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    From all around him, he heard birds chirping.


    Amane, slowly regaining consciousness from a deep sleep, was overwhelmed by his own laziness, but also had a pleasant feeling of tenderness. He managed to force his eyelids open, trying to resist his urge to fall back asleep.


    Checking through his blurred vision, Amane noticed that the morning sun was already shining through the opened curtains, and he felt a comforting warmth beside him that usually wasn’t there. The timer he set last night had already turned the air conditioning off, but the mellow feeling within Amane’s arms felt rather pleasant to him. With comfort now spreading throughout his body, he wearily hugged the nearby bundle of warmth. Embracing it, he noticed a sweet-smelling fragrance in the air and then heard a charming, muffled voice that sounded just as sweet as the scent. When he finally looked into his arms, he saw a flaxen-colored river flowing before him, a sight Amane wasn’t accustomed to seeing when waking from his sleep.


    Amane did his best to hold back his surprise and restrain his voice, a good call on his part. Since Mahiru was gently drifting off to sleep between his arms, Amane instead let out a deep and silent sigh that couldn’t be heard.


    …Come to think of it, I went to sleep with Mahiru yesterday.


    While he didn’t jump out of bed when he remembered so, it didn’t change the pressure on his newly-awoken heart. Amane felt suffocated by the loud beating of his heart, but once he looked at Mahiru’s face and noticed her sleeping peacefully, his heart gradually regained its gentle rhythm.


    He took a deep breath to calm himself down and glanced at Mahiru’s sleeping face once more. Mahiru, who was sleeping with her head resting on Amane’s arm, was so cute and innocent to him that he thought anyone would instantly fall in love with her just by seeing it. She appeared so relieved and joyful that her cheeks were still relaxed, giving Amane the impression that she was smiling peacefully even in the midst of her sleep.


    …She’s so cute but so defenseless.


    It was no exaggeration to say that before him was the sleeping face of an Angel. Mahiru radiated an extraordinary sense of beauty and elegance that she truly lived up to such a name. If she was told so, however, it would embarrass her and she would start pouting, but Mahiru’s mumblings paired with her sulking expression was also something Amane adored about her. He didn’t think she would notice anything if he whispered what he thought now.


    She’s so adorable, Amane thought as he continued to look at the sleeping Mahiru and gently stroked her head with his free hand. While gently combing through her silky hair, which looked as though it was complete with its own halo and wings, he gently adjusted his other arm which was now numb from being Mahiru’s pillow in a way that would not wake her up. Now in a better position, he could better appreciate Mahiru’s tranquil sleeping expression. If for the sake of watching her sleeping face, the numbness in his arm was a small price to pay for Amane.


    He gave a gentle smile to Mahiru, who still didn’t seem to be waking up, and as he caressed her soft cheek with his fingertips in enjoyment, he heard a knock on his door.


    “Amane, are you awake?”


    The voice on the other side of the door was his father’s.


    What should I do?


    Shuuto likely knocked to wake him up, but if Amane answered the door now, he might disturb Mahiru’s peaceful slumber. It would be a pity to wake her up when she’s sleeping so serenely, and besides, Amane wanted to gaze at her sleeping face for a little while longer. But instead, if he didn’t answer Shuuto he would enter the room and wake him up, so he wasn’t sure what to do. Amane’s cheeks instantly stiffened as he followed his father’s familiar figure opening the door. In contrast to Amane, Shuuto looked toward Amane’s bed and his eyes widened. He let out a small smile, “Oh.”


    Amane, instantly realizing that this was the kind of thing that Shihoko would tease him about later, gave up and held up his index finger in front of his mouth with a tightening of his cheeks. Shhhh, Amane didn’t have to make a sound to get his point across.


    Shuuto, who was a highly understanding person, nodded at Amane’s gesture and gave him a perceptive smile, before waving his hand in a flutter and quietly leaving the room. After hearing the slight scraping of the doorframe and the lingering sound of footsteps, Amane sighed to himself quietly.


    I hope they won’t get the wrong idea.


    Two lovers were seen sleeping in one bed together, and naturally, such a situation was open to misunderstanding. Their relationship was very healthy. Even though they were alone in the same room at night, the most they did was kiss and embrace each other, but his parents wouldn’t be able to tell how far they progressed; not accurately, that is. Despite that, there was no trace of any illicit activity, so if Shuuto wouldn’t mention it then Amane might not be so embarrassed. But embarrassing things were still embarrassing.


    As he stroked Mahiru’s hair while preparing for the inevitable pursuit of his mother, the delicate body within his arms adjusted itself, looking relaxed. The fact that Mahiru, who was usually a consistent early riser, had not yet woken up from her slumber was rare.


    “...Nnnn.”


    Amane felt an irresistible feeling of affection for Mahiru as she buried her face in his chest as if seeking warmth. He coursed his hands through her hair as she dozed away, knowing that if he embraced her on impulse, she should wake up completely.


    The air conditioner should’ve been turned off by now, but Mahiru still didn’t move away from Amane and repeatedly kept rubbing her cheek up against him. He wondered if she was cold, and nudged her feet to check their warmth. He felt a temperature colder than his own, so perhaps he was right on the money.


    She did find it cold with the air conditioner turned on last night, Amane recalled as he wrapped his legs around Mahiru to shield her from the morning cold, and gently wrapped his hands around her back to deliver his warmth directly. He felt happy to share his warmth with her, so he wrapped his arms around her soft body and held her gently, this time she leaned forward and slowly turned her face toward Amane.


    Amane noticed that Mahiru’s caramel-colored eyes, which appeared so heavy and moist that they almost seemed to make a ‘plop’ sound, were still blurred over when she looked up at Amane’s face. With her expression just as foggy as her vision, Mahiru still looked sleepy, making her look even cuter and youthful than she already was.


    “Sorry, did I wake you up?”


    He smiled at the sleepy Mahiru in front of him and stroked her head once more, and she closed her eyes again, this time in comfort. Amane moved his fingers along her cheeks to express his love for her, and Mahiru let out a cute moan, “Nmm~.”


    …Mahiru looks so adorable when waking up.


    Amane thought to himself that Mahiru looked so sweet when she was sleeping, but after about five minutes, her eyes fluttered open as if they were breaking out of slumber. After making sure she was awake, he kissed her on the cheek, “Good morning,” and found Mahiru stiffening in an entertaining and amusing way.


    “…Eh, A-Amane-kun…? Eh? Why?”


    “You don’t remember? We spent such a hot night together.”


    Amane tried to mention it in an off-hand way since Mahiru was still sleepy, and her mind would inevitably be confused. He technically wasn’t lying, either. It wasn’t a hot night as he had intimately implied, but it was a climatically hot night, but they were kept cool by the air conditioning, either way.


    Once she heard his declaration, Mahiru looked at Amane and immediately squealed, “E-Eh?” And then she hurriedly checked the clothes she was wearing. Her clothes appeared to be a little disheveled, but she found no evidence suggesting that she crossed the line with him. This was natural, since nothing happened between them.


    “I’m just kidding. I didn’t do anything strange.”


    “Haah~, yes…”


    “Well, I did kiss you on the cheek. Just now.”


    He chuckled, saying that a good morning kiss was reasonable, and Mahiru blushed a bright red, letting out, “You’re too stimulating so early in the morning.” in a quiet murmur, and Amane laughed in response.


    “…You looked so peaceful while you slept, did you rest well?”


    Mahiru now appeared to have fully awakened with a clear mind, so Amane gently asked, still embracing her. Embarrassed, Mahiru’s gaze darted around before lowering her eyes shyly.


    “…Um, being wrapped in your arms is very calming, Amane-kun.”


    “You weren’t nervous?”


    “Well, I was nervous… but it still calmed me down.”


    Mahiru placed her hand on Amane’s back while muttering, “Even now, I’m embarrassed.” Amane cleared his throat, smiled, and looked into her face.


    “If it makes you that comfortable, why don’t you sleep with me every night?”


    “U-um, I’m not sure…”


    “I’m just kidding.”


    Amane said that knowing Mahiru would be on edge, there wasn’t any need for her to take him seriously. Even for Amane, his reason would crumble if they slept together day after day. Even now, he was nearing the edge, but he was afraid that if he started sleeping next to her every day, he’d end up pulling something sooner or later. He had to keep it as a joke or he wouldn’t make it through, Amane told himself so, distrusting his own reason.


    Then, he noticed that Mahiru’s gaze was slightly downcast. He patted her on the back to console her, wondering if he went too far with his teasing, and she looked up at Amane in return. Her face was completely red.


    “…M-maybe, every… now and then.” Hearing her mutter in such a small trembling voice, Amane’s head blanked out for a moment. Every now and then. Reading into it, Mahiru didn’t mind the act of sleeping over itself. “I’m fine with sleeping next to you, Amane-kun.”


    “Are you serious?” Astonished, Amane shot back.


    “W-We are a couple, so sleeping over is permitted, right?”


    “…Yes, I know, but…”


    Mahiru had said so, and Amane couldn’t say anything in return. It wasn’t unheard of for two high school sweethearts to plan a sleepover. The two of them were probably progressing at a much slower pace compared to the others around them. Itsuki often stayed at Chitose’s house, and if anything, they likely did things that Amane and his girlfriend had yet to reach. However, the problem here was that when he would plan a sleepover, certain expectations would come to mind, even if only slightly. It was only natural for Amane to anticipate those things—both as a man and as her boyfriend.


    Mahiru’s face turned red and her eyes teary once she realized what Amane was thinking. “I wasn’t really looking to do anything like that. But erm, I’m just happy to spend more of my time with you, Amane-kun.”


    “…Ah. Is that so?”


    “Nm. …You don’t want to?”


    “Of course that’s not the case.” Amane eased her worries. “It’s the opposite, in fact. I’m really happy.”


    Since Mahiru seemed to look up at him uneasily, Amane strongly denied it, but his inner urges leaked out subtly. Amane caressed the embarrassed Mahiru on her head, partly to drown out the desires rising from within him, but once he saw her trembling figure, he started to reflect.


    “…M-Maybe another time,” Amane clarified.


    “Erm… Yes.”


    “Great. Now I’d better get ready. And I’m sure you’d want to get yourself dressed too.”


    “Y-You’re right.”


    For the time being, Amane decided to give that topic some rest. If he thought about it for much longer, it would interfere with his activities in various ways. Once calmed, he released Mahiru from his clutches, and perhaps because she was shy, Mahiru scurried off of his bed in a panic and looked away from him.


    The moment he wondered if something was wrong, the distance between Mahiru and Amane closed in an instant. She graced him with a sweet whiff of her mellow fragrance and the soft touch of her lips. The pair of them swiftly split off from each other, and instead of her lips, her flaxen hair tenderly fluttered and brushed against his cheek.


    “You teased me a lot earlier, so that’s payback, Amane-kun.”


    With a blush of embarrassment and shyness spread across her face, Mahiru hurried out of the room, her hair fluttering through the air as she left.


    Amane watched her leave, before once more laying back on his bed.


    I can’t leave just yet until I settle down.


    Now agonizingly aware of Mahiru’s unexpectedly daring antics, Amane continued to stare up at the ceiling until all the heat withdrew from his body.


     


    ✧ ₊ ✦ ₊ ✧


     


    “Good morning, Amane.”


    His parents were already waiting for him in the dining room.


    Amane heard the sound of cooking and noticed a very familiar flaxen color coming from the kitchen, and guessed that Mahiru was making the omelet she promised him.


    “Good morning…”


    “Here, sit down, sit down. Mahiru-chan’s preparing breakfast for you right now.”


    “Okay.”


    While Amane was settling himself down and arrived rather late, Mahiru must’ve gone to the kitchen first to prepare. All was well since she had already promised to make him an omelet, but going forward, Amane intended to refrain from flirting too much so early in the morning.


    “You get along so well, don’t you?”


    “This much is normal if you’re in a relationship.”


    “I’m sure that’s true, but you’re more like newlyweds than a high school couple. Shiina-san’s just like a young wife.”


    As soon as Shuuto finished his sentence, the sound of a plate being dropped reverberated through the dining room. It was a good thing that it didn’t sound like a broken plate, but Mahiru must’ve been extremely surprised at what Shuuto said to drop the dishes.


    “Oh my gosh, are you alright, Mahiru-chan?”


    “Yes, the plate isn’t broken. I’m sorry I dropped it…”


    “Don’t worry~! Everyone makes mistakes.”


    It was his parents who caused it, but Amane didn’t dare point it out and ignored Shihoko’s smirking gaze. This was something he learned over the past sixteen years.


    Shihoko seemed slightly dissatisfied with Amane’s lack of interest, but he was relieved to hear Shuuto’s calm voice telling her not to make fun of him. A little while later, breakfast was set on the table.


    “So, did something happen after we went out yesterday?”


    After Mahiru, who had made an omelet for Amane, sat down to eat, the four of them began to have their breakfast. But as he dumped a portion of rice into his mouth, he froze when Shihoko asked him a straightforward question. He thought that Shihoko would ask about him spending the night with Mahiru, but she must’ve been interested in the incident that led up to it, so this surprised him. He couldn’t reply with his mouth full of food, so he continued to chew and answered her after swallowing.


    “Why do you think so?”


    “Since we came back, you two have been acting a little differently. We thought something must’ve happened while we were gone.”


    “We can tell straight away when you’re acting differently.”


    Amane thought he was acting the same as usual, but it seems that his parents saw right through him. They wore worried expressions, but there was nothing for them to be anxious about as he had already gotten over it and moved on.


    “I went out for a walk and ran into Toujou, had a bit of a conversation with him, too.”


    “Ah, so that’s what it was… and from the looks of things, I suppose everything’s over with now?”


    “I guess so. I think I’ve gotten over it, or rather, I’m just done with it all. I don’t think I’ll be bothered by him and the others anymore.”


    When he thought back to those days, he no longer felt any pain in his heart. Even after meeting the person who he could describe as the main culprit, his mind and his heart remained calm. Once more, Amane realized that it was thanks to the girl who stood beside him and the constant encouragement she offered.


    “You’ve grown up into such a fine man, it’s such a good thing.” Shuuto seemed relieved that he was no longer troubled. At that time, he had worried his parents a great amount, so they were likely still worried about him even now. Entering high school did give Amane some time to recover, but at the beginning, he was still anxious about a lot of things. While Shuuto looked relieved, Shihoko was slightly taken aback by the mention of Toujou.


    “I haven’t had a chance to see him recently, but the children at Toujou’s don’t seem to have changed at all. I wonder if he is still in the middle of his rebellious phase.”


    Due to her personality and occupation, Shihoko’s social circle was incredibly large. It was probable she had connections to the kinds of people that Amane couldn’t begin to even imagine, just that he didn’t know.  Naturally, local people were included in those contacts and Shihoko had been involved with Toujou’s parents before. Amane had met Toujou’s parents before, and remembered that they were very nice people with no hidden agendas. Toujou’s parents had apologized to him for what their son had done, so Amane never had anything against them.


    “I wouldn’t know.” replied Amane. “I don’t have anything to do with them nor am I interested. It’s not like I’m going to see him again, either.”


    “Amane, your strength is being able to move on and forget. If our agreement gave you any unneeded stress… I would have felt guilty for asking you to come visit.”


    Although Amane had promised to show his face once every six months, his parents remained a little reluctant to ask him to visit them in worry of his mental state.


    “I was the one who decided to come home… and besides, I’m glad I met him there. I feel great now that I’ve buried the hatchet.”


    From Amane’s point of view, he was glad that he met Toujou at the park. It wasn’t wrong to run away from something painful and unbearable, and if it would result in salvation, that would’ve been the right decision to make. But yesterday, for Amane, his actions were also a correct way of handling it. It was better for him to overcome it head first and use the experience to grow, rather than to let the past he’d been running away from for so long continue to chip away at his heart. 


    Since he had endured so much, he had grown as a person and his heart was now unshakeable. He hadn’t seen them in a long time, but it was thanks to Toujou and his friends that he had met Mahiru, so if anything, Amane couldn’t be any more thankful. While unpleasant for them, from Amane’s perspective, he truly was grateful.


    Shihoko smiled softly, implying that there was nothing for her to worry about. “Children really do grow up out of sight, don’t they? You were so close to breaking down back then, but it looks like I have no place worrying about it any more.”


    “Love makes people stronger, I say.”


    “Don’t throw us that line now, Dad.”


    “But it’s true, isn’t it?”


    “Well yeah, but c’mon…”


    Thanks to Mahiru, he was able to get straight back on his feet and the option of standing alone while supporting each other was born. Since it was true that his love for Mahiru was what pushed him forward, Amane wasn’t ashamed to admit that it was the ‘power of love’.


    “Haha. I’m glad that you’ve finally found your special someone in Shiina-san,” Shuuto began. “Just like Shihoko was to me.”


