicated.


     


    “W-well…it’s something you like, Mahiru. Of course I’d panic.”


     


    “We can buy a new one to replace it. You are the important one, Amane-kun.”


     


    Amane felt strangely bashful when Mahiru said that so earnestly. He knew she had no other intent in her words. People were more important than items, and he knew she wanted to state that.


     


    “Are you listening to me?” Mahiru looked displeased, probably because Amane looked so out of it, “Anyway, please be careful. Goodness.”


     


    “Yes, I will. Anyway, about the compensation…”


     


    “I am not asking you to pay… ah.”


     


    Mahiru seemed to have thought of something, for she suddenly showed a little smile.


     


    “Please accompany me to buy a new glass. I want you to choose, Amane-kun.”


     


    “Can’t I just go alone?”


     


    “Are you unhappy with that?”


     


    “No, please allow me to accompany you.”


     


    Amane just broke Mahiru’s favorite glass, and he determined it would be bad if he ruined her mood any further. He agreed to accompany her.


    Mahiru smiled, for her mood was brightened when Amane agreed to accompany her. “I shall see you tomorrow then.” Amane could only nod.


    He saw her smile joyously, ‘If she’s happy, so be it then,’ and felt relieved as he smiled back at her.
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    A few days after Mahiru recovered from her cold, Amane was lazing on the sofa after dinner. As he did, he suddenly found Mahiru patting his upper arm.


    He froze, as it was too sudden. He saw her poke his elbow with a serious look, gently—before grabbing it, as though to check its firmness. He panicked.


     


    “…What?”


     


    “…I was thinking, you are sturdier than I imagined, Amane-kun?”


     


    “Do you think I’m a beansprout or something?”


     


    Amane did lift Mahiru in a bridal carry, so his assumption was that she found him strong, but he was wrong.


     


    “A beansprout…your skin is white, but that is because you dislike going out, I suppose?”


     


    “I don’t really get tans. Hey, don’t think of me as a beansprout.”


     


    Amane knew he did not have a ‘heroic’ build, but his pride as a boy took a tremendous hit when he was deemed a beansprout. He raised his eyebrows indignantly as Mahiru’s hand slid from his upper arm to his palm.


    She stroked his veins and muscles with her fingers, which tickled him. There was an unspeakable itch and shame arising in his heart, and he averted his eyes.


    It seemed as though Mahiru never noticed the change in him at all as she continued to stroke his arm. There was nary a stray thought in her actions and expression, only innocence.


    After Mahiru appeared to have not noticed anything at all, Amane finally had enough. He reached his hand out to capture the little prey wandering around his arm, grabbed it, and ensured that she would not move again.


     


    “…Ah.”


     


    “If you want to keep touching me, then I’ll touch you too.”


     


    He latched his fingers onto the little palm, and she immediately froze, both her hand and body.


    Mahiru might not have noticed it, but she was touching Amane all over as she pleased. It was just like her to freeze up the moment she was touched.


    Amane too, touched Mahiru. Her skin was fine, much silkier than Amane’s, and bouncy. It was then that Amane realized that Mahiru was a girl. Petite and tender, a seemingly entirely different existence from him.


    They did hold hands a few times, but it was the first time he actually felt her for real. As expected, there was a demure feeling to Mahiru, which led to one having the sudden desire to protect her.


    He marveled at the feeling of the little palm in his hand, and got elbowed by her as retaliation.


     


    “Ow,” he blurted. He found Mahiru staring at him, red faced, but she had no intention of letting go. He found her staring at him with narrowed eyes, apparently hiding her embarrassment. It was then he realized he overdid it, so he hurriedly let go.


     


    “E-erm, sorry.”


     


    “…I never thought you were such an impudent person, Amane-kun.”


     


    “Pot, meet kettle.”


     


    “You were the one who started touching me,” he quipped. Mahiru clung firmly onto the cushion on her legs, and murmured,


     


    “Uuu…but.”


     


    “But what?”


     


    “…Nothing, nothing at all.”


     


    Mahiru buried her face into the cushion. It appeared she wanted to say something, yet at the same time was unwilling to. Amane decided to shut up, for he was certain that if he agitated Mahiru again, she would scamper away from the living room.


    Unfortunately, as the cushion was in Mahiru’s clutches, he could not use it to hide the embarrassment on his face.
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    Mahiru hadn’t joined a club, and she usually headed straight home after school, but since getting to know her close friend, Chitose, she started occasionally hanging out with her before going home.


    Since Amane had been paying attention to her, he knew that she had almost no interaction with others around her in regards to her personal life and thought she lived rather simply. Due to that, he considered it a positive change. The winter season resulted in early sunsets, so Amane often went to pick her up when it would get dark.


    He had no complaints about the arrangement. Even if their local area was relatively safe, letting a young girl walk alone at night was still a worrisome matter.


    Because of this, Amane had gone to pick her up once more today after Mahiru returned from hanging out with Chitose, and the two walked home together.


     


    “…Huh?”


     


    That’s why it wasn’t discovered until now.


     


    “What’s wrong?”


     


    After eating dinner, as Mahiru was about to head back to her apartment, her face suddenly stiffened. It was rare for Amane to see her with such a nervous look, and naturally, he couldn’t help but worry. He approached her to find out what was wrong, only to find her looking rather embarrassed about something, her eyebrows lowered.


     


    “…The keys to my apartment are gone.”


     


    “Huh!? Isn’t that pretty bad?”


     


    Under normal circumstances, she would’ve realized her missing keys as soon as she was about to enter her apartment, but since she was so late returning, she decided to go straight to Amane’s instead, and since it was him who unlocked the door, she didn’t notice until now.


     


    “Ah, no, I know where it fell, or perhaps I should say I forgot and left it behind somewhere.”


     


    “Where? I’ll help you look for it…”


     


    “At Chitose’s house.”


     


    Having said that, it was unusual for school to end after the fifth period. Therefore, Mahiru was invited over to Chitose’s house to hang out. Amane recalled that he had received a message from her telling him so.


     


    “……Sure enough. I asked Chitose-san just now, and she said she found them at home.”


     


    “Should I go back and get them, then? I can’t let you go out at this time.”


     


    It was now almost 10 o’clock in the evening, and ultimately, it wasn’t appropriate to allow Mahiru to wander around outside at such a time. Not to mention that boarding a train was necessary to get to Chitose’s house, and her house was a sizable distance from the station. Estimating the approximate time it would take to go there and back, it would be around midnight once Amane returned with the keys.


     


    “No need; that would be too much trouble for you. Besides, it was me who forgot them, so I should…”


     


    “No, it’s too dangerous. How could I let you walk outside so late─”


     


    “Why are you so overprotective in this regard?”


     


    “Most people would generally view it as unacceptable. I can’t let a girl go out for a stroll when it’s so late. Frankly, I’d rather let you spend the night at my house.”


     


    Since they both rejected each other’s plans to retrieve her keys, only the option of spending the night at his house remained.


    As soon as she heard the words ‘spend the night,’ Mahiru’s face flushed slightly, and her gaze started to wander around.


     


    “B-but…”


     


    “You don’t want me to go, and I don’t want you to go either, so that’s all you can do. Although it’s honestly not the ideal option, I wouldn’t possibly do anything strange to you.”


     


    “…As you’re a man, that’s still rather worrisome.”


     


    “Hush it, unless you’d like me to make a move on you?”


     


    With Mahiru offering such needless worries, Amane couldn’t help but return a light glare and ask as such, but she immediately shook her head vigorously.


    Such a reaction was obvious, and so Amane didn’t comment on it. After seeing the blush retract from her face, he asked yet again:


     


    “So? Which one will you choose? Either I’ll go get your keys, or will you stay the night here?”


     


    “E-erm… I choose to stay overnight.”


     


    “Alrighty. You wait for me.”


     


    Now that she had made her decision, some preparations had to be made. Amane left Mahiru in the living room and retrieved his backpack from his room, which contained his phone and wallet.


    Ensuring not to repeat the same mistake she had made, Amane confirmed that he had indeed brought his keys with him before heading to the entrance to change his shoes. At that moment, a very puzzled Mahiru trotted on over.


     


    “W-where are you going?”


     


    “Convenience store. The spare toothbrush can’t be used anymore.”


     


    “Huh? Then, I’ll buy it myself…”


     


    “Don’t worry about it; it’s cold outside, so just wait patiently at home. I’ll be right back. I’ll be counting on you to prepare some hot water in the bathtub for me, please.”


     


    Although the convenience store was close to the apartment, it wasn’t ideal to have her walk over there in full uniform, so it was better to have Amane run there himself.


    Mahiru seemed to have something to say, but Amane feigned ignorance and quickly walked out of the house.


     


     


    ✧ ₊ ✦ ₊ ✧


     


     


    “……Oh, I bought quite a lot, so feel free to use them.”


     


    After returning home from the convenience store, Amane handed her a bag containing some items he had just bought, and then saw her lowering her eyebrows with a guilty look.


     


    “Th-thank you.”


     


    “First, let me make this clear, I’m not a pervert.”


     


    “What’s this all of a sudden?”


     


    “……Well, I mean, there’s also some underwear and the like sold at convenience stores.”


     


    After asking Chitose for advice through the chat app, Amane bought more than just a toothbrush at the convenience store.


    The bag he handed over to Mahiru contained a toothbrush, a set of basic cosmetics, and some replacement underwear.


    Purchasing women’s underwear was rather embarrassing, but not being able to change her undergarments would likely make her feel very uncomfortable, so Amane bought some while he was there.


     


    “I-I’m not surprised by that… I just feel that you are well prepared.”


     


    “I asked Chitose about it, that’s why. As for your change of clothes… you’ll have to settle for wearing some of mine.”


     


    Pajamas wouldn’t be sold in convenience stores, so Amane initially wanted to let her wear a random piece of his own clothes.


    The last time she stayed overnight—or rather, the time she stayed to rest through her sickness—she also wore Amane’s clothes, so it shouldn’t be a problem this time around either.


    Amane thought: ‘I have to prepare her clothes before she takes a shower,’ But then, suddenly, Mahiru lowered her head slightly and tugged at the edge of his clothes.


     


    “……Why are you willing to go so far for me?”


     


    “You don’t even need to ask, isn’t it obvious to help you out if you’re in trouble?”


     


    “……Are you this attentive to just anyone?”


     


    “I’m not… Besides, I wouldn’t let anyone else step foot inside my house.”


     


    He would only be so meticulous toward Mahiru. If it was Chitose, she had other female friends whose houses she could stay at, and if it were Itsuki, he’d prepare everything he needed in advance. If things were particularly inconvenient for him, he also had the option of staying at Chitose’s house.


    Therefore, the only person who needed such careful attention was Mahiru herself. In his mind, Amane had convinced himself of that reasoning, but he found that Mahiru’s head began to drop lower and lower.


     


    “……That part of you is so cunning.”


     


    “What’s this all of a sudden?”


     


    “Nothing… Then I will be obedient and accept that offer.”


     


    “Oh, good. Then that’s that.”


     


    Seeing her hug the store bag as if cherishing it, Amane nodded despite his confusion.


    Since his guest was planning to stay overnight, Amane originally planned to let her take a bath first, but Mahiru then said: “That won’t do. The one who just returned home cold should wash first, of course,” and firmly refused, so he headed off for a wash first.