    “…Yes.” Mahiru, who was listening quietly to their conversation, began to shrink shyly in embarrassment. Both Shuuto and Shihoko looked at her endearingly with a smile.


    “Make sure to rely on Amane as well, Mahiru-chan! I’m worried because you’re always the one taking good care of him,” Shihoko chimed in.


    “Th-That’s not the case. I’m always relying on Amane-kun, he’s the one always encouraging me.”


    Mahiru spoke her words as the absolute truth as she looked at him bashfully. But Amane himself thought that he should be the one saying that.


    “I’m glad to hear that. I’m sure you’ll be able to support one another without depending too much on Shiina-san’s daily efforts, Amane.”


    “I know, I know. We’ll always be by each other’s side, so it’s only natural that we’ll support each other.” Even without being told, Amane intended to continue living alongside Mahiru, supporting one another.


    Amane was constantly being supported by her, but that was exactly why he didn’t want to forget the burden he was placing on her. He strived to avoid becoming that type of person. Amane would be a useless person without Mahiru, that much was true. But as a person, he had no intention of being useless. Just as Mahiru had supported him, he would continue to support Mahiru. If she had her own times of trouble, he would take her hand and comfort her as much as necessary.


    In his heart, he firmly believed that was what it meant to live together with someone, and this was a result of him watching his parents’ relationship; Amane wished he could build a similar bond. To have found such a person he wanted to be with, rely on, and support was probably the greatest happiness for him.


    Amane looked to his side to face Mahiru and found her sitting there, trembling. Appearing to be holding back tears, but actually full of shame, Mahiru’s embarrassment continued to rise and rise until finally, she looked like she was about to burst. The moment her eyes met with Amane’s, she immediately looked down bashfully and unmistakably too embarrassed. But Amane wasn’t about to let her go, so he held her hand beneath the table. Mahiru was startled at the sudden intimacy, but firmly squeezed his hand back to relieve her shock.
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    “Oh my, how endearing you are. If not for my work, I’d love to dote on you to the fullest.”


    Shihoko, who was watching Mahiru’s expressions, flashed a big smile over to her.


    True to her word, if not for her work, there was no question that she would’ve doted on her.


    “Hurry up and go to work, both of you.”


    “So you can start flirting with her while we’re gone?”


    “That’s right. Got a problem?”


    Amane affirmed this with dignity. If not, anything he retorted with would’ve ended up inviting more teasing from his mom. The soft hand in his grip twitched at his reply, but she didn’t let go. Amane inferred that Mahiru felt quite thrilled.


    Shihoko, surprised by his honest admission, burst out laughing, “You’re so open about it now~” as the old Amane would’ve vigorously denied it.


    “Shut up.”


    “It’s a good thing. Spring has come for you as well, Amane.”


    “Perhaps you’re at the peak of summer already, with how passionate you two are.”


    “Says the couple who thrives in that summer all year round. I don’t wanna hear that from you.”


    “And you’ve inherited those genes of ours. You’re booked in for an eternal summer~”


    Seeing the expressions of Shuuto and Shihoko, Amane was very surprised and shy to see his mom congratulating them while smiling so merrily, but since Mahiru didn’t appear to mind it, he resigned to his fate and turned away.


     


    ✧ ₊ ✦ ₊ ✧


     


    After his parents left for work, Amane and Mahiru went to sit side-by-side on his bed for the time being. Despite them being alone in Amane’s room, their distance was the same as usual. Even so, Mahiru was slightly awkward, and it was clear to Amane that she was acting rather conscious of him. She briefly glanced at Amane, and when their gazes met, her cheeks instantly bloomed a deep red, so Amane too felt a little restless watching her.


    “Um, flirting is…” After making and breaking eye contact over and over again, Mahiru finally asked him in a calm tone of voice. Evidently, the word flirting had been flooding her mind, with her already blushing cheeks now heating up even more.


    “Hm? Ah, I knew if I told my parents that, they wouldn’t pry any more than needed. They’d just make fun of me if I denied it.”


    “Well, that might be the case… but in other words, you didn’t really want to…?”


    “Well, erm… I definitely want to flirt.” Amane replied in a way that affirmed his parents’ words, but Amane truly did just want to flirt as much as he could with Mahiru, if she allowed him.


    Mahiru nodded with a weak voice, saying, “…Y-Yes,” which left him wondering whether he was being too aggressive about it. Despite that, Mahiru shrank back in embarrassment. Amane chuckled, thinking that she was being overly conscious of him.


    “If you don’t want to, then that’s fine too.”


    “Of course not. There’s no way I would be against it. As long as it’s with you, Amane-kun, erm, I’ll flirt with you… in any way I can.”


    “I see.”


    “But… how exactly should I make out with you?”


    Silence lingered over them after Mahiru’s words. Amane had a sense of déjà vu, and much like the last time they asked that question, he wasn’t sure what answer to give, and he was stumped once more.


    “Maybe… kissing.”


    “Kissing…?”


    “…Also kissing.”


    “It’s all just kissing.”


    “W-Well, to be more specific, things like holding hands and hugging… but we are already doing that.”


    Amane didn’t know exactly what to do when it came to flirting deliberately. Since they had such a good relationship, Amane did those things unconsciously with her before they even started dating. He thought staying in close contact with someone was flirting, and kissing was probably in the same category, but Amane wasn’t sure if it was that simple. If they were to flirt even more, it wouldn’t be something one would do in their parents’ house, and since he dedicated himself to treasuring her, Amane wasn’t about to ruin their trip with his momentary impulses.


    “What’s the next step if we want to flirt more?” Mahiru asked.


    “…For now, should we embrace each other?” Amane suggested a calming yet stimulating action, one which wasn’t anything new for them, and in response, he received a quiet affirmative, “…Y-Yes.”


    Mahiru hesitantly leaned in toward him, and Amane reached out his hands and wrapped them behind her knees and back before tenderly lifting her up. “Hyah~!” The adorable, high-pitched sound she let out caused Amane to smile, and he placed Mahiru between his legs, now sitting cross-legged upon the bed.


    “I prefer it like this,” Amane teased.


    “…Nm.”


    “You don’t like it?”


    He asked Mahiru, whose slender body was now shrinking, and she loosely shook her head. “It’s not that. It’s just… erm, when I’m put like this, I feel like I’m being wrapped up by you, Amane-kun…”


    “Then, shall I wrap you up like you said?”


    He wrapped his arms around Mahiru, led by her sweet and enticing invitation, and hugged her tight. She immediately turned back to face him with reddened cheeks and slightly teary eyes. While not trying to flatter her, Amane found Mahiru’s bashful tendencies rather endearing, especially when she blushed at the slightest thing.


    It had been about two months since they started dating, but she still hadn’t gotten used to skin-to-skin contact, so her shyness was understandable to him. But Amane was the exact same, and although he tried not to show it on his face, he couldn’t stop his heart from racing when he was with Mahiru. If Mahiru were to place her ear on his chest and listen to his heartbeat, she would immediately know how fast Amane’s heart was actually pounding. Amane would be embarrassed if she realized that, so even though he tried to act calm, he placed his lips against the back of Mahiru’s head, hoping she wouldn’t be able to hear his heartbeat.


    “…It’s just a hug.”


    “Mm, I know. I’m excited, but I’m also happy. I like it when you embrace me.”


    “I see. I’ll do it whenever you want.”


    While Amane cuddled her slender body and whispered in her ear, she shook her body in an easy-to-understand manner. Mahiru’s weak point was discovered by Amane; he quickly realized her very sensitive ears and lightly chuckled. Mahiru started to shiver at his movements and looked back at him sharply. Her eyes were faintly moistened with tears, and Amane couldn’t deny that he went too far.


    “…Amane-kun.”


    “Sorry, sorry.”


    “Y-you know I’m weak when tickled…”


    Mahiru’s lips pouted and her gaze discontent.


    “I’ll tell you the embarrassing stories I heard the other day, Amane-kun.”


    “Oops, that’s not good.”


    Amane would probably writhe in agony if Mahiru whispered his childhood stories in his ear, so he was careful not to tease her too much. He didn’t know exactly where to touch her or how far he could go, however, so he tried caressing her, holding her hand, and kissing the back of her head, but he still felt a little unsatisfied. He didn’t know what it was, but there was a part in him that complained it wasn’t enough.


    Moreover, although he was keeping himself in check for now, he was getting nervous as he could lose grasp of his rationale and take things too far at any moment. He wanted to touch her more and experience her softness. He really wanted to, but he could only go so far with his skin-ship while keeping himself rational, so he limited his actions to simply giving gentle touches. Amane wasn’t sure if it was from embarrassment, but Mahiru’s ears were tinted scarlet as she surrendered herself to him.


    She’s just so cute.


    Amane had often been close to Mahiru, but recently she was getting more embarrassed at their skin-ship. At first, Amane was the one who got embarrassed first, but he felt that their roles had reversed lately.


    “Amane-kun… your hands are so big.”


    “Hm? I’m pretty tall, so they’re naturally big as well.”


    His hands were relatively large and so were his palms. Relative to Mahiru’s, Amane’s hands were much larger in size, so when they held hands the difference in sizes stood out, making Mahiru’s hands look small by comparison.


    “I like your hands, Amane-kun… I like it when I’m touched by them.”


    “I’ll touch you more if you keep saying things like that.”


    Amane wanted to insist for her to word herself a little less dangerously, but Mahiru didn’t seem to have the meaning that he initially thought. If he ever misunderstood her words, his reason may end up failing him.


    Mahiru, oblivious to his inner turmoil, quietly murmured, “I don’t mind if you touch me.”


    If she doesn’t watch her words, she’ll be in for some big trouble, or so Amane thought. He let out a sigh at her cute phrasing, and slowly traced her belly button with his fingertips, just below her navel. Ticklish, Mahiru wriggled her body around at his hand’s gestures, but Amane paid no mind. He ascended up her stomach at a staggering speed and stopped his hand just before scaling her divine twin peaks.


    “If I take your word for it, you’re fine even if I go up further, right?” Amane, hands below Mahiru’s chest, gave her both a final warning and a request for consent.


    He hadn’t surmounted the mountains just yet, but to climb and conquer would be an easy task for Amane. As a matter of fact, Amane’s palm was so large that it could easily encompass even the steep inclines of Mahiru’s summits.


    Mahiru overheated at Amane’s question with such momentum that made him wonder whether she would start releasing steam from within his arms. As she turned herself around, Amane noticed her cheeks were akin to a boiled octopus, but once again, he paid no mind. He not only smiled at her, but also offered a kiss to her cheek.


    “Doing things like this is also flirting.”


    “…E-Erm, Amane-kun…”


    “When I said I didn’t know how to go about flirting, that was because I wasn’t including stuff like this.”


    Amane was wondering whether couples would progress this far in just two months, so he refrained from mentioning those things. He intended to respect Mahiru’s will.


    “I reminded you before that I’m a man too, so you ought to be careful. I really will touch you.”


    “Uuu~ …b-but your face is so red too. Can you really do it, Amane-kun?”


    “Shut up.”


    Naturally, Amane knew how flushed his face was, and was also aware that everything he said was extremely embarrassing. Even so, he had no choice but to say it. If he didn’t say it clearly, there’s a chance Mahiru would misunderstand. He knew it was necessary.


    After a moment’s silence at Amane’s words, Mahiru loosely undid his restraints and brushed his arms away. Realizing that he was rejected, Amane smiled bitterly, but Mahiru turned around and threw herself into his embrace. Her soft touch and sweet smell were granted to Amane, and she continued to cling to him tightly, further enhancing the effect of her bewitching scent and silky skin.


    “If you really want to touch… Amane-kun, I’ll be embarrassed, but… I-I’ll accept it.”


    She peered up at Amane with a cute and healthy expression showing on her face, her voice innocent and her words soft-spoken. Seeing this, Amane stiffened, but this was something he had to do. Mahiru continued to stare at him after delivering her words. Both endearing and adorable, Mahiru’s assertion caused Amane’s mind to blank out. As she gazed at him with a mixture of shyness, anxiousness, and just a hint of expectation, she trusted Amane deeply and would accept anything he wanted to do. It was clear to him from her tone, expression, and the atmosphere in the room that Mahiru honestly loved him even to that extent. Even if he were to push her down right there and then, she would welcome him with open arms. Her facial expression, attitude, and voice were all asserting that she has that much faith and favor in him. Mahiru was entrusting herself to Amane, her body, her mind and everything she embodied were being surrendered before him. He was late to act, but eventually started to move his body.


    The first thing Amane did was kiss Mahiru. He felt the softness of her lips, more delicate and moist than his own, and felt the softness run down through him as he held her slender body tight. Though not with the direct touch of his palm, Amane briefly felt the softness of her supple bosom before gently removing his hand. He then buried his face deep into Mahiru’s neck. her mouth twitched as he watched her cheeks dye a crimson red.


    “…I’m fine with leaving the rest for later.”


    Thinking that he wouldn’t be able to stop himself otherwise, he pecked Mahiru’s pale-white neck.


    He didn’t want to leave a mark, so he didn’t go any further, and kept his face buried in her neck until he could swallow his rising desires.


     


    ✧ ₊ ✦ ₊ ✧


     


    “Mahiru-chan? Your face is so red, is something wrong?”


    “It’s nothing…”


    Amane’s parents, who had different professions and workplaces, returned home together and tilted their heads in curiosity once they saw Mahiru.


    Mahiru was sitting on the sofa in the living room, blushing. The reason was likely because Amane had been kissing and holding hands with her earlier. He didn’t attack her, but from her point of view, it was probably just as unbearable. Amane thought of it as a sign of her happiness as she seemed to be joyful but embarrassed.


    “Amane, did you…?”


    “I swear I didn’t do anything to her.”


    He only gave her a hug and nothing beyond a light touch. Even so, Mahiru was still a newcomer to love and heavy flirting, which is why her capacity was exceeded with just that, innocent as ever. Amane couldn’t mention that, however, as he was much the same. The sole difference between them lay in the speed at which they recovered from it.


    “No way you didn’t do anything. You made it clear how much you wanted to flirt, remember?”


    “I was flirting healthily. Nothing to worry about.”


    “You’re completely open about it now.”


    “Shut it.”


    “Look at you getting all sneaky with it, too. I wanted to make out with Mahiru-chan too.”


    “As if. Mahiru’s mine.”


    “Oh my.”


    If he handed Mahiru over to her, she would start to monopolize her all the time, which frustrated him. She would be in good hands, but even Mahiru would get worn out from being with his mom for too long, so Amane was anxious to leave Mahiru to Shihoko.


    “Mine…,” Mahiru ruminated at Amane’s phrasing and she began to blush even more, inciting a bigger smile from Shihoko.


    Shuuto, listening to the three of them, flashed a smile of his own as he looked at the flushed Mahiru and beaming Shihoko. “Well then, how about we go somewhere as a family?”


    “Eh?” Amane replied without realizing.


    “Remember, Shiina-san said she wanted to go out with everyone, didn’t she?” Amane told his parents that Mahiru wanted to go out with everyone, but Mahiru didn’t seem to expect them to bring it up, and her caramel-colored eyes twinkled. “On our next day off, you and Shiina-san will still be here, so let’s go out then, Amane.”


    “That’s right, it’s a good idea and we have the chance, so we should all go together! Or do you not want to?”


    “W-We’ll do it!”


    “It’s decided, then.”


    Mahiru shrank back at the sudden planning and Shihoko was excitedly conversing with Shuuto, “Where should we go!?” Mahiru desired to go for an outing as a family, but she likely felt that she was inconveniencing Amane’s parents for it, making her feel apologetic.


    …Both Mom and Dad genuinely want to go out with her. They both adore her.


    Neither of them would ever choose to spend time with someone they didn’t like, even if it was Amane who asked them to do so. The very fact that Mahiru was invited and allowed into their house was proof enough of their fondness for her. Besides, since it was his parents who asked her to go out, it was pointless for Mahiru to be anxious about it.


    “You should be prepared for the worst, Mahiru. They’ll definitely drag us around some weird places.”


    “No, I’m grateful and happy for this. I have never gone out together like a family before…”


    Perhaps recalling her childhood, Mahiru focused her eyes downward, showing a delicate smile that emphasized her loneliness. Keeping her usual body language, Shihoko then sat down on the sofa next to Mahiru, which was opposite Amane.


    Shihoko embraced her and patted her head, “You’re part of our family now, so I can spoil you to your heart’s desire.”


    “You love her more than your son.”


    “Dear, are you jealous?”


    “I don’t mind it. Not when it makes Mahiru this happy.”


    Mahiru was cuddled and adored greatly by Shihoko, and she looked very embarrassed, leaving behind the tension she had. This was further proof that Mahiru wasn’t being honest with herself.


    As someone who was pleased with Mahiru and wanted her to inherit the Fujimiya name in the future, Amane was delighted that his parents were partial to her. Although he did feel quite complicated by their intense skin-ship, especially his Mom’s.


    “You’ve grown up so much.”


    “Are you making fun of me?”


    “No, nothing of the sort. I’m just glad you’ve grown up to become a man who can make the person you love happy, and celebrate their happiness.”


    “What are you saying so suddenly…”


    “Well, it’s true not many people are like that. You really are our child, Amane.”


    “Yeah, yeah.”


    It’s only natural for people to wish happiness to those dear to them. If they can smile without reservation, then that’s for the best. For Amane, he wanted to be the one to make Mahiru happy. He was solely wishing for her happiness. Watching Mahiru as she shyly struggled while being caressed by Shihoko, Amane calmly relaxed his mouth and showed an affectionate grin.
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    “Amane-kun, where are you going?”


    Mahiru noticed that he was at the entrance getting ready to go out and called out to him. It was already past three o’clock in the afternoon, a little late for Amane to decide to head out, likely the reason why Mahiru had come out to ask him.


    “Hm? Ah, just to the supermarket. Mom asked me to do some shopping.”


    Amane didn’t want to head out just for some shopping. A while earlier, his mom had sent him a message on his phone. She mentioned that she and Shuuto would be home late today and that they didn’t have time to go shopping, so she asked him to buy some ingredients she needed.


    “Well it’s fine since I’m not busy or anything, but I would’ve preferred to have been told that in the morning.”


    In response, Mahiru simply said, “I see,” and then she kneeled down next to Amane as he tied his sneaker laces. Amane’s house had a mirror mounted on the entrance wall and depicted within its reflection was the fluttering of Mahiru’s hair and the image of her trying her best to fix it. And thanks to that, Amane could tell that Mahiru was tidying her hair with a comb and intended to head out with him.


    “No, I’m in a bit of a rush and there’s not much to buy anyway. It’s not a big deal so I’ll be fine on my own.”


    “Looking at the weather, it’s likely that it’ll start raining if we stayed out too long, and even if the sun was beaming, I wouldn’t want to bring you out in such hot weather for something so small.”


    Amane declined the offer, promising himself to return home as soon as he finished his errand, so it would be faster for him to go alone; though he wasn’t sure if it was the best idea. He looked up at Mahiru and said, “Oh, it’s not that I don’t want to go with you.”


    “Yes, I know. I just wish I could have gone out with you.”


    “…We’ll go on another date, okay?” Amane was planning to go out with her soon anyway, and since women need to carefully prepare themselves when going out, he didn’t think it was fair to drag her out on such short notice.


    “Then, I’ll be waiting for you to come home.”


    “Okay.”


    Amane nodded in agreement, changed his shoes, and walked out of the front door.


     


    ✧ ₊ ✦ ₊ ✧


     


    Amane was now painfully aware that not bringing Mahiru with him was a stroke of good judgment.


    “Haah~, I knew it was going to rain.”


    Amane anticipated the gloomy clouds, but as he also expected, the rain quickly began to pick up and his clothes were swiftly drenched and remained darker than they were when he set off. The fabric sticking to his body spread dampness across his skin, which heavily bothered Amane. Trying to alleviate himself, he grasped his clothes and lightly ventilated them. Fortunately for him, the ingredients he set out to buy were encased in plastic wrappings resistant to rain, so only his clothes were affected, but by the time he arrived home, Amane was completely drenched.


    Before entering the front door, he lightly brushed away his bangs which were obstructing the top of his vision, causing water to continually drop from his clothes onto the ground. He made sure to wring out the water outside, or else he would regret dirtying the floor in his house.


    “Welcome back, Amane-kun. It rained quite a bit, didn’t it?”


    Amane sighed to himself and immediately noticed the sound of slippers approaching. Mahiru came running to him through the doorway, rolling her eyes in surprise when seeing him. Mahiru probably wasn’t expecting him to be so drenched. She was holding a small towel in her hand, but even that wasn’t enough to dry him off properly.


    “I’m back, I wasn’t expecting the rain to come down so heavily. It was probably just a passing shower, but it was much stronger than I thought.”


    “I wished the weather would’ve held until you came back… Anyway, you should take a bath. I’ve already prepared it for you.”


    “Ah, thanks.”


    Amane didn’t know whether to say he was relaxed or thrilled. He felt a curious domestic feeling in the fact that Mahiru was saying such lines so naturally, and grew restless thinking about the newlywed atmosphere she was giving off.


    “Something like this isn’t so bad.”


    “Hm?”


    “It feels great to come home to you welcoming me home like this with a bath prepared.”


    Both of his parents were hard workers, so he rarely experienced moments like these, but as it’s a common scene in manga and dramas he saw, he secretly envied them. He could vicariously experience the happiness of having a family, and it was irresistibly sweet, but at the same time, the warmth and saltiness of the spring sunlight seeped into his heart. It was because she was someone he wanted to cherish for the rest of his life that he experienced this delight and fondness at everything she did for him.


    He flashed a smile at Mahiru, who flinched and shrunk back with flushing cheeks, and said, “Then, I’ll go take a bath now, thanks,” and slipped past her.


     


    ✧ ₊ ✦ ₊ ✧


     


    When he came out after finishing his bath, he noticed Mahiru sitting on the living room sofa, waiting for him. Held within her hand was a hair dryer. They had a hair dryer in the bathroom as well, but, seemingly in preparation for Amane to come out without drying his hair, Mahiru readied her own.


    Amane felt embarrassed to be seen through so easily, but also delighted that Mahiru understood him so well. He quietly approached her, masking his embarrassment with the cool air blowing throughout the room.


    “I just love feeling the air-con after a hot bath.”


    “It’s cooling, yes, but please be careful about catching a cold. Here, sit down.”


    “I don’t mind it, though.”


    “If you don’t, you’ll damage your hair and get yourself sick.”


    She stood behind him and used a towel to remove the excess water still in his hair. Amane felt ticklish at this, but not so much physically as mentally.


    “You really can’t fix this sloppiness of yours, can you Amane-kun? You’re even coming out of the shower shirtless sometimes.”


    “Because it’s so hot… I’ll wear it properly in the winter.”


    “That’s simply because it’ll be cold. But even now you should put a shirt on straight away before you catch a cold. I won’t allow it as long as my eyes remain black and full of life.”


    He swallowed his inner thoughts, ‘Mahiru’s eyes are caramel-colored, is she planning on staying with me for the rest of her life?’ and simply said, “I’ll be careful,” not pressing any further. After all, being taken care of was a rather pleasant feeling for him. While he did feel sorry for Mahiru, he still wanted her to keep drying his hair as it felt great and revitalizing.


    After absorbing most of the water with a steady hand, Mahiru used the hair dryer she prepared and blew Amane’s hair with a warm flurry of air. While drying it, she was very attentive toward him and his hair. This was natural, as Mahiru took careful care of her own hair constantly on a daily basis. As Amane didn’t enjoy having his hair messed with, this was the first time he truly felt comfortable with someone drying his hair. He liked being caressed by Mahiru in the first place, so likely, it was a matter of simply choosing the right person to be touched by.
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    “It’s unfair your hair is this smooth when you don’t even take care of it properly, Amane-kun.” Mahiru mumbled over the sound of the hair dryer.


    “Is that so? Well, it’s true I don’t take care of my hair as meticulously as you do, Mahiru. This is closer to normal upkeep.”


    “I think your hair is naturally silky. Shihoko-san and Shuuto-san also seem to have silky and beautiful hair.”


    “Well, my parents make sure to take good care of their appearance. With you though, Mahiru, it seems like you put a lot of effort into it, your hair always looks so smooth and shiny.”


    Just by looking at her, Amane thought that Mahiru’s standard of hair management was a result of a lot of work behind the scenes. Amane often stroked Mahiru’s flaxen hair and felt it was rather straight, thin, comforting, and soft to the touch. Thin hair like hers tended to get tangled easily, but due to her care and attention to detail, he never saw it get tangled or with split ends. He noted that Mahiru’s hair simply formed into beautiful, uniform lines instead, depicted so angelically and gracefully that it could make anyone stare in wonder.


    “It can be tricky for me since my hair is this long though, I have to spend a lot of time taking care of it.”


    “Well, with how long it is, it’s no wonder it ends up taking time. Can’t be helped, really.”


    “I reflect on and take care of other things while caring for it, but it’s true that it takes a lot of my time and effort. Sometimes I think about cutting it a bit shorter. Which would you prefer, Amane-kun, short or long?”


    “I don’t have a solid preference, both are bound to look cute on you. I’d like to see you enjoying your hairstyle, so I’ll be happy for you to stick with the length that you want to keep.”


    After all, it’s not too common for women to dress up purely according to the preferences of a man, and many grow their hair to a specific length just because they like it. If it were true that one word from Amane could change Mahiru’s hairstyle, he would be touched to see her trying her best to suit his tastes, but he would still have mixed feelings about asking her to do so.


    Amane wouldn’t be happy for Mahiru’s endless effort to be wasted on merely suiting his preference. He thought it was good if he could see her styling her hair the way she liked it, and she was bound to look adorable no matter what length of hair she would end up choosing. He didn’t want to tarnish Mahiru’s preferences and choices with his words.


    “…Is that how it is?”


    “So, do you have a specific hairstyle in mind for me, Mahiru?”


    “I will like any hairstyle you have, Amane-kun.”


    “I’m the same way. That’s what I mean.”


    “…Yes.”


    Amane didn’t look back, but he sensed a hint of shyness and a light giggle coming from behind him. It seemed his answer wasn’t wrong. Mahiru was happily drying Amane’s hair, but the movement of her fingers, which were drying his hair with a combing motion, suddenly stopped.


    “I like… any kind of hairstyle you do, but…”


    “Hmm? ‘But..’?”


    “Amane-kun, when you put wax in your hair and you style it up, you look very…”


    “'Very…?”


    “I think… you look very sexy… and handsome.”


    Mahiru was simply offering her own impression on his hair and wasn’t trying to lead them into a bout of flirting, but as Amane heard Mahiru’s whisper, he couldn’t help but break out into a grin.


    “Should we do it now?”


    “I-it’s fine! I will die of shame!”


    He suggested jokingly, but she seemed to be shaking her head in disapproval, and Amane could feel a change in the way she was handling his hair. There was no doubt in his mind that Mahiru’s cheeks were blushing furiously. When he glanced at her to check her expression, Mahiru hurriedly covered her face and covered herself with her hand, evidently not wanting Amane to see her. Amane, fully understanding her intentions, began to think.


    …Really, Mahiru has a lot of weaknesses.


    This was especially true in relation to things that made her conscious of Amane as a man. He wasn’t sure if it was a good idea for him to do it, but it seemed she wasn’t used to it at all, and in all her embarrassment, she often shrunk her body at the slightest thing.


    “I don’t think I’m sexy.”


    “Shall I get you a mirror?”


    “I just did. Back in the bathroom.”


    “You’re just not aware of your own looks, Amane-kun.”


    “Don’t I just look good to you because you like me?”


    “I won’t say that’s entirely untrue, but Amane-kun… strolling out after a steaming hot bath when you’re this careless about not wearing a shirt, it’s… not good for me.”


    Amane was glad that she thought so about him. If he teased her too much, she’ll boil over once more, so he decided to just drop his shoulders along with the matter itself.


    “But, I can’t blame you since I’m very confident that I wouldn’t be able to handle seeing you fresh out of the bath, either.”


    “I’m sure you’ve seen me after I bathe daily over the past few days.”


    “I’m trying to not look at you directly.”


    Since they were staying at Amane’s parents’ house together, naturally, they took turns bathing and by extension, they saw each other’s post-bath and nightwear appearances. Amane tried not to be aware and conscious of it, but at times his desire to look directly at her caused his mind to start spinning, and his urges started to irritate him. Thanks to his valiant effort to hide and prevent any bodily reactions, she didn’t seem to notice anything, but there were times when he couldn’t help but be a little curious.


    “I see. I learned a good lesson.”


    “Hey, what do you mean by that?”


    “…Because I’m the only one who’s excited, and it’s not fair.”


    Perhaps Mahiru tended to not think about it, but she didn’t realize the potential danger to her heart if Amane were to pace himself purely in line with his inner desires. This was likely a merit and demerit of Mahiru, she placed a little too much faith in Amane’s virtue and reasoning.


    “I could stop restraining myself…, but I’d end up locking myself in my room, instead.”


    “That’s unfair.”


    “It’s not unfair.”


    “It is unfair… even I want the right to push you, Amane-kun.”


    “I’ve been trying not to be conscious about it even until now, so please hold back if you realize what I’m trying to say.”


    As he glanced back at her, it didn’t seem like Mahiru understood or accepted what he was saying. Amane would never do anything out of the ordinary to Mahiru on impulse, but as they were boyfriend and girlfriend, it was still a good idea for Mahiru to be prudent in case Amane would try to do something and go too far.


    Amane turned his gaze straight at Mahiru, who was looking at him with a slightly stern look. Her lustrous caramel eyes began to shake more and more as they latched onto Amane’s gaze. Beyond the trembling, one could see that her eyes also began to moisten. The blush that contrasted against her luscious porcelain skin grew even more pronounced, but if he kept staring at her as he did, she would not be able to bear it any longer and Mahiru turned her gaze away from him.


    “I can’t stand it… you know I’m weak to you staring at me, Amane-kun.”


    “Yep. I know, I’m not sure if I can do that.” Right after saying so, Amane brought his face close to hers and after exhaling softly and whispering, “...But I’ll try, alright?” to her, Mahiru shrieked, “Hyah!!” and stepped back.


    The hair dryer in her hand was about to fall out, so he casually grabbed hold of it from her hand. Mahiru looked at Amane with a look of disbelief on her face, with her lips trembling. Amane couldn’t help but notice that she was staring at him, but her gaze held no malice or power behind it.


    “I’m sure you’re thinking that I’ll listen to you if you talk to me with that voice,” Mahiru exclaimed, sounding a little displeased.


    “Well, you know I’m serious when I say it like this. Isn’t that right, Mahiru?”


    “Uuu. Well, that’s true, but…”


    “Anyways, no.” Amane looked at Mahiru with a serious expression showing on his face. “I’m not going to give in anymore.” Amane had no intention of teasing or upsetting her, nor was he planning to go any further for the time being.


    “…I understand.” Mahiru was relieved that he would settle down for the time being, but after a moment of pondering, she retorted, “I shall have to find your weakness, then, Amane-kun.”


    Now that Mahiru had said so, Amane couldn’t just let that comment pass. “…Next time I’ll whisper in your ear as clearly as I can.”


    “I-I’ll be careful!”
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    “How about this one, Mahiru-chan?”


    “Oh, it’s lovely. I love the way the laces were used.”


    Amane fixed his leisurely gaze on two girls—or rather, a young girl and woman—conversing happily as he stood at the edge of a store. Also standing beside him, Shuuto gently looked in the same direction. “They look like they’re having a good time.”


    “Yeah, it really does…” Amane agreed. “How do women get this excited about picking out clothes?”


    At Mahiru’s request, the four of them headed out to the shopping center for a family outing; however, Amane felt a little lost when the two girls began trying on clothes. He didn’t mind accompanying them to go clothes shopping, but since they created a garden that was seemingly ladies only, he found it hard to join in their conversations. Amane decided to keep his distance so as not to bother them. He was the type to easily decide what to wear and quickly bought it. Amane felt strange when he saw Mahiru and his mom chatting so happily while trying to find the best outfit.


    Incidentally, Shuuto was standing next to him and just wanted to see the two of them having a good time together. Usually, Shuuto was the type of person to join them, but it was likely that he was just being considerate to Amane.


    “Most women always want to make themselves beautiful; it could also be that they just enjoy dressing up.”


    “Well, it’s pretty nice seeing something like this.”


    “Watching them dress up, Amane?”


    “That’s part of it, but I mean them having so much fun together while picking them out.”


    It’s said that most boys were rather apprehensive about going shopping with girls, but since he often accompanied Shihoko on her shopping trips, Amane was used to it. He wasn’t that impatient of a person and genuinely found enjoyment in his waits. Besides, he was still having a fun time with Mahiru, since just seeing her smile happily gave him a sense of fulfillment.


    “Good, good. I’m starting to see that you’re used to this, Amane. That’s a good thing.”


    “I mean, I think it would be fun for anyone to see the person they love smiling so happily.”


    “I think it’s valuable for you to honestly feel that way. Of course, it’s not necessarily a bad thing to find things like this tedious, but you can ruin the mood if you let it show. Like you, if you enjoy shopping in the first place, you’ve got nothing to worry about. That way, both of you will be happy, which is the most important thing.”