    Amane felt a little nervous, but came out after a swift wash. As a result, once he saw Mahiru having just finished taking her bath, he instantly realized that his choice to wash first was a big mistake.


     


    (……Seeing this, you realize firsthand just how beautiful she really is)


     


    He was completely lost for words, simply put, before him was the embodiment of pure destructive power.


    Looking beyond the shirt he had lent her, her slender neck and pink skin fresh out of the shower were exposed, leaving him unsure of where to look. Originally, he chose a baggy set of clothes so as not to highlight the curves of her body, but he wasn’t expecting it to compliment her slim figure instead.


    Her sleeves and the length of her trousers were rolled up several times to just barely show her hands and feet, and in such a state, her embarrassment paired with the look of her flushed cheeks aroused the desire to protect her.
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    Mahiru even blow-dried her hair. As soon as she noticed that Amane had casually wiped his hair dry, her originally shy expression faded, and she frowned unhappily.


    After saying the words: “I really can’t stand you,” she grumbled and walked over to Amane to pull up the towel drooping from his shoulder. She gently helped him remove the moisture from his hair.


     


    “You’ll catch a cold like this. You’re being so sloppy.”


     


    “……Sh-shut up.”


     


    As they were rather close, Mahiru would inevitably enter Amane’s line of sight, but he couldn’t look at her while keeping his calm. Amane secretly lamented the fact that he didn’t give her a thicker shirt.


    He just picked out a pair of loungewear that seemed soft and comfortable for her to wear, but he didn’t expect that it would lead to the wicked scene in front of him.


    Shortly after, Amane gently removed her hand and let the overwhelmed Mahiru be as he walked into his room, before returning with a hoodie from the wardrobe for her to wear over her shirt.


    Upon returning to the living room, he found Mahiru looking up at him with a look of surprise, so he looked away and ushered the hoodie into her hand.


     


    “Wear this on top.”


     


    “W-why so suddenly?”


     


    “It’s pretty much my fault, but don’t wear something like that around men, it could be dangerous.”


     


    Noticing Amane’s clear reluctance to meet her gaze, Mahiru seemed to come to a realization, and immediately blushed. She obediently wore the hoodie.


    After some time had passed, Amane felt comfortable looking at her again, but this time it was Mahiru’s turn to not return her gaze.


     


    “……It was me who offered you to stay over, and it was also me who gave you the clothes, so I’m at fault here, but please realize how defenseless you are, you better pay attention.”


     


    “I-I will do so…”


     


    “Also, I’ll let you be the one to sleep in my room tonight. Remember to lock the door. It should give you some peace of mind.”


     


    “‘Peace of mind,’ you say. I don’t think you would do anything, however.”


     


    “This is the part where you should feel relieved, usually.”


     


    “You obviously don’t plan on doing anything.”


     


    Hearing that assured response of hers, Amane reluctantly added: “This is why you’re…” but on the other hand, he didn’t want to make her cry as a result if he really did pull something.
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    “…Erm, why are you looking at me?”


     


    Mahiru was busy making dinner, and Amane watched her cook from the corridor. She asked without looking at me.


     


    “Just seeing how you cook.”


     


    “I know without you telling me. But why?”


     


    “Just curious to how you do it.”


     


    Amane was bad at cooking, and did not know how to make food delicious, so he stayed by the side, watching. Just to note, he knew nothing other than how skilled she was.


     


    “I have not done anything special.”


     


    “Hm, but I am curious about how you’re able to cook delicious stuff. Just trying to pick up some tricks from you.”


     


    “Practice makes perfect…the outcome was a little pitiful, but you can improve with more practice.”


     


    Mahiru was probably referring to the fried vegetables and the scrambled eggs he called an omelette days ago.


     


    “I know. That’s why I’m watching you cook and picking up some pointers.”


     


    “I will be distracted if you keep looking like this…”


     


    “Sorry.”


     


    Amane did not intend to disturb her, but since she said so, he had to leave.


    He understood one would be distracted if they were being stared at. Perhaps he was being inconsiderate.


    He intended to just apologize and return. Then, Mahiru turned around.


     


    “If you want to watch up close, please put on an apron and help me.”


     


    “That’s the best I can do…but won’t it affect you?”


     


    “I cannot just ignore the novices, and when I can, all the more I should help. Also, this does affect the future.”


     


    She was right, and logical. Every person once lacked experience; some were guided by their seniors, some taught themselves, but every person had a period of inexperience. It would be inappropriate to forget about this and harshly treat others.


    Amane was amazed by the rationality she showed, and she looked over at him, dumbfounded.


     


    “I did say that you are to start by helping out, no?”


     


    “…You did.”


     


    “Fine, stop looking and engrave it in your body.”


     


    She chuckled impishly, and so did he as he reached for his own apron on the cupboard.
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    Before the new semester started, Amane and Mahiru came to see the cherry blossoms. Amane left his seat to go to the bathroom, but when he returned, he saw that Mahiru was pestered by an unfamiliar man.


    This man is a few years older than Amane, probably a member of society or a college student. He was red-faced and a little wobbly, very drunk.


    Not too far away, under another cherry blossom tree, was a group of people laughing and pointing at him. It seemed he was one of them.


     


    (What a bother)


     


    Amane was genuinely disgusted by the sight of people losing control of themselves because of the mood or stupor. He would not deny the excitement of drinking, but he would never want to become the kind of person who causes trouble to others after a stupor.


    There were two things people should not be led astray by. The first was alcohol, and the second, the mood, especially in a public place.


    Amane did his best to hide the disdain disgust from appearing on his face while walking towards a very embarrassed Mahiru.


    Anyone could see that Mahiru was emitting an unapproachable aura at this moment, but he did not expect this person to try to woo Mahiru. In a sense, this was remarkable, but Mahiru’s embarrassed smile had taken on a troubled tinge, and it was not the time for him to feel impressed by the man.


    The man reached his hand out, presumably to forcibly drag Mahiru over to enjoy the flowers with them. Amane had first put his hands on Mahiru’s shoulders from behind and pulled her back to his side.


    The sudden pull seemed to startle Mahiru, but her eyes appeared reassured once she saw Amane’s figure. It seems that the situation just now was really difficult for her.


    Usually, she would have rejected the other party cleanly, but this might anger the drunkard, and Amane might not be able to find her if she left this spot. Perhaps this was why Mahiru tried to calm him down.


     


    “Sorry to keep you waiting.”


     


    “It was a long wait.”


     


    “I’m sorry.


     


    Mahiru was peeved because Amane left her, and he really did not intend to defend himself at this point.


    She seemed really upset just now, and immediately snuggled up to Amane, which caused Amane’s heart to beat a little faster. He turned his eyes to the drunkard, who stood there even after his hand swung empty.


    Sure enough, that man’s face was unnaturally red, and he clearly reeked of alcohol up close. This man was drunk.


    As an observer, it would be more prudent to leave than to use forceful words, and Amane did not think he could reason with a person who reeked of alcohol.


    Not to mention, the fact that the woman he adored had just been pestered by this man was too unpleasant.


     


    “Sorry. This girl is mine, and underage. Goodbye.”


     


    Amane smiled as kindly as he could, and after clearly conveying the message, he quickly pulled Mahiru away from the man.


    Fortunately, the retreat was completed before the dumbfounded man could react, and did not give chase.


    They reached a place where the man was no longer visible, and Amane stopped to look at Mahiru, whose face was red, as if she had been infected by the man’s red face just now.


    The expression was sort of natural, but her cheeks were bloodshot.


    The somewhat hazy caramel eyes looked upward at Amane, as if glaring at him, which made Amane flinch a little.


    Although Mahiru showed such an expression, she took Amane’s hand, implying that he should not try to escape. The soft touch and fragrance could not be ignored, and Amane’s heart pounded more restlessly.


     


    “…Wh-when did I become your thing?”


     


    She questioned in a shaky voice. It took a while before Amane understood what Mahiru was shy about.


    Amane did not think much of it back then, and just wanted to act like Mahiru’s boyfriend as possible. It seemed that line made Mahiru bashful


     


    “I-I just said it in the heat of the moment, sorry. If I didn’t take you away quickly, that crazy guy would get carried away.”


     


    Amane’s goal was to take Mahiru out of trouble in as flexible a way as possible, and he succeeded only in looking at the result, but it seems that the lines should have been carefully thought out again.


    In the final analysis, that kind of line may be unnecessary …… but the desire for exclusivity that subtly seeps into his heart when he sees Mahiru being approached by another man makes Amane subconsciously speak that line out.


    Now he himself was in no position to whine to the man. Despite this thought, Amane explained the situation to Mahiru – who was looking at herself with an expression that looked like she was having a fight, angry, or shy, and trying to find out something from Amane’s answer. As a result, Mahiru frowned slightly again.


     


    “…I understand this, but Amane-kun, you do need to consider your words.”


     


    “I was wrong.”


     


    “It is bad for my heart. Please do not do this again.”


     


    “I know, I know. I won’t say that again. I’m sorry.”


     


    It happened in the heat of the moment, but nobody would feel good to be called someone else’s possession. Amane apologized frankly, but Mahiru frowned even more than before.


     


    “…You are really careless, Amane-kun.”


     


    “I said I’m sorry.”


     


    “Baka.”


     


    Mahiru looked like she was pouting as she murmured and jabbed at Amane’s flank. Amane squealed exaggeratedly, “Ouch, ouch, ouch,” as he let her do whatever she wanted, and gently put her down while she clung onto him.


    If she continued to be so close, his sanity will be in danger.


    Mahiru was wearing thin clothes in the warm spring, and worse, whenever she pounded with her fists, Amane would become aware of the things that clung onto him, and his face nearly flushed.


    Amane gently disengaged from Mahiru, then stroked her head to coax her.


    It was not good to touch a woman’s hair without permission, but Mahiru had said before that she did not mind it. Though still a bit apprehensive, Amane touched her head, and just by doing so, Mahiru quieted down. It seemed she enjoyed being touched in this way.


    Mahiru seemed to have finally calmed down, or although her expression remained the same, she no longer pounded Amane with her fists.


    Watching Mahiru let herself be touched, Amane thought to himself, ‘Is it really okay to be so defenseless?’ but he felt happy. This represents both her trust and the closeness of the girl Amane likes to him.


    Amidst the dancing cherry blossoms, Amane and Mahiru enjoyed this peaceful time together. He thought to himself that it was a luxury to be able to be with Mahiru like this, and looked towards her, only to find some petals stuck to her hair.


    The petals clung easily, and if they remained under the tree for a long time, it seemed the petals would become a veil on the hair.


     


    “Never thought the petals would cling that easily. See, I just took these off.”


     


    Amane pinched a few petals from her hair and placed them in her hand. Her translucent caramel eyes blinked.


     


    “Your dreamy temperament matches the dancing cherry blossoms, but it’s troublesome when there’s so many clinging onto you. Look, here’s another.”


     


    “Look, there’s another one.” And with that, another cherry blossom petal fell on her long flaxen hair.


     


    The fair-skinned, dreamy beauty Mahiru matched the similarly light-toned and ethereal cherry blossoms so well, but Mahiru certainly does not want to be wrapped in petals all over.


    Seeing her hair being blown by the wind, Amane placed another petal on Mahiru’s hand, and Mahiru’s face turned red.


     


    “…Goodness, Amane-kun.”


     


    “Hey, why are you berating me again?”