    “…Well, I’m glad that it’s part of my nature.”


    Amane was someone who would relax to pass the time while also enjoying it, so he was content while watching over her leisurely. Finding happiness during such times was likely a trait that was hard to come by.


    “…Seeing them adoring each other like a real mother and daughter, I’m really glad I came.”


    If asked, Amane would say that he felt a little lonely due to it, but more than that, he felt a stronger sense of relief. He was contradicting himself, but the ideal scene that Mahiru had always wished for but was never granted had finally become a reality, although an imitation. Amane couldn’t help but be overjoyed by the result on her behalf.


    Even dropping her Angel façade and laughing so naturally with such an unreserved smile, Mahiru was now acting just like a normal girl. Amane’s heart was filled with joy watching such a peaceful scene.


    “Are you going to treat her like your real daughter?” Amane questioned.


    “Is that something you need to ask your father now?”


    “Oh. Excuse me, then.”


    Shuuto, who was smiling lightly and didn’t intend to pursue the matter further, then said, “You’re asking the wrong person,” and for a moment, Amane had an extravagant worry that if he understood so quickly, that would be complicated in itself. Still, it was better than being teased or pursued by Shihoko, so Amane didn’t touch on it any longer.


    “Shuuto-san and Amane, what are you doing over there in the corner? Come on over.”


    Shihoko appeared to have noticed Shuuto and Amane calmly watching over them and beckoned them to come over. Mahiru too was glancing in their direction. Held in her hands were two different pieces of clothing.


    Both father and son made their way over to them as they were called. Shihoko, in a good mood and beaming, stood behind Mahiru while holding both of her shoulders, and tenderly nudged her toward Amane.


    “Amane, which one suits Mahiru-chan the best? This one, or this one?”


    Shihoko seemed to want him to pick out an outfit for her. Looking at the clothes, he noticed a lady-like blouse with laces endowed on the hem and sleeves, and beside it a pastel blue blouse that radiated a calm yet bright undertone. Frankly, Amane thought that both of them would look great. Even if she asked which one he preferred, he thought it’d be better not to tell her what to wear since he believed it should be her choice.


    “It’s better if Mahiru chooses the one she wants to wear, I reckon.”


    “…E-Erm, I’d like to know about your preferences too, Amane-kun…”


    “…”


    Mahiru turned her head down, embarrassed. Hearing her, Amane took a deep breath as she gazed up at him with squirrel-like anticipation.
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    Amane gasped. Just knowing that Mahiru was trying to alter herself to his liking was enough to make his heart race faster and faster. He preferred Mahiru just the way she was, this wasn’t a lie, but he was truly delighted that she was willing to base her fashion choices purely around him.


    He was fully aware of the blush rising across his cheeks. He then compared the two articles of clothing with Mahiru’s features and figure before deciding, “This one,” and pointed toward the lace-studded blouse. Amane gave his choice, and Mahiru hugged the blouse with a small smile and returned the other blouse to its rightful place.


    “…She’s acting so adorably, isn’t she?”


    “I know.”


    “Look at you finally being honest.”


    “Shut up.”


    “Hoho~” Shihoko’s smiling voice made Amane turn away.


     


    ✧ ₊ ✦ ₊ ✧


     


    After buying the clothes and exiting the store, Amane and his family wandered aimlessly around the rest of the shopping mall. Contrary to Amane’s initial impression, the mall, which claimed to be the largest of its kind in the prefecture, was surprisingly enjoyable to simply wander around. However, doing this also attracted a lot of stares, which made him feel indescribably uncomfortable.


    Amane knew his parents were well dressed, not to mention Mahiru. It was no wonder that such a group attracted so many gazes from those passing by. Her sheer popularity was something Mahiru was already accustomed to, so she didn’t seem to mind it. Instead, she snuggled herself lovingly onto Amane’s arm as they walked.


    Although she was used to it, she was still embarrassed to wander around with her arm latched around Amane’s, and her cheeks were slightly red and upturned. On the other hand, Amane was uneasy as he suddenly felt a soft sensation hitting his arm, but as Shihoko’s teasing knew no bounds, he tried his best not to show it on his face. Trying to distract his mind, he grasped the bag containing Mahiru’s purchased clothes, but found himself in a tight spot when Mahiru clung to him even tighter as if saying, Why aren’t you looking at me?


    “Mahiru, you know…”


    “Yes?”


    “…Uh, well, I mean…”


    “What is it, Amane-kun?”


    “…Come to think of it, you haven’t worn the clothes you bought during Golden Week yet, have you?”


    Amane wondered if he should have pointed out the fact that her breasts were hitting him, but once he remembered that Mahiru would act devilish at times, he diverted the conversation. He recalled back to the time when Mahiru declared that she was doing it on purpose.


    Today, Mahiru had dressed in a pure and stylish-looking one-piece dress fabricated with a neat and elegant design, but it was different from the off-the-shoulder one-piece dress she bought that one time before. Mahiru had said that she would wear it and show it off to him, but as Amane hadn’t seen it since then, he wondered what happened.


    Hearing the words Golden Week, Mahiru blinked in surprise and blushed faintly.


    “…I wanted to save it for a time when we have a date alone.”


    “…A-Ah, I see.”


    “You’ll take me out with you, won’t you?”


    Mahiru said so while snuggling closer and gazing up at him from below with unrivaled adorableness, and Amane delicately cupped the palm that leaned against his arm, now intertwined.


    “…Yes, we’ll definitely go out together, just the two of us. This is a family outing, after all. It’s different from a date, right?”


    “…Y-Yes.”


    “Where would you like to go?”


    “If it’s with you, then anywhere, Amane-kun.”


    “If you say that, then I won’t feel like going anywhere. I’m sure it will be astonishing to see you dressed up, but I don’t want to show it to anybody else.”


    “…I heard that kind of thing is called a ‘home date’. I don’t mind that at all; I’m fine with staying at home. It seems the weather won’t be so great over the next few days, too.”


    He was reminded that a typhoon was brewing and gradually approaching their area. Even the weekly forecast on the news declared the upcoming weather to be rather cloudy as well. It wasn’t predicted to directly hit their area, but the aftermath of it was something they would have to prepare for, and they were warned about an incoming onslaught of rain. By the time they returned home, it should have already passed, but Amane hoped they could come back to beautiful weather nonetheless.


    Amane wondered if they should go out on a date given the typhoon, but Mahiru was more looking forward to spending time together with Amane, not so much about the act of going out itself.


    Gotta check the weather once we get home, I guess…, Amane tightened his grip on Mahiru’s hand once again, holding her firmly.


    “I’m fine as long as I get to spend time with you, Mahiru. Let’s check the weather again and then decide what we should do for the date.”


    “Yes.”


    “…I had a feeling you two would be flirting behind my back, but I see you’re already planning your next date.”


    “Too bad, I already planned it beforehand.”


    Shihoko, who was walking in front of them, jokingly teased them in a mischievous tone. Amane quickly retorted, but all he got in return were the good-natured laughs of his parents. However, not intending to ridicule him, they instead looked rather relieved and continued walking without taking it any further. Amane grunted faintly and grasped Mahiru’s hand again.
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    The anxiety Amane had while shopping the other day proved to be true.


    “It’s raining.”


    “Yes, it’s raining.”


    As the swarm of water droplets plummeted to the ground, not just lightly drizzling, but even making pelting sounds, Amane and Mahiru looked at one another and nodded their heads in acknowledgment. Although they expected as much after seeing the weather forecast, they still felt complicated since it was the day they decided to go out, and would likely continue for the remainder of their stay.


    Fortunately, the wind wasn’t unbearable and the rainfall wasn’t so bad that it warranted an alarm, so Amane’s parents had already left for work. Since his parents were working adults, it was only natural, but Amane had already planned to go out with Mahiru. It wasn’t impossible to head out in such weather, but their clothes would definitely be soaked and it would be a big deal if they caught a cold from being so damp.


    “We can’t head out in this. It’s a bad idea even if we’re prepared to get a little wet.”


    “I’m afraid we’ll both catch a cold, Amane-kun, so we’ll have to pass.”


    “You’re right. Let’s stay home and relax, then.”


    Both of them were indoor types, so staying at home wasn’t a problem for them. Although it was a shame they couldn’t go out, it wasn’t bad to spend time together at home. Amane swiftly gave up on going out and chalked it up to the whimsical luck of timing, and patted Mahiru on her head, who had lowered her shoulders.


    “We can just go out again next time. Together.”


    “I know… But we made a promise.”


    “Did you want to go out on a date that badly?” 


    “Of course. It’s not that I don’t want to spend time with you at home, but I would also like to do things I wouldn’t normally do. I was looking forward to seeing a new side of you, Amane-kun.”


    “Oh, well I’m sorry… you were looking forward to it so much.”


    Mahiru nodded, Amane felt a tinge of embarrassment that caused him to stiffen his cheeks. Mahiru was looking out the window and this was fortunate for Amane, as she didn’t notice his change in expression.


    “Well, putting that aside, I’m happy to spend some quality time with you, Amane-kun. Just…  please don’t touch my ears the whole time like you did the other day, okay?”


    “Hm? Is this a hint for me to touch them?”


    “No, it’s not! The way you whisper and touch them is bad for my heart!”


    “Well, I can’t deny that. But I think it’s bad that you’re generally weak against me in the first place.”


    “I can return what you just said word for word.”


    When touched in a weak spot, Mahiru would sometimes shrink back in agitation, so at times Amane wondered how far he should go. It was difficult to know how far was sufficient, because if he took it a step too far, Mahiru would overreact and hide herself or begin pouting.


    “I’m not as sensitive as you are so I won’t lose all my strength like you, Mahiru.”


    “Wow, you’ve said it now. I’ll definitely make you fall as well, Amane-kun.”


    “…You’re quite stubborn, Mahiru.”


    Just seeing her reactions, Amane knew that Mahiru lost her strength whenever he caressed her ears or whispered into them, looking as if she had no control over her body. While it wasn’t anything new to him, Mahiru still didn’t want him to know about it.


    “…I’ll just have to spoil you in every way I can, Amane-kun.”


    “What more will you do when I’m already this crazy about you…”


    He was already completely infatuated with her, he would become fascinated whenever his eyes lay on her and Amane didn’t think it was possible for him to adore her even more. Amane would have to isolate himself in his room if he were to fall for Mahiru even more passionately than he already had; or so he was thinking, at least.


    “…You always say those things so smoothly, Amane-kun.”


    “I’m not ashamed to say it, but I’ve often heard that things can get complicated if you don’t express yourself through words.”


    While he thought he said something similar before, it still held true. Even if you show your love with your attitude, it’s not always enough. It’s better to be honest and communicate your feelings clearly along with a loving attitude to avoid unneeded stress and frustration.


    Since such simple words were enough to extinguish the sparks of future arguments, they shouldn’t forget to say them, but Amane never once forgot to begin with. It was also a great way to avoid misunderstandings, but above all, Amane found it fun to watch Mahiru’s cute and adorable reactions when he straightforwardly told her his feelings, although he wouldn’t admit it to her.


    “…I like that rationality of yours, too.”


    “Thanks for that. You’ve started saying it a lot more after dating too, Mahiru.”


    “W-Well, I’m so full of love for you that I can’t help but say it.”


    “…Oh.”


    He knew that there wasn’t a hint of empty flattery in her words, as Mahiru muttered so in all her embarrassment. In the first place, there was no way that Mahiru would say something to Amane that she didn’t honestly mean.


    She used to be so sharp and distant from him, but now Mahiru always spoke her mind. Knowing this, Amane had no doubt that she felt that way from the bottom of her heart. Being told in such a straightforward manner, Amane was much more embarrassed than he was taken aback. His surprise didn’t go unnoticed by Mahiru, and she set her gaze on him.


    “You were embarrassed just now, weren’t you?”


    “Is that bad?”


    “No, but I finally feel like I’m the one on top, just for today.”


    “…The day’s only just started.”


    “Then, Amane-kun, I shall find all your weaknesses today.


    “Oh, I don’t think so.”


    “What do you mean by that?”


    “I’ll always see it coming, is what I mean.”


    “…Amane-kun, in reality, you want your heart to be dominated by me, don’t you?”


    “Well, give it your best shot.”


    Amane would prefer for her to do it in moderation if she really wanted to, but then, Mahiru flashed a confident smile and grabbed a plastic case from a cardboard box placed on a nearby desk.


    “With this, I’ll make your heart yield to me, Amane-kun.”


    “Wait, just where did you get that from?”


    Seeing the disc contained within the case, Amane instantly knew what kind of monstrosity Mahiru wanted to work with. Written in large bold letters was the title, Growth Album — One Year Old in permanent marker across the face of the disc. The moment he saw it, Amane wanted to point out that this would be a different kind of embarrassing, but he held himself back.


    “It’s from Shihoko-san’s collection.”


    “…How did it end up with you?”


    “Shihoko-san told me, ‘If you can’t go outside, then you might as well just watch this.’ There were quite a few other DVDs of various dramas I saw there as well.”


    Amane’s parents were the type of people to watch Western and Japanese movies of all genres, and there’s no doubt that they sometimes passed the time at home with the large collection of movies they kept. Despite that, Amane didn’t think that Shihoko or Shuuto would give part of their stash to Mahiru.


    She already showed Mahiru my photo album without asking, so maybe that’s why.


    Regardless, what’s done was done, so he simply hung his head downwards.


    “…Amane-kun, do you still hate looking back at your past?”


    “I don’t hate it, but it’s tough watching videos crammed with my dark past, and the difference between photos and videos is like heaven and earth. There’s no way I wouldn’t be embarrassed.”


    Amane already watched the video before, so he didn’t think they added any clips that were overly embarrassing, but since this was in Shihoko’s hands he couldn’t place much trust in that. He didn’t feel perfectly comfortable with it, even wanting to go through and censor it first, but if Mahiru wanted to watch it so badly, he could sit down and bear with it.


    “Were you really that bad?”


    “I used to be quite the troublemaker back then, more so than you think I was, Mahiru…”


    “Were you the indoor type, Amane-kun?”


    “I feel like you’re implying something there. I was just a normal kid.”


    Although hard to tell just from the picture alone, Amane was a very active boy when he was little. He would go exploring with other kids his age in the neighborhood, or visit other kids’ houses regardless of their age.


    Looking back, he believed it to be thanks to the warmth of the local community that he grew up to be healthy and kind, not causing trouble for the rest of the neighborhood.


     Now when people say I used to be a troublemaker, I just nod my head. I’ve really changed since then.


    “Now I want to watch it even more… you used to greet your neighbors with a big smile, didn’t you?”


    “…Well, I think they were pretty friendly.”


    He recalled that the locals of his mother’s generation and above had good reputations and were more on the friendly side, perhaps a side effect of Shihoko’s eccentric personality.


    “Small Amane-kun, I already know just how cute you were.”


    “If you really want to watch it… you can, but I don’t think it’ll be all that fun.”


    “That won’t be the case! It’s nice to see a hidden side of you, Amane-kun.”


    “…Do as you please.”


    Seeing Mahiru beaming while holding the plastic case made Amane reluctant to stop her, and ultimately decided to let her do as she wanted. When it came to Mahiru, Amane was willing to tolerate some shame for her smile, although not without any reluctance.


    “Ever since I was small, my environment made it rare to have pictures or videos taken of me. That’s why I think it’s lovely to see them preserved like this.”


    Amane looked at her as she muttered such a sad line, and noticed her holding the case in her hands with utmost care. Mahiru was pretending that nothing was wrong. The tone of her voice indicated a lack of interest, so perhaps Amane’s worries were misplaced. However, her expression showed the opposite. Her solemn, self-deprecating smile carried traces of her loneliness, but it was more akin to an old wound reopening for a brief moment, rather than a sudden realization.


    Amane’s smile faded as he thought about the lack of contact and acknowledgment her parents offered, but now that he was with her, he didn’t want any animosity to arise between any of the people involved. He swore to himself to never let Mahiru experience that kind of loneliness ever again.


    “…Did you want to keep a record of your childhood, Mahiru?”


    “It feels lonesome to have nothing of my childhood, so I at least wanted to have a record of it. When looking back at past memories, both good and bad, those experiences can become a part of one’s personal growth.”


    “I see. Then, when the right time comes, we’ll take a lot of pictures just like this and keep them as memorabilia.”


    Amane then gently took the disc in Mahiru’s hand and placed it in the DVD player. There was a hidden meaning in his words, but Amane didn’t elaborate any further. He was prepared for the future and was convinced that his resolve and affection for Mahiru would never waver. He had confidence he could present Mahiru with what she truly desired, or more accurately, he wanted to build their relationship to that point together with her.


    Wondering how Mahiru would interpret him, he moved back onto the sofa after inserting the disc and peered at her. Immediately, blinking wide in surprise, Mahiru’s innocent eyes began to flutter purely.


    “What’s wrong?”


    “N-no, it’s nothing…?”


    A myriad of countless emotions reflected in her eyes, flickering before swiftly fading away. Gazing at Mahiru’s fleeting facial expressions, Amane smiled at her even more. He was unsure whether she arrived at the right answer and turned his attention to the video starting to play.


    Well, we’ll see about that.


    As he was now, Amane was unable to take responsibility. In the eyes of others, a mere child. It was easy to preach ideals, but no amount of hard work would be enough to make it a reality. This world was not so sweet that all problems could be solved with feelings and willpower alone.


    For now, Amane would start by ensuring that Mahiru understood that his adoration and passion for her were unchanging. Feeling the strong heat rising from deep within his chest, he chuckled at Mahiru who was now curling up into a ball next to him.


    “Look, you wanted to see this one, it’s a video from when I was really small. I think all kids that age look adorable, honestly.”


    “…You looked so cute. Looking at you now, Amane-kun, there are still some remnants from when you were young, but I still think your eyes are much softer now than before.”


    Mahiru replied with her eyes still on the video, and with a bitter smile said, “Well, sometimes you look like that even now.”


    The video flowed from an unfamiliar scene to ones he could recall. A scene of Amane walking a dog while talking with his neighbor. A video of several children gathered in the yard, innocently playing around with him. The scene of a delighted Shihoko and the young Amane on his first ever bike ride.


    His earlier exchange with Mahiru had slipped out of his mind, and now he was completely absorbed in watching TV. Amane couldn’t help but wish that he could forget about the videos being shown first.


    “Ah, I remember that kid.”


    After watching the video for about an hour, they had watched several years of Amane’s life pass by. There were many videos of him playing with his friends, but Amane noticed that a familiar boy kept appearing in each of the scenes with inconsistent facial expressions, and he was slightly bothered by it.


    “Ah, that guy was a neighbor the same age as me. Not sure if I’d call him a childhood friend, but we were pretty close.”


    Amane missed the days when they were still good friends, but he had no regrets about where he was now, and wouldn’t want to go back even if he could. Although he couldn’t say that he liked himself as he was right now, he is still trying to become his ideal self and didn’t want to return to the days when he was naive and ignorant of people’s hardships.


    Amane regained his senses and Mahiru remained silent, their gazes returning to the TV. Amane’s young self, with a high-pitched voice and an abundance of energy, was shown on the screen and radiated a bright sensation of excitement and zeal. Looking back at his past self, overexcited and covered in dirt as he frolicked in the summer, Amane started to reminisce and was deeply moved by those memories.


    “I was so hyper that I got myself covered in dirt…”


    “Amane-kun, you really were more reckless and mischievous than I thought.”


    “I was just a child, you know? Being scolded by my mom really helped me learn a lot of things… Wait— I don’t like where this is going…”


    Once the video showed a familiar hallway, Amane recalled what was filmed right after and rushed to pick up the remote. He had no choice but to pause it.


    Mahiru was speechless at how quick Amane was to move, but he definitely couldn’t let her see what came next, both to preserve his pride and for the sake of Mahiru, who would end up laying eyes on something a little extra.


    “Why did you pause it?”


    “Beyond this is dangerous territory. It’s so bad that you’d be more embarrassed than me after seeing it, Mahiru.”


    “…Really? You just don’t want me to look, don’t you?”


    “No, that’s part of it, but still no. You definitely shouldn’t see this.”


    Amane wasn’t in favor of Mahiru seeing what was next, and he certainly didn’t carry any strange hobbies with him that would make him let her, not to mention that Mahiru was bound to be flustered by it. Silence fell between them.


    Mahiru was looking at him with a suspicious gaze, and he wondered how he should explain himself. He sighed. Hoping that a direct explanation would be best, he went in to clarify.


    “…Right so, as I’m sure you can tell, that’s our hallway, and right beyond it is the bathroom,” Amane outlined. “Without a doubt, it’s a video of me being washed in the bath—stark naked.”


    He looked at Mahiru, wondering if she was okay seeing a naked boy, even though his age could be counted on one hand. Mahiru was frozen stiff, not moving an inch. Evidently, she wasn’t expecting this.


    Amane wanted to have a word with his mother and ask her what she was trying to pull by giving Mahiru such a thing, but she was currently at work.


    “…I’m sorry,” Mahiru apologized.


    “As long as you understand. I just hope my mom would distinguish between what’s right and wrong to add in there, even if I was a child.”


    “Y-yes, I agree.”


    Stopping the playback thinking that they’d had enough, Amane then cowered his shoulders when he saw the slight regretful expression seeping across Mahiru’s face.


    “Could it be, you were interested in…?”


    “E-Eh? I’m not that kind of girl!”


    “You might be curious about it, Mahiru, but I’m not. Also please don’t headbutt me.”


    Although he was joking, Amane felt bad seeing her sulk like this after taking him seriously. Mahiru bumped her head against Amane’s arm with a bright red face. Mahiru continued to headbutt his arm until the heat vanished from her cheeks, and then focused her gaze on Amane and sharpened her lips. He felt like he needed to apologize.


    “…Amane-kun’s teasing me again.”


    “I’m sorry,” he said, “but I want you to get back into a good mood. I’m not sure what else to say.”


    “…Amane-kun, you should think about how I feel, too.”


    “You see, I’m not interested in how you feel about children… I mean, admit it, you’re at least a little curious.”


    “I don’t know! Baka!”


    Amane realized that he went a little too far with his teasing. Mahiru, protesting against his words, escaped from his soft restraints and hit his thighs.


    Their relationship had been at a slight standstill for a while. While he was embarrassed, Amane was glad that her interest in him never changed. Barely holding back a chuckle, he decided to head to the kitchen and pour a drink for Mahiru in the hopes that it would calm her down. He took his time to prepare her a sweet drink he thought she would like and walked into Mahiru’s cold stare locked on him as returned to the living room.


    “Here’s your iced cocoa, homemade.”


    “If you think I’ll be in a good mood with just this… you’re mistaken.”


    “You don’t want it?”


    “Mm… I’ll take it.”


    Mahiru grabbed it rather obediently. As he courteously handed it over to her, Amane tried his best not to let out a giggle. The cocoa paste was quite thick from the pot, and Amane took his time melting it. Then dissolved with some milk and chilled with some added ice, it was one of Mahiru’s favorite drinks. As it took a lot of time and effort to prepare it in a pot, Mahiru didn’t often make it herself, but whenever Amane made it for her when she accidentally got into a bad mood, she would accept it and listen to him.


    “How’s the taste?” Amane asked, watching her take a sip of the drink.


    “It’s… delicious.” Mahiru admitted, her reproachful gaze softening a little.


    “I’m glad to hear that.”


    “Are you trying to swindle me with something delicious?”


    “…No, absolutely not.” Amane smiled wryly as Mahiru took a glance at him before standing up with the cup of cocoa.
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    Amane broke out in cold sweat wondering if she was still in a bad mood. If so, he’d have to try other tactics to calm her down, but his worries subsided when Mahiru sat back down. Instead, he was about to sweat in another sense.


    “Mahiru?”


    “…The air conditioning is making me chilly.”


    Mahiru decided to sit right between Amane’s legs and looked up at him with a mischievous grin. Amane sighed deeply with a mixture of relief and hesitation.


    “How far will we go?”


    “As far as you’d like, Amane-kun. You already know what will happen to this cocoa if you do something weird.”


    The other day, Mahiru had mentioned that she enjoyed being touched by him, but Amane knew that this was her way of getting back at him.


    “In that case, don’t mind if I do.”


    “Go ahead, take your time.”


    “I won’t pull anything strange, though.”


    “Mm.”


    It was a dramatic approach to taking himself hostage, but Amane knew that if he didn’t do this much, things would get dicey. He had no intention of doing anything strange either way, but since Mahiru was deliberately going on the offensive in broad daylight, Amane laughed and gestured as if he wasn’t going to do anything. He spread his hands loosely to appeal that he was harmless.


    “The draft’s making me cold.”


    “Mahiru, you’re turning a little selfish.”


    “Do you dislike it when I’m like this?”


    “No way. I’m sure you could be more selfish than this.”


    With Mahiru, she usually controlled herself quite well, so perhaps she wanted her boyfriend to spoil her a lot since they were home alone. Amane decided to do anything he could to please her, and if it made her smile happily, then it was even more reason to pull it off. However, Mahiru often tried to pamper him, but Amane wanted to be the one to take the initiative, so there were many bouts of offensive and defensive strategies in play. That said, it appeared that Mahiru was the one taking the initiative today. Amane wasn’t sure if this was a good outcome for him or not.


    Mahiru entrusted everything to Amane as he wrapped her in his arms and seemed relaxed as she quietly sipped on her cocoa.


    “…Come to think of it, you didn’t make one for yourself, did you?”


    “I’m not that fond of sweet drinks, just seeing you drink it is enough to fill me up.”


    “How can you be so full even before lunch?”


    “I mean I’m satisfied mentally.”


    “In that case, you don’t need lunch.”


    “No, no. There’s no way I don’t.”


    He tightened his arms around her body in protest, and Mahiru giggled and cleared her throat in amusement.


    “I see you were very quick to backtrack your words… maybe you should cook just this once, Amane-kun.”


    “I won’t be satisfied unless it’s a dish you made, Mahiru. I really want to eat your food, even though I do feel bad letting you cook all the time.”


    He was aware that he was saying something slightly pitiful, but he had to say it. It seemed that food not made by Mahiru left him desiring something more. Of course, it wasn’t that the dishes made by others were bad, but Amane’s tastes were completely domesticated by Mahiru, and he was left unsatisfied if she weren’t the one to make it.


    “You really are hopeless, Amane-kun.”


    “I’ve long since known that you’re holding my stomach captive.”


    “I do wonder how you would live without me.”


    “Same here, I don’t like my chances there.”


    Although Amane had been able to maintain his life on his own without any problems after spending time with Mahiru, it was her presence that allowed him to live a bright and fulfilling life. This was the first time he had such strong feelings of love for a girl, and he genuinely wanted to cherish and take care of her. If he were to be separated from her now, he would feel as if the entire world had lost its vibrant colors.


    For him, simply repeating the same colorless routine day after day would be equivalent to death. It wasn’t only her food. Mahiru’s presence in his life helped shape him into the man he was today. That was what Amane meant when he said he couldn’t live without her. When he said that, Mahiru tensed up significantly from within his arms.


    “Y-You really act like this sometimes.”


    “What do you mean?”


    “...I don’t mean anything.” After drinking half of the remaining iced cocoa in one gulp, Mahiru stood up, taking away the warmth and softness he held onto so dearly. “Now, I have to go cook.”


    “You don’t want to take your time and drink?” Amane looked up at Mahiru with some reluctance and asked.


    “Who do you think wouldn’t let me take my time? I-I’m done drinking now, so I am going to prepare our lunch. Look, it’s time now!”


    Amane looked in the direction Mahiru was pointing, and found that it was already past noon. “Guess you’re right. Oh, and I’ll help out too.”


    “You don’t need to help today!” she exclaimed.


    Mahiru likely said that to escape. Amane was about to insist, but she fled into the kitchen in a flash. Amane let her be and thanked her in his heart for making his lunch.


     


    ✧ ₊ ✦ ₊ ✧


     


    After eating lunch, Amane was washing the dishes when he noticed that Mahiru had disappeared without him realizing. Although they weren’t together all the time, it was hard to imagine why she could be missing. Could it be an emergency? Or was she not feeling well? He didn’t think she was still having a tantrum. Her mood seemed to have completely recovered after lunch, but the possibility wasn’t exactly zero.


    I’ll go check on the situation afterwards, Amane decided, and turned off the tap. At that moment, the sound of footsteps came down from the direction of the stairs. Hearing footsteps that were lighter than his own, Amane turned his head back and froze.


    Thank goodness I wasn’t holding a plate, he thought to himself at that moment. Otherwise, the plate would have slipped out of his hand and fallen onto the kitchen table.


    “I-I mean, it’s rare to have a date at home…, so I thought I’d put on something I’d prepared beforehand.”


    Mahiru looked very shy and wanted to cover up. She was wearing a strapless dress, the same one she said she would wear last time.


    Mahiru usually wore a dress that didn’t show much skin. The most revealing thing was a sleeveless dress with a tunic. But now she was showing her neck, her shoulders, and her collarbone. The white skin that was usually never shown was now being shown without any reservation. Although the weather outside was cloudy and the sky was a dull gray, the area around Mahiru was the only place where the atmosphere was light and bright. The sleeves of her dress were seven-part sleeves, so the total area of exposed skin was actually less than that of a sleeveless top. However, since the parts that weren’t normally seen were now exposed, it made a stronger impression.


    “How is it? Does it suit me?”


    “…It suits you and it looks good.” Amane was so absorbed in it that he forgot to give her a compliment. When he noticed Mahiru’s pointed glance, he quickly voiced his opinion.


    Back when she had bought the dress, Amane had commented that it would look dazzling on her. But he wasn’t expecting Mahiru to look this amazing in it. The one piece dress wasn’t too revealing, but was sexy and innocent at the same time, which was definitely because of Mahiru’s temperament and appearance.


    “…Thank you for your compliments.”


    “Shouldn’t I be more specific in my compliments? The tone of your skin looks really good, and you even look very dazzling like this. And with your slim figure, you look great in a dress that shows off your body line without letting the clothes steal your look. The color makes you look even taller than usual, and the sleek design brings out the charm of maturity.”


    Amane didn’t have a rich vocabulary, so he couldn’t praise her with words that really fit her. But thinking that Mahiru had dressed up so well for him, Amane wanted to praise her as much as he could. Hearing Amane say that, Mahiru shook her head quickly.


    “I know, I know; don’t say it again. I’m embarrassed; what do you want from me?”


    “I just want to see you get all shy when I praise you. Plus it’s what I honestly think, so what’s wrong with saying it?”


    Amane wasn’t just trying to flatter her; instead, they were compliments that came from the heart. For him, it was also a form of self-satisfaction, and he didn’t expect Mahiru to show any reaction. Amane felt that his heart would be overwhelmed if he didn’t verbalize his feelings clearly with his own words.


    “Thank you. B-But that’s enough. I’m already satisfied.”


    “Naturally. We just finished our lunch, after all.”


    “I-I feel like you’re trying to get back at me for earlier…”


    “No idea what you mean.”


    It was true that Amane meant to return the compliment, and the compliment itself was undoubtedly sincere. However, if he went too far, Mahiru would ignore him again later. So Amane decided to stop here and dry his hands with the towel he had prepared.


    “Okay. I’m done with the dishes, and I’m done with my parents’ chores. What should we do next?”


    It was a rare occasion for Mahiru to have changed her clothes, and it was still raining outside. According to the news, the typhoon had left and the weather would only start to improve after nightfall. It seemed that today’s weather forecast was accurate.


    There was very little that they could do in his hometown. They had just watched a home movie. Other than that, the only thing they could do was watch movies, borrow books from the library, or do their job as a student: to study hard. There were a lot of things that you could normally do at home, but for a home date like this, those activities were a little bland.


    “…Can’t I just spend time with you doing nothing?”


    “I don’t mind, but wouldn’t you get bored?”


    “I’ve suggested it myself, so of course I won’t be bored. As long as I can be with you, I’ll be very satisfied.”


    Mahiru now mentioned those same very loving words, and Amane involuntarily broke into a smile as he reached out and gently stroked Mahiru’s head.


    “In that case, let’s spend our time leisurely. Though this is my old home, there aren’t many things that we can enjoy freely.”


    Amane had videogames and manga that he could enjoy together with Mahiru, but unfortunately, he’d left them back at his apartment. He didn’t bring them with him because he didn’t want to add weight to his luggage, but he should’ve at least brought the video games back when he was anticipating this outcome. However, from experience, Amane knew that even without those things, Mahiru would still be happy. Thinking about it, Amane felt that she was a person who was easily satisfied.


    “It saves a lot of trouble to be satisfied just by being together.”


    “Yeah. I agree. Maybe that’s the trick to making relationships last.”


    “It’s not so much a trick as it is a matter of getting along and our personality…Anyway, we just get along really well.”


    I think it’s more important to be able to tolerate the silence between each other than to have fun together, be it a friendship or relationship, Amane thought. When Amane and Mahiru were together, they could feel satisfied even without talking to each other, so there was no doubt that the two were very suitable for one another.


    That said, today was a date, so naturally, they had to converse and interact.


    “Then let’s go to my room… Don’t misunderstand, though, I won’t do anything weird.”


    “I wouldn’t doubt you on that.”