     


    “No, it is a compliment. …Thank you.


     


    After saying that, she smiled coyly., took out a white lace handkerchief from her pocket, and wrapped the cherry blossoms petals.


    Mahiru’s movements were gentle, as if she was treating them as precious treasures. It was a plain and ordinary gesture, but they appeared so mesmerizing and sacred to Amane’s eyes, as if he had witnessed something he should not have seen.


     


    “This, what are you going to do with them?”


     


    “…I shall make it into an embossed flower and use them as a bookmark.”


     


    “……Didn’t you say you don’t like cherry blossoms that much?”


     


    “It is weird of you to ask such a question.”


     


    Amane has been called weird by Mahiru several times today, but since Mahiru said so, perhaps that was the case.


    Amane thought it would be better not to ask more questions. He looked at Mahiru and found her gazing lovingly at the cherry blossom petals in her handkerchief. A short time later, Mahiru seemed to notice his stare, and her cheeks flushed redder than before.


    Even so, she did not run away or look away this time but looked shyly at Amane’s face.


     


    “……I said earlier that I do not have any memories of cherry blossoms.”.


     


    “Hey, well, that’s what you said”


     


    “……But, today is different.”


     


    Mahiru showed a happy and childish smile. This smile made Amane shy and fond of her. Various emotions swelled in him, and he could not help but gasp, nearly crying out.


    He himself was just walking with her, but Mahiru took it as a memory of treasured feelings.


    Did she not want to preserve these cherry blossoms so that she could commemorate this moment?


    Amane, who noticed this, naturally blushed.


     


    “……Amane-kun, what is wrong with you?”


     


    “……Nothing, nothing at all.”


     


    “I don’t think it is like nothing.”


     


    The more Amane turned his face to the side, the more Mahiru wanted to see his expression. Amane kept twisting his body to try to escape Mahiru’s sight.
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    Mahiru peered down at Amane, who was sound asleep, and sighed softly.


    Amane was resting his head on her lap, and if Mahiru hadn’t ushered him into laying down, he would’ve remained unconsciously tense. As if escaping from something, as if preventing himself from tackling the matter head on, he tended to act aloof.


     


    (……Even after you clearly told me to depend on you)


     


    Amane had spoiled her and had already seen her vulnerable side, but he himself tended to be stubborn and unwilling to show his defenseless self. Mahiru felt it was a little unfair.


     


    (If you rely on me, I’ll make sure to take it all in)


     


    Mahiru knew full well that it would be difficult for him to do so.


    Amane had his own share of troubles, his own sorrow, and his own reasons as to why he was apprehensive of her touching him. Mahiru knew that he was not distancing himself from her, and was less worried as she knew it was due to his stoic and independent personality.


    It was precisely because she saw through his thoughts that Mahiru wanted to avoid invading his privacy and ending up hurting him.


    Therefore, instead of asking for details, Mahiru adopted the best method of physical contact she knew (after consulting Chitose) for soothing a boy, which was the lap pillow. She did so, hoping to heal Amane as best she could, but her advance was immediately resisted by him. And, when he finally did lie on her lap, he still refused to look in her direction. On top of that, each and every time Mahiru’s gaze met his enchanting black pupils as he peered up, his face would suddenly turn red. Perhaps he was being shy.


    It took quite a while for him to succumb to his slumber, but once he did, Mahiru won.


     


    “……Really, you’re not qualified to say that about others.”


     


    Amane fell asleep quietly, and even though Mahiru brushed his hair, he still didn’t wake up. It showed just how much trust he placed in her. Although Mahiru was delighted because of it, she still harbored a helpless feeling of, ‘I wished he relied on me earlier.’


    Whilst poking at Amane’s cheek, she helplessly thought: ‘I really can’t stand you,’ and she saw him shift his body slightly, but there was no sign of him waking up.


    Mahiru continued to stroke Amane, whose wariness had completely vanished along with his consciousness, and she gazed at his somewhat childlike sleeping face.


     


    (……You just love to put on a tough front)


     


    Feeling a little peeved, Mahiru poked his cheek with a little more strength, before lowering her eyes and sighing softly.


     


    “……If you wish, I’ll accept it all.”


     


    If Amane was willing to rely on her, willing to be spoiled by her, and willing to say the words, ‘I’m so exhausted,’ to her, then Mahiru would embrace all of his pain and suffering. While she may not be able to rid him of all of his painful feelings, she would continue to support and accompany him until the pain in his heart was healed.


    The same way that Amane had done for her.


     


    (Well, I know it’s not that easy for him to let me spoil him)


     


    After all, he was honest and serious in character, didn’t enjoy talking about his own affairs, and was easily shy. She felt like he would refuse her with a profuse red blush on his face.


    However, it was undeniable that Mahiru liked such an Amane, and she planned to wait until he was willing to speak on his own accord.


     


    “……I’m so similar to you, and yet our personalities make it difficult to get closer.”


     


    Mahiru continued to poke at Amane’s cheek, looking at him, and his eyebrows twitched as if he were ticklish. She couldn’t help but giggle as he tossed and turned, and she poked his nose over and over again.
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    “I knew we should have gone home a little later.”


     


    It happened after the two of them went out and were on their way out, taking the bus to the station closest to their apartments.


    It was Golden Week, but there were many people headed home after work and vacation. Amane and Mahiru so happened to bump into this crowd, and boarded this packed train.”


    While it was not as cramped as the peak hours as depicted on TV, there were lots of people, and Amane and Mahiru were squeezed to the wall.


    There was a lingering fragrance from Mahiru, and Amane had to remind himself not to look into her cleavage due to the height difference. In this sense, he needed quite a bit of endurance.


     


    “It cannot be helped. There are a lot of people at this time.”


     


    “…It’s crowded isn’t it? Sorry.”


     


    “No need for apologies…eh, this is not bad.”


     


    Mahiru softly added. Amane felt that he could not do anything about it, and could only show a wry smile.


     


    “Yeah, we can’t do anything about this situation.”


     


    “…I do not mean this.”


     


    “Eh?”


     


    “It is nothing.”


     


    Amane wanted to ask what she meant, but Mahiru merely turned her head aside coldly, and it seemed she did not intend to continue talking. It was probably pointless to keep probing.


    Skeptical as he might be, Amane continued to maintain some space for Mahiru to relax. However, when the bus arrived at a stop, the door opposite them opened, and more passengers boarded, resulting in the bus being more cramped than before.


    Naturally, Amane was squeezed towards Mahiru, and the space he left for her was gone. They were forced to cling onto each other, and Amane started to panic.


    Mahiru was hugging her bag, but both of them were almost touching. Amane lowered his eyebrows in shame and apology once he saw Mahiru almost clinging to his chest.


    “Sorry. It’s packed, isn’t it?”


     


    “…No, erm, I do not mind. An-And there is nothing we can do.”


     


    Mahiru said, lowered her head, and her face was flushed.


    That redness might be a little too vibrant to be the sunset shining through the window. Amane could not help but stare at her face intently, and saw that she buried her face into his chest, seemingly concealing something.


    Mahiru then lifted her head slightly, probably due to hearing his heart race from that instance of impact, and there was a perky curve on her lips.


    After that, she buried her face into Amane’s chest, looking happy. Amane had to force himself to calm down again before they arrived at the closest stop to their apartments.
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    “Amane-kun, will you like to try this?”


     


    The two of them were out at a shopping center, strolling around when Mahiru suddenly tugged Amane by the sleeve, whispering to him.


    They so happened to be browsing a department store with lots of items, and upon hearing Mahiru, Amane assumed that the former found something good. He went over to her, and found that was holding a pair of glasses.


    It was a pair of trendy glasses with no degree. While it seemed like a cheap bargain from a department store, it should be fine as a decoration.


     


    “Sure, but why?”


     


    “…As a disguise, I guess? I think if you wear glasses, people are less likely to think of the usual you.”


     


    Amane felt that though there was some truth in what Mahiru said, she was most likely doing so out of her own inquisitiveness.


     


    (This thing is just for disguise. I don’t have to pay anything if I just wear it)


     


    Thinking so, Amane gladly put on the glasses Mahiru picked.


    He had good eyesight to begin with, so the outside world seen through the glasses felt a little different to him.


    Amane felt a little uncomfortable, “How is it?” and asked Mahiru, but he did not expect her to look aside.


     


    “…It really suits you.”


     


    “You say that when you’re looking away?”


     


    “It suits you much more than I expected, or maybe…you look more serious than usual.”


     


    “You’re making it sound like I’m usually not serious, but well, I’m not as serious as you say.”


     


    Amane felt that he had a good attitude in class, but he was aware that his face just looked unmotivated more often than not, always looking listless, or lacking in vigor. Perhaps he would look better wearing glasses.


     


    “I-I do not meant that though? Erm… you look more capable, intelligent and handsome than usual. Anyway, you look great!”


     


    “You mean to say that I usually look like a slacker, right?”


     


    “No… well, erm… how do I put this… I-I want to say that you look handsome in a different way from your usual self!”


     


    Mahiru forcibly insisted on what she said, which left Amane dumbfounded, momentarily at a loss.


    This caused Mahiru to realize that she had unwittingly called Amane handsome, and her face turned beetroot, her eyes teary with shame.


     


    “…So-So that is what I mean. I mean that.”


     


    With a trembling voice, Mahiru tried to excuse herself with words that did not explain anything, and to seemingly conceal her shame, she escaped to another counter of goods.


    Amane, who was abandoned, realized then that his face was long overheated, and he slowly removed his glasses.


     


    (…Well, there’s no downside to buying a pair)


     


    After that, he went to pay for the glasses Mahiru gave him, which in a certain sense, was the most normal of outcomes.
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    Amane and Mahiru were typically serious in nature, and even when spending the day at home, they would not do anything in particular except for studying,.


    And on this rest day, Mahiru visited Amane’s house as usual, having long decided what she wanted to do.


    Both of them would sit face to face and finish their homework.


    From time to time, they would interact, but their conversation was devoid of anything between different genders, and instead was about teaching and questions as to whether they understood. They were not dating, but one would suspect whether this was an appropriate mood for an adolescent boy and girl, alone together in the same room.


    Two hours after they started studying together, Amane wanted to drink something, and saw then their cups were empty.


    Mahiru, who was fully concentrated, did not notice that Amane had put his pen down.


    Amane thought he should fill Mahiru’s cup as well, so he deftly kept the cups and went to the kitchen. He poured coffee into the cup. A cold brew coffee only required them to brew in the morning, and they could drink it at any given moment.


    Amane stealthily returned from the kitchen, put the cup a little further from Mahiru. She finally noticed despite how focused she was, and she looked up at Amane, blinking away.


     


    “Thank you.”


     


    “You always do this for me. One serving of sugar syrup, right?”


     


    “Yes.”


     


    Mahiru showed a faint smile, and Amane too returned the same smile, sitting back onto the cushion.


    It seemed Mahiru was ready to rest too as she put down the stationery in her hand, taking a sip of coffee.


     


    “…You are starting to understand my likes, Amane-kun.”


     


    “Not really. We spent half a year together already. I know your preferences, but there are some things I can’t really provide. You prefer black tea to coffee, don’t you, Mahiru?”


    Amane too preferred tea, but it was not easy to manage the temperature of the tea. It seemed the flavor of the tea would vary greatly with the time spent stemming the tea leaves. Thus, Amane made sure not to touch the tea leaves Mahiru brought. He did not want to fail in brewing the tea that Mahiru brought over, for they looked very posh.