    “I wish you would doubt a little…”


    No matter what Amane did, Mahiru would allow it. Right? But Mahiru’s attitude of not doubting at all made Amane feel a bit complicated.


    Thinking that Mahiru trusted him too much, Amane couldn’t help but smile bitterly. At the same time, he took Mahiru’s hand and went back to his room. Almost all of the furniture and decorations in the room had been moved out, and there was no mood to speak of. But also because of this, Mahiru herself appeared more beautiful.


    Where should we sit? Amane hesitated for a moment, but he couldn’t bear to make Mahiru’s bottom sore from sitting on the floor, so he sat down on the bed himself. Then, although Mahiru dropped her eyes a little shyly, she sat down between Amane’s legs in a natural manner and leaned her body against his. It was because of Mahiru’s completely trusting attitude that he couldn’t help but take advantage of it—Amane thought so, feeling both happy and hesitant. Even so, he managed to suppress the desire that came up at once, and took Mahiru into his arms. He hugged Mahiru tighter and deeper than before.


    In order not to hurt Mahiru, Amane was careful with his grip, while keeping his body close to Mahiru’s and feeling the softness of it. Amane rested his cheek on Mahiru’s shoulder, and her whole body trembled slightly.


    “…Uh, Amane-kun?”


    “There’s nothing wrong with this, right? I’m not touching anything I shouldn’t.”


    The only parts that were touching each other were the abdomen, back, and shoulders. Thanks to Mahiru changing into her one-piece dress and exposing her shoulders, Amane was able to experience her smooth skin like this.


    Looking at the top of the dress, Amane could see from the rounded outline of her collarbone to the steeping depths of her Grand Canyon underneath. Although it was a stunning view, Amane was afraid that he’d have evil thoughts if he continued to look, so he averted his eyes and nibbled Mahiru’s red ears in retaliation.


    “Ahhh…! Th-This morning, you said you wouldn’t do it! Please don’t play with my ears!”


    “Because it makes you weak all over?”


    “...Yes. Well, it’s not that bad… but it makes me very ticklish, so please don’t do it.”


    “Then let’s forget about it this time and enjoy it later.”


    Instead of the usual constant teasing, touching only when necessary would prove more effective. If you get used to the stimulation, the feeling won’t be as strong. Therefore, it was more appropriate to do it occasionally. But whether this was a good thing for Mahiru was a different story.


    “But I don’t think I would be able to handle it….”


    “Then, do you want to start getting used to it now?”


    “Absolutely not!”


    Mahiru turned around and glared at Amane with a red face.


    Amane judged that if he went too far, she would get upset again, and he gently said, “Sorry,” while hugging Mahiru’s body again.


    “…Amane-kun’s so bad for my heart.”


    “I’m sorry, I won’t do it again…By the way, you look really good in that. I don’t even want to let anyone else lay eyes on this, so maybe staying home for a date was the right choice.”


    In fact, most of her clothes looked great on her, and this strapless dress was no exception; it suited her perfectly. She was able to wear it with more charm than the average model.


    The soft shoulders and collarbone were exposed without obstruction, and frankly, Amane didn’t want people to see her wearing such an outfit. Mahiru had taken care of herself and worked hard to have such beautiful skin. Amane didn’t want other men to see her. He looked at her beautiful white porcelain skin and thanked the typhoon.


    “…I now know Amane-kun has a special preference for this kind of clothing.”


    “Rather than a preference, I just think it suits you. It’s better for you to have a simple but stylish outfit rather than a flashy one.”


    “That’s good. I bought this just to show you.”


    “Then I’d like to see it more closely.”


    Now that Amane was holding Mahiru from behind, it wasn’t easy to see her front. Even though he already saw her from the front in the kitchen, he now wanted a closer look.


    Hearing Amane say that, Mahiru moved her body timidly and turned around. With her head down and her eyes upward, she looked at Amane with a bit of uneasiness. She appeared to be embarrassed to be staring at Amane from such a close distance, or maybe she was shy as they were facing each other in bed. Amane could not know exactly what she was thinking, only deducing that she was shy.


    “...That suits you well. You look really cute, Mahiru.”


    “I-I know. I’m no stranger to the fact that you think I’m cute, Amane-kun.”


    “Yeah… It’s a bit embarrassing to say this, but I really think that you’re cuter than anyone else..”


    Amane didn’t care about anyone else other than Mahiru. When he said cute, he also meant lovable. He doesn’t intend to praise people other than Mahiru in this way. He might say that to other girls in the future, but at least he doesn’t intend to do so now. Amane praised Mahiru from the bottom of his heart, and at the same time he caressed Mahiru’s cheek with his hand, making Mahiru unsure of what to do and drifting her eyes from side to side.


    “…You are more honest than usual today, or maybe I should say more daring.”


    “Because we’re dating, albeit at home, that is.”


    When it comes to dating, a guy should take the lead to the best of his ability, that’s what Shuuto told Amane yesterday. Although he couldn’t go out in the end, even if he stayed at home, it was still a date, and Amane thought he should take the lead. Amane stroked Mahiru’s cheek with a tickle-like motion, so Mahiru blushed and lowered her gaze shyly.


    “…If you are so aggressive every time, I might not be able to stand the stimulation.”


    “Shouldn’t I just let you get used to it?”


    “No, you shouldn’t! …My heart won’t be able to take it.”


    “Does it really make your heart beat that fast?”


    “…Yes.”


    Mahiru said so while grabbing Amane’s hand and guiding it to the center of her chest. Although it was the back of his hand, he could still feel her warmth and softness. Also, the drumming of her heart was more violent than usual. Since the fabric of her dress was thin, he could feel her heart beating more clearly. He could also clearly feel the soft touch.


    Amane held his breath, looked at Mahiru, and met her eyes. Her caramel-colored eyes immediately glowed shyly, and she stared firmly at him, as if she wanted to express something.


    “…Your heart must beat faster for me, too, Amane-kun. Or else it’s not fair.”


    “…It’s already beating fast, though.”


    “Really?”


    Mahiru pressed her face against Amane’s chest. Perhaps to conceal her embarrassment but also to hear Amane’s heartbeat. Amane’s heart was beating so fast that she could feel it clearly.


    “It really is.” Hearing his heart beating so fast, Mahiru murmured with some pleasure.


    “…Of course, my heart beats faster when I’m treated like this by my girlfriend.”


    “Because lately you…how should I put it? I think it’s very unfair to be so calm all the time.”


    “If I don’t have a relaxed attitude, then wouldn’t I act rather awkward?”


    “No, that’s not true. You’re not awkward; you’re always handsome, Amane-kun.”


    “…That’s very kind of you.”


    Hearing Mahiru say that, Amane couldn’t keep it that way. Could it be that Mahiru knew this and said that on purpose? Amane wanted to ask this question, but on second thought, Mahiru was just saying what she thought. So he swallowed his words again. Instead, he put his arms around Mahiru, who was leaning on his chest, and stroked her head.


    “Damn, you’re so cute,” Amane whispered, and Mahiru lifted the upper part of her face and smiled at him coyly. Just looking at her like this, Amane’s heart was overflowing with more love and affection. This made Amane feel that he was really charmed.


    In order to regain his composure, Amane stroked Mahiru’s head and loved her. At this point, Mahiru seemed to be less shy and let Amane touch her, looking very comfortable and enjoying herself. Mahiru seemed to like being stroked on the head, so this should make her feel very calm.


    “…Say, Mahiru?”


    “What is it?”


    “I was thinking, if this is considered a date, then our regular time together is always a date, isn’t it? Because you spend most of your time at my house, too.”


    He didn’t think it was because he’d gotten used to the fact that Mahiru was around. He’d been with Mahiru almost all the time when at home. However, they didn’t often spend time with each other like this. They spent most of their time together watching TV, talking, eating, reading, and doing homework, so it didn’t really feel like a date. Perhaps that was the reason they didn’t feel particularly nervous or have their hearts beating fast when they were at home together.


    “Oh, that’s right. We’ve been having dates at home every day.”


    “You could say that. So I’d like to say that we don’t just do it at my house, but I wanna come over to your house once in a while.”


    “You mean… my apartment?”


    “Oh, I’m not trying to do something weird. I’m just interested in something.”


    Most of the time—no, Mahiru was always the one that went to Amane’s house, so he wanted to go to Mahiru’s house as well. Although Amane had been there once before, he hadn’t been given the chance to look around due to the circumstances at the time. So he was curious to see what Mahiru’s room looked like. Even though it was just that, if a guy said he wanted to go to a girl’s room, he would be suspected of having ulterior motives in any case. That was why Amane had always been ashamed to ask for such a thing.


    “I don’t particularly mind, but… It’s really nothing special.”


    “I’m mostly curious… And, I do want to make sure of one thing,” Amane began.


    “Make sure, as in?”


    “I wanna see what I look like in the picture frame you had on your desk.”


    Amane referred to the frame Mahiru mentioned at the time. He really didn’t see it at that time, so he didn’t understand what was going on. But after they started dating, it became clear to him. The reason she asked Amane if he saw it was because the person in the picture was Amane himself. Amane recalled that he, Mahiru, and Chitose had taken pictures several times, but Amane didn’t know which picture was in the frame, and he wanted to know.


    “Wh-Why… would you like to know that!?”


    “No particular reason for it, I guess. After we started dating, I thought that it must be me.”


    If he had known at that time, Amane would’ve made up his mind and taken action much earlier. The fact that she had a picture of him on her desk was proof that she had a crush on him.


    “…You don’t think I’m creepy, do you?”


    “Why would I think that?”


    “Taking pictures of you without permission and printing them for your desk is, in some ways, the same as stalker behavior.”


    “Well, it also depends on the conditions, right? Of course, I would be uncomfortable if someone I’d never met secretly took a picture of me. But we’re talking about you here, Mahiru. And I think you took the picture for me in person, or else Itsuki or Chitose passed it to you. Since I know that the photo was taken, even if I’m not dating you, I wouldn’t be opposed to you putting my photo on the table. By the way, which one is it?”


    “…It’s a picture of your smile. Akazawa-san took the picture, so I think it’s a type of smile I haven’t seen before…”


    “I can’t believe that guy just passed my picture to someone else without permission.”


    Amane already knew that the couple and Mahiru were in cahoots, and didn’t intend to blame Itsuki. But Amane was still worried that they might send strange pictures to Mahiru. He believed that they had a conscience and would not do such a thing. So, he shrugged and said, “That’s fine, it doesn’t matter.” Seeing his reaction, Mahiru was visibly relieved.


    “Great. I was so afraid you would hate me for this…”


    “Then let me ask you, if I had your picture on my desk, what would you think?”


    “I would be very happy. But I would also like to know the composition and content, whether it looks good or not… so in that case, I understand how you feel.”


    “That’s what I mean. But the picture on your desk shouldn’t be that strange, and if I press much further, you’ll be blushing again. So let’s leave it at that.”


    If he took it too far, Mahiru would probably cower in Amane’s arms again and ignore him. Therefore, Amane decided to simply stop pursuing the matter. Mahiru imagined that scenario and stared at Amane with a few tears plaguing her eyes. However, she didn’t say anything to scold Amane; she was the one who put the picture of the other person on the table without permission.


    Seeing Mahiru’s speechless look, Amane smiled a little and patted her on the back soothingly.


    “But, even if it’s not for that reason, you’d normally want to know what your lover’s room looks like, right?”


    “I’ve seen your room a lot.”


    “Because you used to come and wake me up, or take a nap in my room.”


    Mahiru often visited Amane’s room. Sometimes she came to wake him up in the morning, and even if Amane wasn’t home, sometimes Mahiru would go in for a nap. Once, when Amane came back to his room after shopping and was about to change, he found Mahiru in his room sleeping soundly, making Amane very confused—such a memory was still fresh in Amane’s mind.


    Amane had allowed Mahiru to enter without permission, and there was nothing in the room that he didn’t want Mahiru to see, so he didn’t really mind. However, as a boyfriend, it is impossible for him to see his girlfriend sleeping in his bed without feeling anything. Amane hoped that Mahiru would think about his feelings.


    “B-Because…your scent makes me feel calm…”


    “But seeing you like that, I can’t stay calm. It’s normal for a man to attack when he sees his girlfriend sleeping in his room, and especially in his bed.”


    “…You’re such a gentleman,” Mahiru mused.


    “I’m glad you’re so unguarded because you trust me, but my reason will be snuffed out, so please be careful.”


    “I will watch out next time.”


    “…Next time, I’ll have to take a picture of your sleeping face.”


    “You can’t do that!”


    “If you don’t want that, then be careful.”


    Mahiru didn’t seem to care about Amane seeing her sleeping face, but she didn’t want to be photographed. Honestly, Amane couldn’t understand what kind of mentality this was.


    “I’ll try not to sleep in your room; I’ll do it only when we have a sleepover.”


    “…I see.”


    Mahiru whispered, looking both shy and a little happy. When she said that, Amane remembered that Mahiru was going to spend the night in his room, but she didn’t have an exact date yet. Thinking about it, Amane’s cheeks burned up. If he continued to let Mahiru sleep next to him, Amane was worried that his sanity wouldn’t hold out. If she leaned on his body under the covers, Amane wasn’t sure he could restrain himself.


    “…Remember to wear thicker pajamas.”


    “But the weather has been so hot lately…”


    “True, but I’ll be on edge if you wear thin clothes like that.”


    “...You don’t like thin pajamas?”


    “If you don’t care about accidents, feel free to wear your favorite pajamas.”


    If you come in thin pajamas, I’ll have to do it, he implied. Mahiru realized this, lifted her gaze, and stared at Amane for a moment before slowly smiling at him.


    “Whatever you want, I’ll take it.”


    “…I know.”


    “Then, will you do something to me?”


    “…Damn it, I’m not happy with myself because I can’t do anything when I hear that. You trust me too much.”


    The expression on Mahiru’s face was innocent and childish as she tilted her head. She was so helpless in front of Amane. Although he had no intention to do so, he felt inexplicably resentful, as if he’d been set up.


    “…What’s more, you had no intention of doing anything. Otherwise, you wouldn’t have given me a warning.”


    “Oh, don’t say that.”


    “Hehe, so I’m the overall victor today. Usually it’s you who teases me.” Mahiru said with a mischievous smile.


    “You’re so cute, dammit,” Amane let out in a quiet voice. That was more of a compliment than a complaint. Then he held the winner gently in his arms and kissed her. And just by doing that, Mahiru became red in the face and couldn’t speak, and the victory or defeat was therefore lost. She was so cute to Amane.


    “…How cunning of you, Amane-kun.”


    “No, no. Not at all.”


    “But I end up losing every time…”


    “No, that’s not true. Basically, I’ve always been devoted to you, and it’s always been me who’s lost, so to speak. So, you should stop worrying about it.”


    Mahiru says she loses every time, but Amane didn’t think that was the case. He’d always been charmed by Mahiru’s cuteness, and he thought that Mahiru should give him the victory once in a while.


    “If that’s the case, then there’s nothing we can do about it…” Hearing Amane say that he’s devoted to her, Mahiru blushed, lowered her gaze, and said so.


    Seeing Mahiru so convinced, Amane couldn’t help but smile. The reason why Amane smiled was because he thought from the bottom of his heart that Mahiru was cute like this. Before Mahiru realized it, Amane hugged Mahiru tightly and let her face rest on his chest.


    This seemed to make Mahiru feel especially happy as she twisted her body and adjusted her position slightly to lean her body against Amane’s. Amane knew that Mahiru was letting him pamper her like this because she trusted him completely. The corners of his mouth lifted to form a smile as he experienced a different kind of love than he did earlier.


    “…You really do like to be spoiled, Mahiru.”


    “You said before that I could be spoiled,” she reminded.


    “That I did. Go ahead and let me spoil you to your heart’s content.”


    “You’ll turn me into a good-for-nothing, Amane-kun…”


    “You’ve already done that to me, Mahiru; I’ll make you one too.”


    “You don’t have to return the favor for that.” Mahiru raised her head and muttered a little unconvincingly. Then, Amane gently kissed her forehead, and Mahiru’s face turned red. “…Are you trying to trick me again?”


    “You don’t like it?” asked Amane.


    “It’s not that I don’t like it… Erm…” Mahiru muttered quietly, “That’s very sly of you.” She pressed her face against Amane’s chest and squirmed. Amane laughed again at this action while carefully combing her hair with his hands. Mahiru’s straight hair was so soft and shiny that she could immediately return to her original hairstyle, even with a hand-comb. Her hair felt so good to the touch that Amane couldn’t stop touching it for a while after combing it. Not only did Mahiru not reject it, but it also made her feel better, so Amane continued as he pleased.


    It’s like stroking a cat on my lap, Amane thought to himself as he kept stroking her. Mahiru seemed to have regained her composure and rubbed her face against Amane’s body.