     


    “For me, the mere fact that you are willing to brew coffee for me is something I should be happy about.”


     


    “I don’t want to waste the good tea leaves you brought. And I want some good tea too. Let’s wait until the day I can brew tea well.”


     


    “…I do feel you are a serious, hardworking person.”


     


    “It’s natural for me to work hard, if it makes you happy.”


     


    “I am thankful just for the fact that you are brewing tea for me.”


     


    “Even so, it’s nice if I can brew it well, right? If the one drinking can be happy, I’ll be happy too.”


     


    Even when brewing tea, Amane wanted to ensure that he served some good tea, and he did not mind the hard work if it could make Mahiru happy.


    Amane was saying heartfelt words, but Mahiru frowned a little.


     


    “…Goodness, well…it is a pity. Everyone will have a vastly different opinion of you if they see you like this, Amane-kun.”


     


    “I don’t think much will change even if people know.”


     


    “Not at all…I think there will be change.”


     


    “I don’t get what you mean. And I don’t really care about changing people’s opinions.”


     


    “…That is true. I feel conflicted, but I think it is fine to keep this a secret.”


     


    One had to wonder if Mahiru wanted to tell everyone or keep this a secret, and Amane tilted his head in confusion. Mahiru showed a perturbed smile in return, remaining silent as she took a sip of coffee.
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    “…Why are you looking lethargic?”


     


    Amane looked lifeless as he slumped into the sofa, and Mahiru was mystified.


     


    “I was curious about Kadowaki’s daily training, so I tried doing the same.”


     


    “Oh, I see…” Mahiru muttered so in response to his weary words, and sat at the empty seat next to him.


     


    “I guess the track team’s training methods might be too much for me now…I nearly fell asleep in the bath.”


     


    “That really is dangerous. You should be careful.”


     


    Amane groaned at Mahiru’s reproach, and leaned completely into the sofa.


    He merely did Yuuta’s usual training in the spur of the moment, and ended up in this ugly state. He was physically worn out, and the muscle aches tormented him to a point where he felt his body did not belong to him.


    Mahiru showed a wry smile at Amane’s weary self, it is good to work hard, but you have to proceed in order and adapt slowly, so she lectured as she caressed his head.


    Usually, it was Amane who patted her head, but this time, the roles were reversed, which left him very conflicted. The force and manner in which she did so felt very comforting, so he let her be.


    He lost the strength to resist, probably because he was too tired. Given that it was the one he liked doing so, he was more agitated than displeased.


    He started to feel sleepy in Mahiru’s caress, and carelessly leaned on her shoulder. He felt it might be bad to do so, but she merely smiled. Her breath felt ticklish to him.


     


    “You really are tired. Here here, you may fawn all you want.”


     


    “…Don’t spoil me like this. And don’t try to pull a fast one on me.”


     


    “I am merely taking care of you though? And it does seem like you started it this time, Amane-kun.”


     


    Amane could not refute this, and tried to struggle. Mahiru smiled as she had him lean on her.


     


    “You can simply fawn around, no? I can give you my lap.”


     


    “Stop spoiling me rotten…”


     


    “But you are already rotten, no?”


     


    “Shut up… I’m working hard, see?”


     


    “Yes, you are working hard, Amane-kun.  A lot had happened over the past half year. You have worked hard in have done well in studies and sports,  I do feel it is a must to rest a little.”


     


    “…How can I rest well on a lap pillow?”


     


    “You say so when you slept so soundly.”


     


    “…T-that’s because…I was tired.”


     


    Mahiru had no intention to spare Amane, for she giggled and answered,


     


    “You can ‘rest’ lots today then. That is good, no?”


     


    The smile looked so bashful to him, and yet a little infuriating, so he pursed his lips, and pressed towards Mahiru.


    She did not seem to be suffering even with his weight upon her, and her voice showed joy and exhilaration.


     


    “Oh, finally willing to fawn around?”


     


    “…Whatever you say.”


     


    “I suppose so.”


     


    Mahiru let Amane lean on him as she gently caressed his head with one hand, the other hand on his palm. He buried his face into her shoulder, wanting to hide his embarrassment.


    After that, “you are really red,” Mahiru muttered at his ear as she continued to pet him, and his face and ears were all red, exposed before her. He could only grit his teeth and endure so.
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    Amane so happened to switch on the TV, and saw the airing program introducing ‘reasons why couples fall out,’ causing him to instinctively peek towards Mahiru.


    He wondered if it would be good for Mahiru to watch such a show, given how sensitive she was about family relationships, but it would not be appropriate to switch channels…it seemed she was not that mind though.


    Amane quietly heaved a sigh of relief, “There are many kinds of families”, Mahiru muttered.


    There were a few video recordings played on the TV. Some couples felt that their partners were too lazy, buying take outs which resulted in worsened relationships. Some divorced because their spouses were unwilling to do the housework at all.


     


    “Yeah. For my family though, both parents are working, doing housework, and even take the initiative. They also share cooking duties, and understand each other’s suffering. They won’t grumble even if it’s take out food.”


     


    Amane’s family would not have such squabbles, and so he found it incredulous why there would be such reasons.


     


    “Such an ideal couple…”


     


    “Yeah. I wouldn’t say this to them directly, but I want to be a couple like mom and dad. I don’t have a partner though.”


     


    “Surely you can.”


     


    “There’s no way it’s as easy as you say. You overestimate me, don’t you?”


     


    “Not at all. You are an honest and good person, Amane-kun.”


     


    “That’s an opinion for someone who doesn’t have any other good points, alright?”


     


    ‘Honesty’ might be a virtue, but given that it was to be expected, Amane felt nothing even though he was praised thusly.


    For some reason, Mahiru sighed at Amane, and her sparkling eyes seemed speechless, yet filled with joy.


     


    “…Goodness gracious. Since you wish for me to praise you, shall I praise you in detail?”


     


    “Eh no wait.”


     


    “You might not be aware of this Amane-kun, but in terms of doing housework, it is rare to see someone so caring for the other. You do not think that it is expected of others to do housework for you, no?”


     


    “I’m not that shameless. It’s a given that I’ll be grateful for help.”


     


    “You see… you may be bad at housework, Amane-kun, but you do help, and you always thank me. You do notice and thank me for the smallest of things, and you tell me what you think about my cooking. Do you not volunteer to help whenever I am in trouble? When I was feeling unwell, you noticed immediately and gave me care, Amane-kun… ideal marriage partners are who can respect the other, support each other, and cohabit together. I do think you might not be popular during your student days, but you are the ideal candidate to live together with…”


     


    Amane knew that he was praised, but he was very embarrassed, and he inadvertently covered Mahiru’s mouth with his hand.


     


    “I-I get it, I get it. Please stop.”


     


    Amane did not expect to be praised this much, and his body became so hot due to embarrassment, causing him to be flustered.


    Mahiru showed a displeased look and moved her mouth that was shushed by Amane, for it seemed she had more to say. Amane knew that Mahiru thought highly of him, but he disliked the fact that he was the only one who was embarrassed, and decided on a little retaliation


     


    “We-Well, I think you’re the same too, Mahiru. You’re cute, you like to remain clean, capable of housework and thrifty, and you’re not just kind. You’ll tell me what I’m at fault for, and you’ll work together with me to improve on it. You’re always cautious, respectful of others, appreciative of others, and you’ll do things to help others. You’re really a woman who’s earnest and sincere towards others. You support me when I’m in pain, and console me, and your cooking’s so delicious that I want to eat them every day. There’s nothing to nitpick about you, Mahiru, and I feel like having you as a wife…”


     


    This time, it was Mahiru who covered Amane’s mouth.


    Both of them shushed each other, and were blushing. Their eyes met, and Mahiru averted hers in embarrassment.


    Mahiru’s eyebrows were twitching as she narrowed her eyes, her face beetroot, and Amane was on tenterhooks.


    Amane gently removed his hand, and so did Mahiru, picking up a nearby cushion to smack Amane.


     


    “…This is the bad thing about you, Amane-kun.”


     


    “Wh-What do you mean…!?”


     


    “This is why I cannot stand you, Amane-kun.”


     


    Mahiru murmured to herself, sounding very displeased and yet satisfied. Amane could only let her continue to hit him with the cushion.
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    “……What are you doing?”


     


    While Amane was out on the balcony packing loose snow into snowballs, a surprised voice came out from behind him.


    Due to the heavy snowfall yesterday, a glance at the balcony would reflect a sheet of white. Television stations were reporting about the chaos caused by the congestion of public transport. The presence of snow on the balcony was rare enough, but it was obvious that the volume of snowfall this time was exceptionally abnormal.


    Thankfully, Amane had just finished his exams and was now on holiday, so there was no real impact, but for those who still had to report for work and classes, it could only be described as disastrous.


     


    “Exactly how it looks like; I’m just playing in the snow.”


     


    “Don’t you think that you’ll catch a cold wearing so little outside?”


     


    Mahiru poked her head out of her heated room and whispered, “It’s so cold,” but still stepped out onto the balcony regardless. Since the weather was beyond his control, Amane shrugged his shoulders in response while continuing to sculpt some snowballs.


    As it were, Amane was currently wearing his loungewear. They were clothes meant to be worn indoors, where it’s warmer, and naturally, they were somewhat unreliable in keeping him warm while frolicking outside.


     


    “It should be fine if I only stay out for a little bit, I think. It’s pretty rare to have to have so much snow in our area, after all.”


     


    “That’s right… So shouldn’t you dress warmer before playing? Besides, there’s not too much snow on the balcony, wouldn’t it be better to play in a place where more snow has accumulated, near the apartment?”


     


    “Nah, I don’t want to play around in it that badly, and it’d be so cold.”


     


    “I really don’t know whether to call you lazy or…”


     


    Mahiru‘s expression grew increasingly more dumbfounded, but Amane simply wanted to play with some snow, and didn’t want to head outside just to do so. Staying outside in loungewear for long periods of time was bound to give him a cold, but he was too lazy to go out of his way to change.


    After he successfully crafted two small snowballs, he built a snowman, albeit one without a face. But suddenly, his ears picked up a soft sigh.


     


    “……Red hands. Who told you not to wear gloves.”


     


    Amane’s eyes reflected a flaxen afterimage, and a pale hand that was no less transparent than the white snow surrounding him gently brushed up against his.


    Amane shivered. Was it because of the difference in temperature between their hands, or was it because Mahiru touched him?


    Amane wasn’t sure, but he did know that the gradual feeling of her gentle warmth was very comforting, and the heat naturally spread out not only to his hands but also to his cheeks.
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    “Look, it’s so cold. Let’s stop before you get frostbite. I’ll prepare something to warm you up, so how about you stop here?”


     


    “Are you my mother?”


     


    He had said this half-jokingly to hide his embarrassment, but once she heard him, her white fingertips smacked his reddish palm in protest.


     


    “Since you said so, then I won’t make anything for you.”


     


    “I’m sorry, I want one of your drinks.”


     


    “So obedient.”


     


    Seeing his immediate apology, Mahiru couldn’t help but giggle.


    For some reason, her smile was very dazzling, and Amane looked away unconsciously. She gradually released his hand, and her heat dissipated, only leaving behind traces of residual warmth upon Amane’s hands and cheeks.