    “…It feels so peaceful and happy to spend time like this in your old home.”


    “That’s good. I was worried that you would find it boring to come to my home.”


    “Oh, no, I don’t think so; I don’t even want to go back.”


    Before coming back, Amane was worried that Mahiru wouldn’t be able to integrate into the life of the old home and would be uncomfortable; now it seemed to be a waste of worry.


    “You’ve already integrated into my hometown.”


    “That’s because Shihoko-san and Shuuto-san have been very good to me.”


    “They adore you so much, but they don’t treat me the same way.”


    “Did you fall out with them?”


    “Not really.”


    Shihoko and Shuuto would love Mahiru, which is what he expected before he came back. And Mahiru wanted to be with Amane more than the two of them, so Amane didn’t feel unhappy. It was just that his parents’ expectations and adoration for their future daughter seemed to be a little too extreme. However, Mahiru was the one that both of them were looking forward to, and Amane recognized that.


    “Oh, that’s right. If you get upset, I’ll give you a good hug.”


    “If I don’t get upset, you won’t hug me?”


    “No. If it’s you, I’m always happy to do it.”


    “So can I trouble you now?”


    “Be my guest.”


    After that, Mahiru stopped leaning on Amane’s body and opened her arms. Seeing her like this, Amane closed his lips and started to think about what to do next.


    Mahiru meant for Amane to jump into her arms. However, Mahiru’s figure was well-proportioned and shapely, and she was wearing a strapless dress that showed her shoulders. If he stuffed his face right in her arms, he would feel happy and satisfied, but at the same time, he might not be able to hold it in, in more ways than one.


    Actually, since I’m her boyfriend, there should be no harm in taking advantage of it—the devil murmured in his heart. The desire to do so shook Amane’s determination, so he whimpered slightly. In the face of this temptation, Amane finally couldn’t resist any longer. He reached around Mahiru’s back and put his face against her exposed collarbone. If he moved his face down a little at this point, he would definitely be buried between two soft mounds.


    However, Amane, as he was right now, didn’t have enough confidence to rely on his self-control to even attempt that. He had to settle for the second best, bringing his lips to the beautifully shaped collarbone and the smooth white skin, enjoying the sweet aroma of her body. This seemed to tickle Mahiru a little, but she didn’t seem to reject it at all. On the contrary, she was a little happy and reached out to hug and caress Amane as if he were a child.


    “Ara, Amane-kun really loves to be pampered.”


    “Oh, hush.”


    “It’s okay, you can embrace me all you want. I’ll make sure to spoil you rotten.”


    “Too late to say that now. You already have.”


    Amane felt as if he was beginning to melt, and that he had made Mahiru do the same. Both of them were adoring each other, melting into each other, and turning one another into people who couldn’t live without their partner—Amane felt that they had reached such a point in their relationship.


    Amane continued to kiss the white collarbone in front of him and looked up at Mahiru. She smiled lightly and hugged Amane, looking very happy.


    “You feel so young. Usually, you are very tall and reliable.”


    “You sure? …You’re small and slender enough to hold easily and completely.”


    “But now I’m the one holding you…Maybe I grew to this size just so you could hold me.”


    “Then, that makes you exclusively mine, Mahiru.”


    “Yes… and you belong only to me, Amane-kun.”


    “Nm.”


    “Fufu.”


    Mahiru laughed heartily and continued to stroke Amane’s head. Amane felt that he was reaching his limit and raised his waist to kiss Mahiru on the neck instead. Mahiru’s whole body immediately twitched; it seemed that her neck was really sensitive. Her sensitive zones were not limited to her ears, it seemed.


    “Nnn…please don’t leave any marks.”


    “Of course not, but I will kiss you.”


    “Th-This feels ticklish, I’m a little troubled…”


    “You can push me away if you don’t want it.”


    “…You’re so mean. You know I can’t do that…”


    Amane heard Mahiru mutter in an awkward way. But he knew that Mahiru would refuse when she really didn’t want to. So he thought it would be fine. After he kissed Mahiru’s skin for a while, she seemed to have had enough and wanted Amane to stop, so she patted him on the back. So Amane did as she wanted.


    Mahiru’s face was as red as if there was a fire inside her, and her eyes were staring at Amane. So Amane held her close and stroked her head to calm her down.


    “…We got off track in the middle of a conversation. Don’t you want to go back home?”


    If they kept sticking together, Mahiru might be troubled, so Amane continued where he left off. When Amane asked that, Mahiru tilted her head in surprise and then smiled.


    “No, that’s not really true. It’s just…going to be a little sad.”


    “That’s good.”


    “Huh?”


    “That means you’re happy here.”


    “Yes, that’s right.”


    “We can come back another time. Maybe the end of the year or next summer.”


    Once he leaves this time, Amane will still have the opportunity to come back to his hometown to visit his family another time. He had agreed with his parents to come home during the longer summer and winter vacations, so if Mahiru wanted to, they could come back together next time. Both Shihoko and Shuuto welcomed her, and this way Amane would not have to be separated from her for a long time.


    “Come back again…”


    “You don’t want to?”


    “No, that’s not true.”


    “Yeah… you can call this your home too.”


    “…Yes.”


    Amane whispered this to Mahiru, hoping from the bottom of his heart that she would make this place her home. A sweet smile appeared on Mahiru’s face, and she leaned her face on Amane’s shoulder without hiding the joy that was rising up in her heart.
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    Perhaps the typhoon had finally passed, as the persistent rain gushing down had stopped, and the dull clouds that spread a sense of unease had disappeared. What remained was nothing but a clear blue sky.


    “If only it had passed a day earlier, we would have been able to go on our date.”


    Amane muttered to himself as he gazed out the living room window at the sunny sky, a symbol of summertime, which had completely changed from the day before. He could see Mahiru’s reflection in the window as she followed his lead.


    “Now, now. It can’t be helped that it’s passed, and I’m happy simply being next to you. You’re always free to be beside me, and we can just go out again another time.”


    “I’m glad to hear that, but even if you say that… Sometimes Chitose cuts in when you’re free.”


    “Chitose-san is an exception, isn’t she?”


    Amane gently shrugged his shoulders as Mahiru laughed elegantly. It was a fact that Chitose was an exception to the rule for Mahiru.


    Amane didn’t know how quickly their friendship had developed without him knowing, but they had quickly become much closer than he had expected. It was most definitely a good thing, but he couldn’t help but feel strangely complicated about it from time-to-time.


    “Fufu. Are you getting jealous of women too, Amane-kun?”


    “I don’t remember being so shallow. I don’t think I’m that narrow-minded, but it does make me a little complicated when you’re that close.”


    “I’m glad that Chitose-san is here… I am saved by her presence, so please forgive me.”


    “Nevermind forgiving, I’m not going to be so meddlesome, Mahiru. I believe in you.”


    Even as her boyfriend, he wasn’t one to be strict regarding her friendships. It would be an invasion of privacy to interrogate Mahiru about how she got along with and interacted with Chitose.


    “I believe in you, too. …I won’t get mad even if you make friends with other girls, you know?”


    “Do you really think I could do that…?”


    “For now, I do think you will be able to build a normal friendship.”


    “Is that so?”


    It was true that after his relationship with Mahiru, the girls in his class began to talk with him more, and he didn’t think he failed in his responses. It was simply as if he started talking to his classmates as one normally would. They treated each other in a friendly manner, but that was it. Amane wouldn’t agree that they were so close as to be called friends.


    The only friend of the opposite sex that he could clearly call a friend was Chitose, and he didn’t think he was willing to make other friends in the future. Amane himself placed more importance on cherishing his existing relationships, and even if he got along with others in the process, he didn’t intend to actively expand his circle of friends in doing so.


    “In the first place, Amane-kun, you don’t seem to have the slightest intention of making friends with girls, do you?”


    “Why would I do anything to mislead you? …Besides, it’s because I can tell that you’re secretly jealous sometimes even if you don’t get mad.”


    Mahiru understood that Amane would never do anything that would resemble cheating, and as for Amane, he was aware that he was trusted in that regard. That being said, however, he was also aware that Mahiru was uncomfortable with other girls loitering around him.


    Amane knew that she wouldn’t outright doubt him, but he could see that she wouldn’t take it well emotionally, so as much as he could, he had been careful to avoid making her feel that way.


    “I wouldn’t act in a way that could be misunderstood.”


    “…I know.”


    In response to Amane’s serious declaration, Mahiru murmured softly in embarrassment, then headbutted his upper arm. Seeing through her, Amane let her do as she pleased without pointing it out, knowing that she was trying to hide her embarrassment.


    He quietly gazed out the window toward the blue sky until Mahiru settled down.


    “…I guess we only have a few more days left to see this view.”


    Amane muttered quietly, and Mahiru, who had been trying to suppress her embarrassment inside, darted up to look at him. As he gazed back at her, she seemed to remember that their stay was soon coming to an end, “We’ll be leaving here tomorrow, won’t we?” and gave a response full of regret.


    Their trip was very much fulfilling, but to them, it felt shorter than the actual number of days, likely because there was so much to see and do.


    “We’re not going to be back here for a while. It does make me a little sad to leave this place, though.”


    “Even though I was able to meet Shihoko-san and Shuuto-san, I’ll feel sad having to say goodbye. I’m not sure how much I’m going to miss them.”


    “Maybe this is better? Both of them did whatever they wanted with us…”


    “Fufu, it was good for me.”


    Remembering Mahiru, who was showered with love more than he was, Amane was overjoyed at seeing her so happy. This sentiment came from deep within his heart.


    As a result of Mahiru’s family situation, she was longing to be part of a happy family, and Amane was pleased to have been able to satisfy that desire of hers. Although it was a little awkward to describe the result as only an alternative, Amane was happy that she was able to experience the warmth of family by coming home to the Fujimiya family.


    “It’s nearly time to say goodbye to this place, too. I was hesitant to walk around an unknown area, so I only went outside when I was with you and the others, but I wish I could’ve looked around a little more.”


    “Wanna go out for a little walk?”


    Their last outing was cut short due to Toujou’s appearance, so she wasn’t able to see much of the city. Their encounter itself ended up being for the better, but in terms of having a good walk around the local area, it would be a failure.


    “Oh, is that okay? Because of my selfishness…”


    “How come you’re selfish? It’s just a walk. I’ve been wanting to head out to look around a bit, anyway.”


    Amane had already planned to go outside for a change of pace rather than just for Mahiru, so he had no problem with Mahiru tagging along. Besides, Amane thought it would be a good opportunity to continue where they left off the other day.


    “Then I’ll come with you. We’ll only be here for a few more days, and I’d like to take another look at the town where you were born and raised, Amane-kun.”


    “Well, there was a lot going on last time we took a walk.”


    “…I’m glad you can see it that way, Amane-kun.”


    “I don’t care about it anymore.”


    “I know, but…”


    “Well, if I was actually hurt, you would heal me into shape.”


    “…I would heal and pamper you as much as you want, okay?”


    “You’ll spoil me rotten if you do that, so let’s keep it in moderation.”


    Recently, Amane liked to think that he had started to discipline himself, but with just one word from Mahiru, he could be spoiled by the irresistible temptation. Even though he learned how to control himself, he didn’t want to give in and melt from Mahiru’s pampering in such an easy manner.


    “You’re not so spoiled right now, Amane-kun, so I think now is the best time to do so.”


    “What are you aiming for, Mahiru?”


    “Something just for you, you know? I’ll give you healing that’s yours alone, Amane-kun.”


    Mahiru smiled innocently and giggled at him, but perhaps because of his devious heart, he felt it to be somewhat sexy and alluring, despite its innocence.


    Amane turned his head away from Mahiru, feeling as if his deepest desire to be pampered and soothed was seen through.


    “…Is that so?”


    “You’re getting all embarrassed, Amane-kun.”


    “Shut it. Come on, let’s get ready to go.”


    “Fufu, let’s do so.”


    In an attempt to get back at him for earlier, Mahiru succeeded in her counterattack, and Amane gently bit down on the inside of his cheek and averted his gaze, enduring the shame and embarrassment as to not let it show on his face.


     


    ✧ ₊ ✦ ₊ ✧


     


    Amane could head out immediately without too much preparation, but not Mahiru. After having changed into her outdoor clothes, Mahiru diligently applied sunscreen to protect herself from the sun’s ultraviolet rays. Without protection from the UV rays, she’d quickly get sunburnt and her skin would turn bright red and peel off, so she applied it very carefully.


    As Amane casually glanced at her, Mahiru gave him a glare and offered him a tube of sunscreen, saying, “You too, Amane-kun,” so he accepted the courtesy.


    “I think you should be a little more careful, Amane-kun,” she said. “Even if your skin is rather resistant, it’s sweltering outside because of the sun.”


    “Well, since I started going outside I’m more tanned than usual, and I don’t want to be too pale, it can be unhealthy…”


    “Too much suntan will result in burns, so there’s no need to do it more than necessary. Even if you want to, it doesn’t need to be in such strong sunlight. You’ll start to blister if you’re not careful, you know?”
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    The sun wasn’t extremely strong, but it was definitely a sunny day. Mahiru, thinking that it was better to prevent it, carefully applied it onto Amane’s face, and he closed his eyes and said, “Okay, okay.”


    Mahiru seemed satisfied as she finished applying sunscreen on his face, and Amane took her hand, escorting her outside. The languid heat instantly overwhelmed his body, and once again, Amane found himself impressed by the convenience of air conditioning. It truly was a revolutionary invention, one which Amane sorely missed at this instant.


    After all, it was rather sweltering in the afternoons, especially during the peak of the summer season. Even though he was wearing a hat, he could still feel the strength and glare of the sun’s rays gradually warming him up. It continued to prickle at his skin.


    “As expected, it’s so hot.”


    Although Mahiru was wearing a cap, arm covers, and had a small parasol to protect herself from the sun, her small stature made it easier for her to feel the heat.


    “Do you want to make our way back?”


    “No, I don’t want to. This is our last outing here and I want to enjoy it. You don’t need a parasol, do you, Amane-kun?”


    “Yeah. I’m going shopping on the way home, so it wouldn’t be good to have much luggage. I thought it’d be fine for this level of sun.”


    If Amane were to stand in line next to Mahiru with a parasol, there was a possibility that their umbrellas would collide with each other, and if they walked side by side, they might get in the way of other pedestrians. Since he wasn’t as concerned about sunburn as Mahiru was, he decided that if he had sunscreen applied, that alone would be enough. And besides, Mahiru would be happy to have one hand freed up.


    As Amane smoothly took her hand, Mahiru looked up at him, so he pretended not to notice and asked, “What’s wrong?” Mahiru lowered her eyes a little shyly, and then shook her head loosely. Amane then smiled faintly and took Mahiru by the hand as they walked along together, without touching on the fact that the sunlight shining through her parasol was dyeing her cheeks the same color.


    “I came in the opposite direction from our last walk, but there’s nothing interesting to see here, if I’m honest.”


    The Fujimiya house was situated in a rather quiet residential area, so there were no stores or facilities in the neighborhood that could be found. There were some ordinary houses, convenience stores, and a park with some playground equipment, but nothing that would please Mahiru. However, it seemed that Mahiru found this sight more unusual than Amane thought, and her caramel-colored eyes seemed to sparkle as she looked up at him.


    “Is that so?” she said. “I enjoy just strolling around unknown areas, don’t you? Personally, I enjoy shopping at supermarkets in unfamiliar places, as the selection of goods is different from those near my home.”


    “I don’t know how to put it, but you’re pretty diligent when it comes to that. The selection of goods changes in each prefecture, so it’s interesting to compare prices.”


    “Fufu. It’s fun to see what’s cheap and what’s selling well in this area. When I see local products, I want to buy them.”


    “Would you like to go in and buy some?”


    Amane intended to show her around, so he pointed to a nearby supermarket, but Mahiru shook her head loosely.


    “No, I don’t want to increase my load at the beginning of the walk. Besides, when my hands are full, erm…”


    Her voice was getting quieter and quieter, as if she was having a hard time getting the words out of her throat. He could tell what Mahiru was thinking, so he caressed her hand with his fingers.


    “…I’ll make sure to keep one hand free.”


    “I-It’s fine. Right now, I’ll stick to you as much as I want.”


    “I see.”


    If Mahiru said so, then there was no need for further exchange. Amane was happy to let Mahiru do as she pleased, thinking how cute she was when she stuck close to him while being careful not to hit him with the parasol. He was already getting used to the stares from the people passing by, which was the usual affair when he walked alongside her.


    Amane happened to bump into an acquaintance of Shihoko’s, who lived in the neighborhood. However, she didn’t speak to him, as if she didn’t want to disturb them. He simply smiled and bobbed his head. The only thing that worried him was that she would report to Shihoko later, but that couldn’t be helped. By the time Shihoko had received the information, he and Mahiru would most likely be on their way home, so no real harm would be done. Amane pulled out his hand with a somewhat outgoing expression on his face, and Mahiru looked up at him with curiosity.