     


    (——Such a shame)


     


    Amane didn’t fully understand why he lamented the loss of her warmth, but even so, he didn’t dare express it. He was afraid. Afraid that once he said it, the relationship between the two couldn’t be turned back.


    Despite that, he followed Mahiru’s back as she headed for the living room.


     


    “I’d like to drink some milk tea, the very rich kind. I like to drink the ones you make.”


     


    “Really, you’re asking for so much.”


     


    Mahiru wore an exasperated expression, yet gave a smug grin, and Amane closed the window with a smile.


    His body, which had been frozen solid up until then, had been completely heated up deep within, even before drinking his milk tea.
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    It was the afternoon of their rest day. Amane, who had gone out shopping, called Mahiru and told her that she could not return home punctually. Mahiru tilted her head in confusion after hearing that.


    Amane would usually finished his shopping quickly and never took a detour home. It was too rare for him to say that he would be home late.


    Although Mahiru did not want to tell Amane what to do, she was curious and could not help but send a message asking why. Amane only replied, “Well, you’ll understand when you see it,” it seemed difficult for him to explain the situation.


    ‘What is going on?’ Mahiru narrowed her eyes—and at that moment, Amane sent a picture. Mahiru opened it, and understood immediately.


     


    “It’s too cute. I can’t move, I can’t go back.”


     


    “Save me.”


     


    These were the two messages that were sent. Mahiru smiled as she enjoyed the photos Amane sent, and saved them to her phone.


    The photo was taken in the park between the supermarket and their apartments. Amane was sitting on a park bench with at least two cats comfortably occupying his lap.


    It seemed—and this was Mahiru’s guess—Amane saw the cats and approached them, wanting to take a rest, but the cats somehow jumped onto his lap.


    Surely, Amane was at his wits’ end trying to deal with the fawning cats.


     


    “How cute,” Mahiru giggled, sent a message, picked up the cloth flower she had left in his apartment and tied her hair.


     


    (I shall go see such a cute scene too)


     


    Mahiru decided to keep it a secret as to which was cuter, the cats or Amane.


    Amane went to an apparel shop on this day, and he had dressed himself for this trip, including his hairstyle. Mahiru too was dressed as though she was headed to someone else’s house (since she was in Amane’s apartment), and Mahiru felt that it would not be strange for her to head out like this.


    Mahiru was still a little concerned about her attire. She went to the bathroom, looked in the mirror again to check her clothes, sent a message asking Amane to stay where he was, and opened the door with great enthusiasm.


     


    “Goodness me.”


     


    She spoke, her tone clearly indicating that she had no intention to save Amane from his predicament.


    Mahiru was headed out, and she wanted to see the cute sight of Amane being trapped.


    It was ten minutes before Mahiru saw the helpless Amane in the park and started beaming while taking photos of him.
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    “Amane-kun, what are you doing?”


     


    It was their day off, and, Mahiru’s eyes widened in surprise when she entered his room and saw him browsing the a flower store’s website on his computer.


    Amane was the kind of person who would not switch his computer on unless necessary. It was hard to imagine anything that would require him to spend the day sitting in front of a computer on his rest day.


     


    “Ah, just picking out flowers for my parents.”


     


    “Flowers… speaking of which, you did send flowers once on Mother’s Day, Amane-kun. Is it an anniversary this time?


     


    “It’s my parents’ wedding anniversary next week, so I’m thinking that since both of them will go celebrate, I should send them a bouquet of flowers or something.”


     


    Some people would be embarrassed to receive a bouquet, and wonder what to do, but Amane’s parents would be more than happy to. They would gladly put it up, so sending a bouquet as a congratulatory gift was really a good choice. Furthermore, Amane had been saving his pocket money to send flowers to his parents as a gift ever since he was younger, so it was a habit to him.


     


    “Well, Amane-kun, you really focus on etiquette…”


     


    “I don’t think it’s etiquette as much as it’s something to celebrate and be thankful for. After all, I was born in the world thanks to them.”


     


    “Amane-kun’s parents must be proud to have such a filial son…”


     


    “It’s normal. Anniversaries are important, and we have been celebrating it together as a family since I was a kid.”


     


    “…But you hardly pay attention to your own birthday, Amane-kun.”


     


    “Well… I think it’s okay to be casual about my own stuff. But I do remember other people’s anniversaries very well.”


     


    Amane would remember the anniversaries of the people around him very clearly and send his blessings. However, he would prioritize his own anniversaries very lowly, and only say that he remembered those dates.


    Mahiru smiled wryly, looking a little displeased.


     


    “But you’ll be celebrating my birthday this year, Mahiru. There’s no problem, right?”


     


    Amane thought of what Mahiru had said before. He smiled, and Mahiru blinked, before blushing.


     


    “…It is correct. I shall celebrate your anniversaries, Amane-kun. Whether it is this year’s birthday, or next year’s, or others.”


     


    “Other anniversaries?”


     


    “No-nothing in particular!”


     


    “Is there another?” Amane asked Mahiru in confusion, but she kept shaking her blushing face, rendering Amane even more confused.
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    To those who did not know him, Mahiru’s neighbor was a cold, and unpleasant person to talk to or get along with.


    It was because Amane’s social circle was very limited. He was quiet and inexpressive, and often gave the impression of ‘aloof’. He described himself as ‘gloomy’, but Mahiru believed that it would be more appropriate to call him cautious, rather than gloomy.


    He never opened his heart to others as he had been hurt before. Mahiru too went through a phase when she was unwilling to trust others, due to a separate incident, and she understood how he felt.


    Perhaps the difference between the two was that Mahiru wore a façade of perfection and, and refused others from entering her inner world through her words and actions, while Amane was standoffish to begin with, and never wanted others to intrude upon him.


    However, once he accepted someone, he would try to curb his bluntness, show a considerate side, and be thoughtful for his friends. Unfortunately, no one at school knew how much he valued the people he accepted.


     


    (He is obviously such a wonderful person……)


     


    Mahiru remembered that when the girls talk about outstanding boys, Amane’s name was never mentioned. She sat on the sofa in Amane’s house, feeling a little perturbed.


    It was true that Amane was less affectionate, but he had a steady demeanor and never belittled others in words or actions. If someone was was in trouble, he would nonchalantly approach and lend a helping hand, and then simply leave.


    He was not being all-loving. Amane would lend a helping hand whenever someone in trouble, and whenever he could. He was such a gentle person.


    It was obvious if one could look closely, so why did nobody else notice it?


     


    (However, even if someone finds out, I will not hand him over to anyone else)


     


    It was the first time that she, who was not attached to anything, had the idea of wanting someone to be by her side all the time. She wanted to cherish that person and be cherished by that person. She would not give up Amane to a woman who suddenly appeared and approached him.


    Even if someone liked Amane, it was likely that he would be unable to perceive that feeling. Or perhaps—he would question the kindness shown by others, which Mahiru has also experienced after falling for Amane.


    He was not dense, but cautious and timid, and afraid of betrayal. He wanted to be certain of what the goodwill was about.


    Thus, he probably would not detect any shallow goodwill. Mahiru did not think that her feelings would be lost to anyone. The relationship they had built granted her such such confidence.


    She too believed that she was very special to Amane. After all, Amane had done such things to her, and she was certain.


     


    (If Amane-kun is unwilling to initiate the conversation……)


     


    If Amane was reluctant to take that step, then she simply had to take the initiative. If she simply waited for the result without panicking, who knows when the happiness would come. This trust and love could not be earned through luck alone, but by one’s own efforts. She should take the initiative to grasp the opportunity.


     


    “……What are you thinking about?”


     


    “Well, the sports festival is coming soon. I should work hard..”


     


    “Yeah. Let’s hope it ends soon. I don’t really want to play sports with so many people.”


     


    Mahiru silently began to formulate her strategy, and Amane spoke up next to her. She smiled to avoid having her feelings noticed, but her mind drifted to the sports festival that would occur in a few days, which she had just used as an excuse.


     


    —— There were three days to go until the festival.
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    Amane remembered his father or mother saying that it would be best to lavish praise if he noticed that a girl put in effort to be well dressed. Both sides would thus be happy.


    Leaving aside the matter of who said it, Amane himself thought it was not wrong. However, it was only suited for women he was intimate with.


     


    “…What is the matter?”


     


    Amane thought to himself that it would not good to leave everything to Mahiru, and offered to help make dinner together. That being said, she caught him staring at the back of her head.


     


    “Hm, nothing, I was just thinking that your hair looks different from usual.”


     


    Amane was a little curious about Mahiru’s hairstyle. It was not weird, but that the braided hair gave an adorable vibe.


    The big burgundy ribbon attached to the hair band stood out.


     


    “……Is it weird?”


     


    “I didn’t say it’s weird. I do remember you buying it the last time we went out together.”


     


    “You actually remembered. I have yet to use this pony hook before, so I wanted a chance to use it. Since I am cooking, I thought I should dress up a little.”


     


    She gave a coy smile after saying so, “Girls really like to dress up in their daily lives” and Amane thought to himself before checking out her appearance again.


    The slightly oversized ribbon already gave a young impression, but the poised burgundy velvet fabric neutralized the excessive youthfulness. The apron Mahiru was wearing today was of the same color, giving an elegant and feminine atmosphere.


     


    “Girls really try hard to dress themselves.”


     


    “Fufu, I merely braided my hair and fixed it with a band. It is not particularly tedious, you know? There are many simple tools that can create a fashionable look.”


     


    “But it’s true that it takes more time than usual to figure out what’s ‘simple,’ right? I’m still impressed. Besides, this hairpiece matches your hair color.”


    It was true that girls would spend more time on their appearance than boys, and Amane admired Mahiru for her relentless efforts in this area alone.


     


    “……You pay attention to such details and compliment people.”


     


    “Huh? It’s not a big deal. I notice changes because I see you every day…… I think it’s better for both of us to be honest and give compliments since we notice the other person’s efforts.”


     


    Amane was fond of Mahiru, and noticed these details—he could not say such words, but he said so in a slightly ambiguous way. At that, Mahiru could not help but avert her eyes.


     


    “……A-Am I, cute?


     


    Mahiru asked tentatively, her eyes glancing at him from time to time. Amane let out a giggle.


     


    “It suits you and it’s cute. But it’s more on the pretty side than cute, I guess. I think there’s a more poised vibe to this cuteness than usual……”


     


    When asked by a girl about how he felt, he should oblige and lavish whatever praise on his mind. Amane obediently executed his parents’ advice, but Mahiru pouted and hit her head against Amane’s upper arm for some reason.


    Her forehead swiveled against his arm, causing him to worry about messing up the hair she worked so hard to groom. He then guessed that she did not use her hands as she was cooking.


    Seeing that Mahiru did not relax on hygiene concerns even when she was hiding her shyness, Amane quietly laughed to himself while she did not raise her head, and let her continue to do so.
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    Amane had been working out frequently ever since since he decided to work on his self-confidence.


    Before and after going to bed, whenever he was free after returning home, and on his days off, he would spend his time exercising or running. He usually paid attention to his physique, and he certainly had more muscle and more stamina than before.


    However, Amane felt he was still from his ideal body shape, and that he still needed to work hard every day.


    On this day after school, Amane spent an hour or so running. He returned hom to find Mahiru resting on the sofa, and the latter scampered over to him.


     


    “Welcome home, and good work today too, Amane-kun.”


     


    “I’m back…… ah. Enough, don’t come over.”


     


    Seeing that Mahiru was about to approach him, Amane called out to stop her. Mahiru stopped several steps away from him as he said, but she had a surprised look on her face.


    Amane was reluctant to let Mahiru come close to him. Even at this time, his body would sweat profusely even without moving, let alone after exercising. Amane would probably lose courage to live if the woman he liked smelled his sweat.


     


    “……Or actually, I hope you don’t come near me.”


     


    The moment he said so, Mahiru widened her eyes, seemingly devastated. Amane realized that his lack of explanation had caused a misunderstanding, and he hurriedly continued on,


     


    “I-I don’t meant I hate you. I smell of sweat…it’s embarrassing for me if you come too close. If you think I’m all sweaty, Mahiru, then…”


     


    “I see. But I do not mind. I know you have finished exercising, Amane-kun, so I do not mind, you know? Besides, you do smell good after exercising.”


     


    He intended to explain to her that she should not come over, but Mahiru’s tolerance was deviating in another manner, which caused Amane a little headache.


    ‘How can sweat smell good?’ Amane could not understand Mahiru’s thoughts.


     


    “……Mahiru, your nose is okay, right?”


     


    “Do you mean I should have a checkup at a hospital? That is rude…on the other hand, I do not mind if I am in your position, Amane-kun.”


     


    “No, no, no. You smell good to begin with, Mahiru…”


     


    After all, Mahiru would take action to remove the the smell of sweat after exercising, and the fact if their positions were really switched, Amane felt she would not let him come close. That aside, Mahiru’s body did smell good. It seemed this fact would not change.


     


    “So, to me, Amane-kun smells good too, please understand.”


     


    Amane had a feeling they were not on the same page, but since Mahiru would not budge, he could only sigh and nod his head in acknowledgement.


     


    “……I understand, but I feel both of these are different. I’ll have a bath.”


     


    “Yes. I have prepared the bath. You may enter any time.”


     


    “Thanks,” Amane told Mahiru, who was well prepared. He removed his shoes, entered the house, and got ready to quickly rinse the sweat off his body. At this time, Mahiru suddenly approached him first and buried her head into his chest.


    Thunk. There was a soft impact on his chest. Amane could not react, and merely looked down at Mahiru’s hair swirl. Mahiru rubbed her cheek against his chest, then raised her head and smile.


     


    “I do like the smell of your body after all, Amane-kun.”


     


    She said happily, quickly turned her back on him, and returned to the living room. Amane remained rooted for a long time, and finally let out a groan.
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    Mahiru usually would not listen to music in general, even when studying. At most, she would listen to classical music or Western music, and she was not familiar with trending music. She only knew of such tunes whenever she heard them on TV.


    Despite that, recently, she would listen to some music.


    To summarize, it was a song that Amane would occasionally hear on a TV concert, and she took a liking to it.


     


    (…Even I think she’s simple-minded)


     


    She would listen to whatever the person she was fond of was listening, and while the shame crept in little by little because of her cute motive, it was not a bad thing to be interested in something new.


    Fortunately, the song was not so intense a tune that Mahiru had difficulty singing it. It was one that a well-maintained female voice could express, and she felt comfortable listening to it, so naturally, she memorized it.


    And then she could not help but hum.


     


    “…Don’t take it seriously, Mahiru.”


     


    Mahiru, who was preparing dinner in the kitchen, heard a voice from behind.


    She turned around and saw Amane, who appeared to have returned from the supermarket, carrying an eco-friendly bag full of things, looking impressed at her.


     


    “I’ve never heard you sing before, but you’re good.”


     


    “…Eh, erm, sing?”


     


    “Well, yeah. You were singing just now, weren’t you? It’s the song I always listen to.”


     


    The moment Mahiru was told that she sang, she couldn’t help but look around frantically with her hands cupping her mouth. It seemed she neither wanted to sing, nor did she have any memory of doing so.


    But since it was Amane, who had never heard her sing, who pointed this out, the logical conclusion would be that she unwittingly started to sing..


    Surely one would feel very bashful when others were to overhear her singing while she did not intend to. It was not that she was bad at it, and she did attain perfect scores in her elementary and middle school, but being embarrassed was a different matter.


    Furthermore, she sang a tune Amane liked, and it obviously showed his influence.


     


    “No, erm… I was humming, unintentionally.”


     


    “Well, yeah. That’s why it’s great. It’s the first time I’ve heard you sing, and it’s great.”


     


    “Please do not say that…forget about it.”


     


    “What’s wrong with that…you don’t like to let others hear you sing?”


     


    “I hate the fact that I was heard even though I did not practice it. I am not good enough to be appreciated by others.”


     


    “I see. Then practice for me to hear it, and then sing it to me when you are good enough to be heard.”


     


    Amane said, not too stubbornly, as he patted Mahiru’s head and put the ingredients into the fridge. Mahiru’s lips quivered and pursed because of the embarrassing words and ticklish feeling.


     


    (Do you know, this is a song that secretly conveys love to the person you like?)


     


    Lyrics aside, the important point was that Amane, who heard that, squinted his eyes, and curled his lips into a smile.


     


    “…One day, I’ll sing properly.”


     


    Amane quietly muttered this confession so that nobody else could hear him.
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    On the night of the sports festival, Mahiru was about to sleep as she exhaled slowly, trying to calm down the excitement that still lingered in her heart.


     


    “…It feels like a dream.”


     


    This mutter seemed to blend with her breath. She put her hand before her chest, and felt it was heavier and beating faster than before. It was not because she could not calm down, but that it was beating out of excitement.


    Mahiru had finally established an intimate relationship with Amane, whom she had loved for a long time, and they were finally dating.


    It was the first time in Mahiru’s sixteen years of life that she had experienced a boy-girl relationship, and the first time she had ever liked someone. She felt everything that transpired in this dream was like a daydream that she was wishful for.


    After all, she was dealing with the cautious, gentlemanly—to summarize, timidly Amane.


    Once she realized her feelings for him, Mahiru tried so hard to conquer him, but he never responded; or to be precise, he was unwilling to be honest. Amane had definitely raised his defenses, thinking in his self-deprecative ways that he was no match for her.


    Mahiru herself was no fool, and she started to recognize Amane’s feelings for her, but she was not confident until he was willing to express his feelings clearly.


    Ultimately, it was Mahiru who was too impatient and decided to take a step forward, but the result was ideal. They had realized their feelings for each other and started dating, their relationship clear for all to see.


     


    (Now we can remain together openly in school)


     


    After all, she had been openly intimate with him before everyone, and every student would have noticed Mahiru and Amane’s relationship.


    Even at school, she always wanted to be with Amane. Amane used to be worried about how others viewed her, but surely they would be able to spend time together leisurely.


     


    (…I will never leave him)


     


    Mahiru did not intend to hand Amane over to anyone, and had no intention of leaving him until he got frustrated. She realized that she was someone this possessive, but it was to be expected, since she found someone she was so fond of, and wanted to grow old with him.


    Her heart had a surge of joy just thinking about the coming days, and she was ticklish yet bashful. Nobody else was looking, but Mahiru had the urge to hug the teddy bear next to her, burying her face in it.


    Just the thought of walking side by side with Amane left her embarrassed yet joyous. She truly believed that Amane would never let go of her hand.


    Mahiru pictured in her mind a world of dazzling happiness that she had never imagined. She gently closed her eyes and went to sleep, wanting to experience that blissful scene as soon as possible.
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    “…What’s there to look at now?”


     


    Amane could not resist the urge to ask Mahiru. He pushed aside the table in his living room and used the space to train his muscles, while Mahiru was looking down at him.


    It was a rest day, and Amane had planned to go for a run a little further away, but it so happened to rain, so he had to train at home. For some reason, he somehow got Mahiru’s attention.


    Mahiru entered while he was training. Usually, Amane would be working out in his room, and he hardly showed her this sight. Ever since she entered the room, Mahiru had been watching Amane intently.


    The stare from Mahiru, who was sitting beside him, really made Amane a little embarrassed. He shot a glance at Mahiru while training his abs, and Mahiru nodded quietly and replied:


     


    “I like to see you working hard, Amane-kun. You look cool…”


     


    “The way I look, now… while training, definitely, doesn’t look cool, right?”


     


    Amane continued to exercise, and while he was not completely out of breath, he was breathing hard, and he did not really think he was cool in any way, but “It is really great…” Mahiru insisted so.


    Perhaps it was her love filter in action, given that he was called cool even when drenched in sweat… Amane thought to himself. However, he himself also felt that if Mahiru put in effort for beauty, the sweaty look must be attractive when he was working hard, and they might have something in common.


    There was no reason for Amane to deny Mahiru on such matters, so since she felt he looked good, he should assume so, so he thought. An he intended to focus on his muscle training—“Amane-kun looks good when he looks to be in pain, too,”—only to end up relaxing the moment he heard Mahiru’s whisper.


    The reason for being that his lover, Mahiru-san, suddenly gave him a puzzled look.


     


    “…So you have a sadistic streak now, Mahiru?”


     


    “Eh, n-no, I do not mean that! Erm well, the look of endurance on your face, is erm, a little alluring, Amane-kun.”


     


    “Then you should have changed the way you said that so that it wouldn’t be easily misunderstood…”


     


    Otherwise, Amane would really assume that Mahiru has ‘such an’ interest.


    The misunderstood Mahiru was in a panic, and while Amane was lying helplessly on the mat, she kept staring at Amane’s face flusteredly in a panic, “It is not like that” and kept clarifying so.


     


    “I think you should be a little self-conscious too, Amane-kun. You look very attractive!”


     


    “No, I don’t think these words apply to me.”


     


    “Yes, you do. Please be more confident.”


     


    “Even if I do, I only belong to you, Mahiru. Nobody is ever going to see me like this.”


     


    “…So Amane-kun, are you planning to show this side to someone other than me?”


     


    Mahiru whispered with dissatisfaction. Amane could only smile wryly and pat her cheek.


     


    “I don’t plan to. You’re the one saying so, Mahiru, so I just want to deny it… but if you say so, I’ll take it as praise to be happy over and accept it.”


     


    Mahiru’s fetish certainly seemed strange, but since she said it was good, perhaps he should assume so—so Amane convinced himself as he continued to smile and caress Mahiru’s cheek, but unexpectedly, her body shook violently.


     


    “…Amane-kun, you really have no self-awareness at all.”


     


    “What self-consciousness?”


     


    “The self-awareness at such moments.”


     


    Mahiru said in a pouty tone, and put her head close to Amane’s chest. No matter how much Amane tried to repel her, saying that he reeked of sweat, she continued to lean on him for quite a while.
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    “… Amane-kun, you have grown a little taller since the beginning of the semester, no?”


     


    Amane was helping Mahiru with dinner in the kitchen when he heard her say so next to him,


     


    “Why do you say that suddenly?”


     


    “No, I feel that there is a bigger height difference when we stand together.”


     


    “That’s probably because you got shorter, Mahiru… ow, ow, I was joking, I’m sorry”


     


    Amane wanted to joke, but Mahiru headbutted him while washing her hands, and he could only apologize.


    It seemed Mahiru was discreetly concerned about it. Amane remembered her lamenting that she could wear more mature clothing if she was a little taller.


     


    “I think I probably grew about 1cm or so… I guess the main reason is that my back’s upright though.”


     


    “You used to have no confidence after all, Amane-kun. Your back was not slouching, but you do seem to arch a little.”


     


    “Well, I’ve really changed from that time, I’ve gained a little more muscle, and my posture is different. It’s true that people look bigger when they have confidence.”


     


    “…You have changed in many ways, Amane-kun, but I am still the same. I have not grown.”


     


    Mahiru said, while sighing, that aside from physically, it seemed that she had not noticed quite the change in her mental state.


     


    “You’ve changed quite a bit, Mahiru. For example, you’re smiling more naturally than I do, and you show more emotion. You basically treat others hoping that nobody can catch you, but I caught you.”


     


    “How have you not grown?” Amane smiled. Mahiru looked up at him, and then narrowed her eyes a little sheepishly.


     


    “…Amane-kun, you’ve really become more mature and poised.”


     


    “That’s for sure. I need to be better to be a match for you, Mahiru.”


     


    “Are you saying it is a pity to be my boyfriend, you know?”


     


    “No way, you’re a great girl.”


     


    She may have a sharp tongue, but Mahiru was a young girl who was smart and gentle, considerate and compassionate, honest and polite. Furthermore, she had a lovely appearance, and hardly anyone would have a belittling opinion of her.


    Perhaps the upright compliment made Mahiru shy, for her face flushed a little. At this time, Amane had just washed his hands and could not stroke her hair, so he put his jaw on Mahiru’s hair swirl, which was another kind of touch.


    But Mahiru seemed to dislike it, and Amane found her jabbing him with her elbow. Rather than expressing her dissatisfaction, perhaps she was feeling a little ticklish.


     


    “…So.”


     


    “Hmm?”


     


    “Mahiru, you’re worried about your height, but I think this is fine. I can easily wrap you in my whole arms.”


     


    Amane could not embrace Mahiru tightly, but if he could, he would really do so—though Mahiru would reproach him, saying “We are cooking now.”


    This whisper caused Mahiru’s body to shake, and then Amane felt her weight as she gently leaned onto him.


     


    “…If that is the case, I shall be content with my height.”


     


    Amane quietly snickered once he heard her satisfied murmur, and made sure not to touch Mahiru with his wet palms, as he hugged her gently.
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    After she began dating Amane, Mahiru often wondered why this man had not been popular so far.


    It might be her own bias, but while Amane was not shockingly handsome, he looked rather decent. He might be on the skinnier side, but he was tall, and many clothing really suited his tall and thin body. His clear voice was not too deep, and the gentle voice he would use when speaking to Mahiru sometimes had the destructive power to weaken her whole body.


    Amane’s strengths were not simply about the aforementioned physical features, but most importantly, what was within him.


    He was a little too cautious not just about interacting with women, but also about making friends, but once he opened up his heart to someone, he will be very kind, considerate, and honest. He might appear a little aloof, but he was gentle and generous, a poised gentleman. His gentlemanly side could sometimes make Mahiru feel anxious and uneasy, but that would be his good point, basically.


    He was someone who, if known better, would have seen his good points, but he himself said he was not popular.


    Indeed, Mahiru had been with him for more than half a year and had never seen him being wooed or sought after. At most, he would only interact a few times when going out. The girls at school hardly looked at him, which struck Mahiru as odd.


     


    (…Amane-kun is obviously such a great person)


     


    Mahiru glanced aside and muttered silently under her breath.


    The two were sitting next to each other. Amane finished his homework and began to study for classes, while Mahiru looked at his calm and serious expression, feeling rather emotional. Amane’s focused side face looked very earnest, and Mahiru was unwittingly mesmerized.


    Amane reluctantly pinned up his brow with a flower pattern hairpin that Mahiru brought for him, as his bangs covered his eyes. It made him look cute at first glance, but the contrast was great.


     


    “…You just laughed at my hair. Do you still find it funny?”


     


    Mahiru gazed at the face of the one she loved, and her face bloomed into a smile. Amane, who noticed the stare, grumbled somewhat unhappily. Only his girlfriend, Mahiru, understood this emotion was an act of pampering based on his trust.


     


    “Not so. I was wondering why you were popular before.”


     


    “Why all of a sudden? Are you belittling or praising me?”


     


    “I was praising you. You are so outstanding. Why has nobody noticed you? ”


     


    Given Amane’s disposition and appearance, there should be some who would want to approach and desire him. Mahiru just could not understand why there were no attempts at all.


    Amane probably felt Mahiru was just having biased thoughts, “That’s just you looking at me through a tinted lens.” He murmured, and then sighed.


     


    “Eh, even if I’m like you said, it’s probably because I always lower my head, I guess? I don’t really want to interact with others, and if I remain on guard, others can’t tell what kind of person I am inside. I never really thought about having others understand me.”


     


    It was not a good habit of his to belittle himself, but Amane’s words did have merit.


    His charm was not about his appearance, but from within. He may appear aloof and quiet, and others’ perceptions of him may be skewed as a result.


     


    “…On one hand, I find it a pity, but on the other hand, I feel glad that I can have you for myself when others do not know about you. I feel conflicted.”


     


    “Well, you just need to be the only one to know my inner self…I hope you’re the only one who does..”


     


    “…Yes.”


     


    Of course, Mahiru wants everyone around Amane to know his good qualities, but he has a softness inside him that only she needed to know. She was the only one who had to know.


     


    “…I just want to be popular with you.”


     


    “Oh, you’re already popular. Everyone in my mind finds you very, very popular.”


     


    “That’s great.”


     


    Amane giggled in bemusement, and Mahiru did too, tilting her head aside and leaning onto Amane next to her.
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    “I’m looking forward to seeing Amane return with Mahiru-chan and Amane this summer~.”


     


    Shihoko looked at the calendar and felt it once again—her proud son and daughter (tentative) were coming home. She spoke to Shuuto, not hiding the elation on her face.


    Shihoko was worried and anxious about the decision to send her son, who was still in high school, alone to a whole new place to heal the emotional scars from back in middle school. Once she learned that Amane had an incredibly cute and reliable neighbor, all her worries disappeared. She felt that it was great of him that he could stay alone with and have such an intimate relationship with Mahiru.


    In Shihoko’s opinion, Mahiru was calm and gentle, honest and polite, and the ideal girl. Shihoko was surprised that her son would meet another person, such a cute girl like that, but she was relieved that Amane had revealed his true feelings for Mahiru and that he could trust others.


     


    “Yes, it is indeed a joy to have a lovely son and a lovely daughter-in-law candidate back home.”


     


    “Oh dear, Amane will be shy and angry if he hears that.”


     


    “You’re the only one here, Shihoko-san, and aren’t you more excited than I am?”


     


    Shihoko could not refute it when Shuuto mentioned so.


    Shihoko could not bear any more children, and she had always wanted to have a daughter, so it would be nice for her to have a child like Mahiru as part of the family.


    However, she was certain that her joy was not because she wanted a daughter, but because Mahiru was gentle, sweet, and loving. She understood and respected Amane’s feelings, and cherished and loved him.


    Amane would feel relaxed whenever he was with Mahiru, and this was obvious whenever Shihoko had contact with Mahiru.


     


    “It’d be nice if she really wants to marry him. But I don’t think high school students think that far ahead, no?”


     


    “Not necessarily, Amane will probably swear to cherish Mahiru for the rest of her life or something.”


     


    Shuuto and Shihoko were so blunt as Amane was not present. But if Amane was here, he would have stopped his parents with a red face and a shout.


     


    “Will they have already started dating by the time they come over?”


     


    “Who knows, if Amane had been more forthright, it probably would have been fine.”


     


    “He’s not honest after all. Everyone around him can tell.”


     


    “My my, kids these days never pay attention to their surroundings. Didn’t we used to be like that too?”


     


    Shihoko and Shuuto met and started dating only after they entered college, but they also got married when they were in college, so it was quite a quick one. Thus, they really were not in a position to comment on Amane and Mahiru. Back then, Shihoko fell in love with Shuuto at first sight, and one could say it was inevitable. It seemed Shuuto was the same, and after being married for almost two decades, they were still head over heels for each other.


    Perhaps Amane and Mahiru would also become such a couple too, and as parents, the two started their imaginations. They couldn't comment directly on such fantasies because they might be gossip to the people involved.


     


    “I wish Amane and Shiina-san could live a happy life.”


     


    “Well, Amane’s so like you, Shuuto-san, and once he falls in love, he won’t be able to help himself. He’ll definitely be happy, and make Mahiru-chan happy.”


     


    Rather than a hunch, Shihoko’s whisper was more akin to a conviction.


     


    “It’s Amane after all. He’s scarily devoted once he makes up his mind,” Shuuto replied with a smile.


     


     


    ✧ ₊ ✦ ₊ ✧


     


     


    “Achoo!!”


     


    “Amane-kun, did you catch a cold? I did tell you many times that you should not be eating so much ice cream and exposing your belly…”


     


    “I thought I paid attention to that… I’ll go brew something hot. Do you want anything, Mahiru?”


     


    “I am not thirsty yet… achoo.”


     


    “Looks like you caught a cold too. I better brew you a cup of tea.”
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    “…Don’t you feel hot dressing like that, Mahiru?”


     


    Amane asked once he saw Mahiru wearing a thin skirt paired with stockings, along with a two-layered sweater that had frills on the shoulders.


    It was the month of August. Even though they were in a room with air conditioning for the entirety of the summer, he wondered if wearing such a conservative outfit would leave her feeling hot.


    Although the two of them were now lovers, Amane’s rationale occasionally took a hit when she would unconsciously expose her skin. In that regard, being so well-dressed would be the safer option for sure, but he was also afraid that it would affect her own health in a negative manner.


    Mahiru seemed a bit astonished, but then she just blinked a few times and smiled.


    Mahiru appeared to be a little astonished, but then she simply blinked a few times and smiled.


     


    “It’s not that hot, actually. These clothes are made of thin materials, and this room always has air conditioning turned on, so I even feel cold at times when staying in here for a long time.”


     


    “Eh… Sorry for that. I can’t let a girl get a cold.”


     


    Despite the air conditioning constantly keeping the room at around 27–28°C, the actual temperature of the air blowing out from it would be lower, so it was indeed possible to get a cold when sitting in spots where the air conditioning was directly blowing air, such as the sofa.


    ‘Can’t let a girl like Mahiru get sick,’ Amane said, about to take the remote from the table before Mahiru stopped him.


     


    “There’s no need for that. I simply need to wear more clothes. But you ought not to take off all your clothes, Amane-kun, because if you do that, I’d get nervous and won’t know what to do.”


     


    “I don’t remember being an exhibitionist pervert… Wait a minute, that’s not the point. If you do get a cold, then it’ll be really bad, so I’ll—”


     


    “…Y-You really don’t need to be so worried, Amane-kun. Besides, actually…”


     


    “Actually, what?”


     


    “…If the room gets a little cold, then I thought I could hug you, Amane-kun…”


     


    Now feeling rather shy, Mahiru hesitantly spoke out in a quiet voice.


    Then, Mahiru grew even more embarrassed. A bright crimson bloomed across her face and up to her ears, and her eyes fluttered around as she tried to avoid Amane’s gaze.


     


    “On second thought, that would just make you hot, Amane-kun. Just pretend I didn’t say anything… okay?”


     


    ‘She’s astoundingly cute,’ Amane thought, and he couldn’t hold himself back as he hugged Mahiru, as per her wish.


    Perhaps it was due to Mahiru’s clothes being made from light materials, but Mahiru’s body felt even colder than he had thought. The chilly breeze seemed to have made her skin even colder. Amane started to regret not paying attention to both the temperature of the air conditioner, as well as her adorable little wish.


     


    “…Sometimes you try to entice me to hug you, huh? Just like a little devil…”


     


    “Y-you can’t say it like that!? …Erm, it's because… we’re lovers now, so a little skinship would be fine.”


     


    Seeing Mahiru quietly let out what had been pent up in her chest, Amane couldn’t help but let out a smile.


     


    “I intended to keep a suitable distance, but it seems you don't like it, Mahiru.”


     


    “Eh? …Erm, that's because… Amane-kun, you wouldn't touch me…”


     


    “No matter how close we are, I can't just touch you whenever I want. There are still basic manners to follow.”


     


    Naturally, Amane wanted to touch Mahiru, but if he did so too much, then it would be no different from sexual harassment. Therefore, he was holding himself back. If he didn't do that much, then even he wouldn't know what he would end up doing.


    It wasn't as if Mahiru was aware of his thoughts, either. He faced her and saw a look of expectation mixed with sadness, and Amane thought it was so cute it should be illegal. He could do nothing but give a wry smile and embrace her one more time.
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    Amane’s mind was in an extremely disordered state; he couldn’t comprehend what was happening before him.


     


    “…Mahiru-san, what’s the meaning of this?”


     


    As he said so, his voice trembled, but the reason was apparent. The reason being that Mahiru was currently propped up on Amane’s bed, and she was wearing a very sexy outfit.


    Under normal circumstances, this would never happen.


    Mahiru would never overstep her boundaries and enter someone else’s private space, and even if she did, she would’ve asked for permission before climbing onto his bed.


    Moreover, when coming over to Amane’s house, Mahiru would never dress in a lighter manner than usual—no, calling it ‘light’ would be an understatement.


    That very moment, Mahiru was wearing a black dress supported by thin straps laced across each shoulder, both of which were fully exposed; her nape, decorated with a bowtie-shaped choker that matched her dress, was shown off in much the same manner. On top of all that, the upper region of her bountiful chest was exposed, undoubtedly being unveiled to the fullest extent. As her shoulders, neck, and chest were all exposed, her smooth and pale skin was so plainly laid out for Amane to see.


    In such an important moment, it was unimaginable just how risqué such apparel was in light of her usual fashion sense. Her matching stockings stretched up to and beyond her knees, leading his eyes to her astoundingly short skirt that rested atop her pale white thighs, highlighting her figure. Before such a view, Amane was even more flabbergasted.


    ‘I can’t bear to look at her directly,’ Amane thought, and could only turn his face away. He then tried striking up a conversation, only to receive no response.


    And to top it all off, Mahiru then grabbed at his shirt, leaving him at a loss for words by the bedside, before staring at him in silence.


    Her glamorous, caramel-colored eyes sparkling, Mahiru looked at him in a very sweet manner. Her look of pure desire only helped to make Amane’s already disoriented heart beat faster and faster with each passing second.


     


    “E-erm, Mahiru-san, what are you up to here?”


     


    Not only in his heart but also in other ways, Amane was beginning to lose his composure. He swiftly made an effort to look away from her seductive and alluring appearance.


    Facing the worried Amane, Mahiru still didn’t let go of his shirt. Her hand simply moved away from his body and onto his hand.


    Feeling the touch of her skin, which was slightly cooler than his own, caused Amane’s body to tremble slightly as he heard a light giggle.


    Then, suddenly, he was tugged over.


    Before such a sudden development, Amane couldn’t react. The moment after he landed on the bed, Mahiru, who had lured him over, naturally snuggled up between his arms.


    It all happened in a flash, and Amane was left utterly baffled, yet the soft, cool, and weighty sensation atop his body rendered him unable to respond; “Ehh!?” barring his instinctive yelp.


    Even if they had leaned on each other in such a way before, Mahiru had never worn a dress with such a short skirt, nor did she cling to him in such close proximity that their bodies were pressing into each other.


    Mahiru smiled secretly as she saw the bewildered Amane let out a strange noise as his body tensed up. He felt that her smile was so delicate, yet so beautiful; it was by no means an illusion.


     


    “Erm, Mahiru… Just what got into you?”


     


    “……You won’t let me snuggle with you unless something’s wrong with me?”


     


    “Well, erm. It’s not that you can’t… It’s just that this isn’t all that good, you know?”


     


    Amane’s insistence was in part due to his collapsing rationale, but unfortunately, Mahiru didn’t seem to understand what he meant.


    And so, after letting out a dissatisfied sound, Mahiru immediately hugged Amane’s arm tightly, as if leaning her entire body against him, making the soft sensation he had been feeling all the more apparent.


     


    “…So, if I wanted to do this, how would you respond?”


     


    “Could you think about how I’m feeling right now?”


     


    “This doesn’t make you happy?”


     


    “You’re so devious for asking a question like that!”


     


    If asked whether he liked it or not, then, of course, Amane would say he liked it in a heartbeat. At the end of the day, he was still a man and felt extremely delighted. Being able to savor her scent, her body temperature, and her softness—all from the girl that he liked—was the best thing that could ever happen to him.


    However, doing so was the same as impairing his own sanity, so he couldn’t possibly accept it so readily. It partially stemmed from his own embarrassment, but more than that, he didn’t want to lose control and assault her.


     


    “W-Why are you clinging so closely to me like this?”


     


    “……Do you really want me to explain why?”


     


    Amane felt regretful once he saw Mahiru’s expression. If he knew what was going to happen, then he wouldn’t have done so.


    She simply smiled. It wasn’t a happy smile, nor was it a playful smile. She simply curled the ends of her lips up calmly.


    She wore an elegant, glamorous smile, yet it was so—inexplicably alluring.


    Amane unconsciously exclaimed, “Eh?”


     


    Amane was deprived of his own thoughts; his resistance was weakening; his body was giving up. He was slow to realize that he had been pushed by Mahiru yet again, and now he was pinned between her and the bed.


    Mahiru closed in on Amane, who was staring at the ceiling in stunned silence.


    Her adoring eyes were sparkling as if they were shining brightly from within. Nevertheless, an aura of compassion could be found within it.


     


    “…Amane-kun, you’re extremely sly.”


     


    Her pure white fingers gently caressed Amane’s head before sliding down to his cheeks, and then finally, her fingers touched his lips.


     


    “You’re so sly like that, so I have to be sly myself… Even I know how to be devilish.”


     


    Mahiru tenderly peered down at the lips that weren't quite as glossy as her own and slowly but surely brought her face closer.


    As their bodies grew closer and closer, the flawless pale skin exposed beyond Mahiru’s twin peaks appeared bigger and bigger. Sensing danger, Amane felt like he needed to evade her, so he turned his back towards her and rolled his body to the side—immediately, he felt his own vision start to spin, and the onset of dizziness was promptly followed by a strong impact that reverberated through his body.


     


    “Ouch?!”


     


    Only after calming down did he realize he had dropped down onto the floor.


    He appeared to have rolled down from the bed, as evident from the crumpled bed sheets and the clock—usually on his bedside table—that had fallen victim during his fall, its hand pointing to 5pm. Amane had taken a light nap as it was a holiday, but he overslept.


    The sharp pain in his back must have resulted from his fall.


    Realizing he hadn't caught the ground with his face, Amane sighed in relief and looked toward the bed; nobody was there. Nothing remained but silence, as if there was nobody but him from the very beginning.


     


    (…So it was just a dream)


     


    Everything became easy to accept once his mind cleared up.


    To put it bluntly, the scene of getting pinned down by Mahiru as he did was just a dream, or perhaps it was a dream born from his subconscious desire.


    However, having such a dream showed that deep down, his heart was trying to bury his intense desire of having ‘Mahiru actively seducing him while wearing sexy clothing,’ and Amane felt ashamed.


     


    (Am I too pent up?)


     


    He had a similar dream of being pushed down in the past, and it made him want to die of embarrassment, but evidently, his brain hadn't learned its lesson.


     


    “Amane-kun?! I heard a really loud sound!?”


     


    As Amane was wailing and rolling on the floor, his door suddenly flung open. Mahiru walked in.


    Normally, she wouldn’t barge through his bedroom door without permission, but she must’ve been worried after hearing the sounds of him falling and swaying around. Mahiru entered his room full of worry, only to find him frowning. He was lying still on the floor with a conflicted expression.


     


    “Erm, Amane-kun. Did you… fall out of bed? Are you okay?”


     


    “…Don’t mind me.”


     


    “But you look like you’re in pain.”


     


    “It’s not so much my body as it’s my conscience that’s in pain.”


     


    “What do you mean?”


     


    “Please don’t mind it.”


     


    This time, Amane was determined to stay quiet; he couldn’t admit to having such a strange dream yet again.


    Although she had her doubts and couldn’t fathom his stubborn attitude, Mahiru judged that he didn’t want to elaborate further. Instead, she simply let out a modest sigh and extended her hand toward him.


    Amane obediently grabbed the hand that was given to him. He felt that it was just as soft, just as petite, and just as pale as it was in his dream, but once he was reminded of it, he remained silent as he was overwhelmed with shyness.

  


  
    
      [image: ]
    


     


     


    Hello everyone. I’m the author, Saeki-san.


    Thank you very much for buying the Special Edition of The Angel Next Door Spoils Me Rotten Volume 5.5, bundled with the Special Booklet. I wasn’t expecting for there to be room for an afterword, especially here.


     


    Two and a half years have passed since the first publishing of The Angel Next Door, and I’ve written so many short stories… it blows my mind.


    This many pages is too much! —I didn’t even remember just how much I wrote, so I was astonished when I saw it all compiled like this! I wrote way too much, so much to the point where I just can’t help it (laughs).


     


    Therefore, after reading this booklet, I looked back to find that the cold atmosphere lingering in the first volume had vanished into thin air—the atmosphere in the latest volume is one full of affection.


    I think that through these short stories, I was able to show the process of Mahiru-san becoming attracted to Amane little by little.


    In the second and third volumes, Mahiru-san’s temperament had changed, and her attitude now easy to understand. As an author I feel as if the writing wasn’t quite right, I wonder if that’s different in the eyes of the readers?


    Before I was given the opportunity to write a collection of short stories, the only stories written in Mahiru’s perspective had appeared in bonus short stories. Frankly, I sometimes felt like adding short stories like this when I wrote the bonuses, so I’m very grateful to be able to include them all in a book like this.


    Although Amane was cold in the beginning, the short stories also portrayed his gradual development in feelings for Mahiru and how he developed in the direction of a good husband. I often wonder to myself why these two aren’t married yet.


     


    In addition, it’s worth mentioning that there are also new illustrations for some short stories. They look fabulous, and I really appreciate Hanekoto-sensei’s work every time!!!


    The Mahiru-san on the booklet cover exudes a very sexy aura, and I think it’s amazing. The readers who voted for the Little Devil must have really wanted to see such a Mahiru.


     


    Whether it’s the illustrations, or the stories, it would be great if everyone could enjoy this volume and booklet. Now then, I’ll see you in the next volume.


    Thank you all for reading to the end!


     


     


    ✧ ₊ ✦ ₊ ✧
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