    “What’s wrong, Amane-kun?”


    “No, it’s nothing. More importantly, there’s the elementary school I went to over there.”


    Amane was afraid that if he told Mahiru, she would ask him if he didn’t have to give a greeting, so Amane found a building in the direction they were going and shifted her gaze in that direction to divert her attention. He knew that Mahiru wanted to see the place where he spent his childhood, so the elementary school he used to attend would be the perfect place for her to view. After ascertaining her intrigue, Amane also looked over at his old school and saw children playing on a field that was apparently open to students.


    It had been four years since Amane had been to his old school. The only difference was that the playground was so old that it had been marked as off-limits.


    “Although it’s my old school, outsiders aren’t allowed to enter without permission. I used to be like those kids, running around carefree with my friends.”


    “You were a troublemaker in elementary school, weren’t you, Amane-kun?”


    “I wouldn’t call myself a troublemaker, but I was a pretty energetic kid, not as much of an indoor person as I am now. I also liked to play at home, but I used to play outdoors with my friends, and my parents used to take me to various places.”


    In elementary school, Amane was a healthy baby who ate, laughed, and played a lot. He was always playing with the kids in the neighborhood, sometimes getting dirty and getting scolded when he came home. Amane was a lively child at that time, and it was unimaginable to see him as he was now.


    “You can’t really see the past in the same way, now.”


    Mahiru seemed to feel the same way and smiled happily as she said so. Amane closed his lips a little and rubbed his hand gently against Mahiru’s in protest.


    “There’s nothing wrong with having a time like that… even I just spend time at home now except for doing exercises; after all, there are very few friends who’ll ask me out.”


    “It’s the same with me, Amane-kun. My range of friendships is wide yet shallow, and there are few friends who I can hang out with in private.”


    Mahiru said this lightly, without seeming to be self-deprecating. As she said herself, she was the type of person who had a wide range of friendships, but few people could really come to her heart. In the past, she always acted like an angel to the outside world, so she was unable to make deep friends with others, and she was seen as the ideal girl who was admired by everyone, and she maintained a low level of friendship with everyone.


    Now, she had dropped the angelic mask a little and occasionally showed a somewhat frank and shy side in front of the girls in her class. The class liked Mahiru more than ever before because she no longer maintained the perfect image of being gentle with everyone while keeping them at arm’s length.


    “That said, you’ve started hanging out with girls other than Chitose lately, right? You’re much more approachable now than you used to be.”


    “Hopefully… that’s the case. However, my friends often ask me about you and me, and it bothers me a little.”


    “You didn’t reveal too much, did you?”


    Amane wanted to remind her to avoid spreading information that she shouldn’t. Especially since she frequently spilled the beans to Chitose, causing Amane to lose face.


    “Of course I didn’t. I don’t know them well enough to openly discuss my feelings, or… more accurately, I’m too embarrassed to tell them. The only exception is Chitose-san…”


    “Did you tell Chitose?”


    “Only a little bit—I didn’t tell her everything.”


    “Really now?”


    “Really, really!”


    Mahiru denied it in a panicky way, and looked a bit suspicious. But it didn’t seem good to pester her about it, so Amane simply smiled and said “That’s good.”


    “Although I’m curious what your so-called ‘little bit’ actually means, I trust you to take proper measures.”


    “So…you and Akazawa-san don’t talk about such topics?” And how about you? Mahiru looked at Amane with a meaningful gaze, but Amane was able to face it openly.


    “Not really. I’m sure I’ll be teased or mocked for being a coward.”


    Amane wouldn’t discuss particularly critical matters with others, and even if he did, he’d keep it vague and try to avoid giving information to the other person. But that wasn’t because he tended to be secretive, it was just because he was embarrassed to be figured out.


    “…I feel like you’re blaming me.”


    “I really didn’t mean it that way, and you must have been discussing something and it accidentally slipped out.”


    “…I can’t believe you guessed this; I feel complicated.”


    “Because that’s how you usually behave.”


    Chitose often came to talk to Amane about Mahiru’s behavior, so Amane knew firsthand how often Mahiru had accidentally blurted out. He didn’t intend to blame Mahiru, but it would be embarrassing for Amane to have Chitose talk about something like that too often, so he wanted Mahiru to be careful not to reveal anything too important.


    Amane didn’t reproach her, but only reminded Mahiru with a look to stay on her toes. Her expression looked a little discontented, she seemed to be a little upset.


    “Don’t make that face, come on, let’s keep going.”


    If they kept standing at the entrance of the elementary school, they might be treated as suspicious people.


    Mahiru frankly accepted Amane’s proposal, but still seemed to be a bit unhappy. So Amane gently patted her head with his other hand. Mahiru narrowed her eyes and seemed to feel a little tickled. Amane then moved his hand down to her cheek, and, as expected, it was warmer than usual. Amane thought it was because of the outdoor sun, so he pressed his palm against Mahiru’s face to check her body temperature.


    “Your body is a little hot, are you okay?”


    “Huh? Oh, it’s okay, no sign of heatstroke. Because the weather is extremely hot, your body temperature will inevitably rise. Amane-kun, you must be even hotter; I have a parasol, but you’re wearing a hat. Are you sure you’re okay?”


    Mahiru pushed up Amane’s brow and put her palm against his forehead. But Amane’s body temperature was already relatively high, so he didn’t think she could feel anything by just touching it.


    “You seem a little hot.” Touching his sweaty forehead, Mahiru said with a smile.


    “Looks like we both need a break; it’s hot after all.”


    “Are you talking about…letting go?”


    The two kept holding hands, and Amane didn’t know what to do at this point, so he raised Mahiru’s hand slightly and asked this.


    “Th-This…I do not want to let go yet.”


    “But I’m sweating.”


    “…You want to let go?”


    “No. If you don’t feel uncomfortable, then it’s okay. There’s a café up ahead, so let’s go in and then let go, after all, we’ll be seen in the store.”


    If they touched each other like this inside the store, they might get a lot of negative looks from people. So Amane decided to let go of each other’s hands when they got inside the store. However, Mahiru held Amane’s hand even harder, clearly showing her will not to let go. Her reaction made Amane wonder if there was something going on.


    “…What’s wrong?”


    “No, no…It’s just that I’m usually the one with the lower body temperature, and touching each other like this with both of us at the same body temperature feels like we’re melting together…I think it’s very nice.”


    “…Mahiru, don’t say that in front of others.”


    “Huh? Why do you say that all of a sudden?”


    “Just promise me that; you’re really dangerous.”


    Although he knew that Mahiru herself didn’t mean it at all, such a dangerous statement could easily give people strange thoughts. Mahiru still looked puzzled, but in order to stop her from saying more, Amane somewhat forcefully pulled her hand forward. Amane was clearly acting like he wasn’t going to say anything, but for some reason, Mahiru seemed happy and leaned closer to his body. As a result, Amane began to worry that he might get heat stroke due to other factors.


     


    ✧ ₊ ✦ ₊ ✧


     


    “…Ah, Amane-kun, look, there’s a fireworks display.”


    After a break at the café, the two of them wandered around again. On the way home, Mahiru pointed to a flier posted on a telephone pole and said so, sounding cheerful. The flier didn’t look beaten up, so it must’ve been put up recently. It wrote that a summer festival and fireworks would be held in a relatively large shopping street nearby.


    When he was in elementary school, Amane went to the festival almost every year. But he didn’t remember going there after entering middle school; he didn’t have the motivation to do so, and he was too embarrassed to go out with his parents. In retrospect, it was a rather cute and childish reason.


    “By the way, there are summer fairs and fireworks everywhere, and they are very lively! It’s also on TV.”


    Amane’s heart was filled with a feeling of nostalgia, and he looked at the flier with deep sentiment. The date of the event was after Amane and Mahiru’s return.


    “It’s a pity that the summer festival in this area is held after our return.”


    “There is nothing we can do about it. Do you really want to attend the festival, Mahiru?”


    “I’ve never been to one, so I’d like to go to one. But since the timing isn’t convenient, it can’t be helped. And even if we don’t go, it doesn’t matter. I simply need to be by your side.”


    “Please don’t say such heartwarming things out of the blue.”


    He’d known for a long time that Mahiru liked to follow him around, but it was embarrassing to hear her say it to his face like this.


    “It’s my wish to be by your side at all times, Amane-kun.”


    “…I know that.”


    “Fufu.”


    Mahiru laughed heartily at Amane’s reaction. Amane gave a low growl of displeasure and continued to read the contents of the flier. The schedule and dates of the fireworks and summer festival were similar everywhere, and it was unlikely that they’d be staggered to match the dates of other counties and cities. Therefore, Mahiru and Amane should have one or two summer festivals in their area.


    Amane made up his mind to find out the dates and locations of the summer festivals when he returned and to ask his parents to send their luggage with their yukatas. Amane didn’t want to disappoint Mahiru, so he planned to schedule a date when he was sure he could go before bringing it up with her.


    I gotta remember this, Amane thought in his mind, and he proceeded to his home with slow steps. At that moment, he heard a calling sound from someone, which sounded very youthful. Amane thought, What’s with this nostalgic voice? and stopped in his tracks. Immediately afterwards, a light impact hit his stomach.


    Next, he heard a familiar voice. “Huh!?” Seeing what had happened, Mahiru inadvertently raised her voice. Although the force of the impact was not so strong that Amane fell, because it happened so suddenly, Amane was so nervous that his whole body stiffened. He looked down with trepidation and found a small child’s head hitting his abdomen.


    “Amane-oniichan!”


    Amane recognized who it was and was surprised at the bittersweet smile he showed in response.


    “Oh, if it’s not Hanada’s little sister. It’s been a long time; you’re looking good.”


    If it was someone he didn’t know, Amane would’ve been very confused. But when he saw the familiar face, he was instantly wary. Even though he knew her, the child in front of him was much older than he remembered. When Amane responded, a childish smile appeared on the face of the girl, who looked almost ten years old.


    Seeing the strange girl come over and hug Amane’s body, Mahiru seemed quite confused, and Amane could feel Mahiru’s hand squeeze his.


    “Amane-kun, this girl is…?”


    “Oh, I’m sorry. Did I scare you? This girl’s my childhood friend… No, not really, but she’s the younger sister of a classmate I’ve known for a long time. I used to play with her a lot.”


    However, Amane himself wasn’t averse to playing with children younger than him, so he’d play with her regularly. Amane was seven years older than her and felt a sense of obligation to take good care of her. This was the main reason why Amane was willing to stay with her. However, since Amane started to distance himself from the classmate, he never had the chance to play with her. Therefore, this was the first time he spoke to her after a long absence.


    “Onii-chan, why don’t you come back? It’s been a long time!”


    “I’m sorry, but things being how they are… By the way, how did you recognize me after such a long time?”


    “Of course I recognize you. I could tell it was you from far away.”


    “That’s great. Oh, wait, don’t do that. It doesn’t look good to others.”


    The last time they met, the girl was about seven years old. Amane’s girlfriend was with him, and the little girl’s overly intimate behavior bothered Amane slightly. Although he felt that Mahiru wouldn’t see this as an act of cheating, it still might upset her.


    “Does this count as a foul?”


    “I-I know you don’t have that kind of fetish, Amane-kun… I’m just shocked.”


    This was a situation that couldn’t be avoided, and if Mahiru misunderstood, he needed to apologize and explain—despite Amane’s concern, Mahiru certainly understood that Amane wouldn’t see the elementary school student in such a light. However, seeing that the girl admired Amane so much, Mahiru still couldn’t hide her confused reaction.


    Amane pulled Hanada’s little sister away from him, which made her a little upset. It was then that she noticed Mahiru’s presence next to her, and her big eyes widened.


    “Amane-oniichan, do you know this onee-san?”


    “Erm, I’m…”


    “She’s my girlfriend.”


    Amane thought that Hanada’s little sister should be able to understand such things by her age and briefly explained his relationship with Mahiru. The little girl’s big, round eyes got even bigger and practically rolled out again.


    “Girlfriend… your lover?”


    “Yes, she’s my very important lover.”


    Amane said it in the most understandable way. Seeing Amane introduce her as his lover so openly, Mahiru was a bit shy, and her cheeks blushed. Then she crouched down a little, smiled happily, and said to Hanada’s little sister, “Hello, this is the first time we’ve met.”


    Seeing Mahiru greet her like this, Hanada’s little sister froze for a moment, then seemed to finally understand the situation and stumbled a few steps.


    “No, that’s impossible… Amane-oniichan has a lover…”


    “Why are you so surprised…?”


    “Because Onii-chan has never brought a girl home… Onii-chan always said that he and Amane-oniichan are the same kind…”


    “This kind of thing depends on destiny.”


    It seems that Amane was unknowingly included in the league of those who couldn’t get a girlfriend.


    If he thought about it, this was near his home. It wasn’t surprising that his friend’s house was also in the area, so it also wasn’t shocking that he would run into Hanada’s little sister while out. And meeting the friend himself was also possible.


    “How’s your big brother doing?”


    “He’s fine. He’s out of town now and should be back soon.”


    “I see.”


    Amane’s heart was relieved to hear the girl say that. It wasn’t out of a negative feeling of not wanting to see that person, it was purely because even if they did, they wouldn’t know what to say to each other.


    Hanada’s little sister seemed to see through Amane’s mind; her childish face showing an uneasy expression, she looked up at him.


    “…Do you still hate my Onii-chan?”


    He didn’t know what Hanada himself told his sister, but she seemed to think that he hated Hanada.


    “I don’t hate him.”


    It was just that the relationship between them had changed from being friends to people he knew—or so he should say. Amane didn’t resent Hanada, nor did he dislike him. He could only describe his feelings as calm and quiet. The relationship between the two became shallow and thin, and they could no longer be called friends in any way. To be more accurate, both parties had let go of the friendship.


    At that time, his friend gave priority to self-preservation. Instead of reaching out to the isolated Amane, he chose to protect himself from ostracism. It was a logical decision. School was a small community, and it was very difficult to resist the school caste and the events stemming from it.


    Moreover, if Hanada had really offered his help, Amane would’ve been unable to trust him and rejected him. He would’ve been upset and spoken harsh words. They would’ve hurt each other and broken off the relationship voluntarily. Therefore, their relationship fading and disappearing wasn’t a bad thing. It wasn’t broken because of malice, but because of detachment. That was all.


    “So will you make up with my Onii-chan?”


    “It’s hard to say, it depends on how he feels. Even if we do, our relationship will probably not change and won’t become the same as it was before.”


    It was better to tell the truth now than to lie to Hanada’s little sister and make her sad afterwards. The girl listened and lowered her eyebrows in confusion. Even so, Amane didn’t intend to retract his words. Even if they apologized to each other, their estranged relationship wouldn’t be restored. Even if the broken threads were tied back together, they wouldn’t be repaired, and the knot of friendship wouldn’t remain. If they ignored that fact, they’d either loosen the knot or break the thread again in the future. 


    Hanada’s little sister looked as if she wanted to say something and was about to continue when her eyes turned to Amane’s back.


    “Kaname? Who are you talking to…? Ah.” Amane looked back and saw a familiar face. “…Long time no see, dude.”


    Amane and the man weren’t estranged by any argument or friction, so Amane kept a calm demeanor and looked at him. The person who greeted him sounded a little troubled. He was obviously embarrassed, which made Amane smile.


    “Long time no see,” Amane replied. “Been about two or three years since we’ve spoken in person. I’m glad to see that you seem to be doing well.”


    “That’s my line, man…,” Hanada said. “You look better than I remember.”


    “Very energetic, I’ll admit. And healthier than ever.”


    “Whoa, you must be so proud to be so tall. But it’s no wonder; you used to be so skinny that you looked like you were going to die at any moment.”


    “I’d say that was out of my control, given the circumstances.”


    “…That’s true.”


    Amane shrugged and glanced at Mahiru. What they were going to talk about may not be appropriate for Hanada’s little sister to hear, but it’d be difficult to get Mahiru to distract her.


    “Kaname, give this onee-chan here a tour of our garden. You were bragging about Mom’s garden, but nobody’s seen it yet, right?”


    “Onii-chan, do you have something to talk to Amane-oniichan about?”


    “Yes. It’s a conversation between men.”


    Understanding that they wanted to talk alone, Hanada’s little sister lowered her eyebrows for a moment, then said “Yes~” and took Mahiru’s hand.


    “Onee-san, let’s go over there.”


    “A-Amane-kun… See you later.”


    “Yeah. See you later.”


    Mahiru was also concerned about the two’s feelings and, without saying anything more, followed Hanada’s little sister away. After Amane and Hanada were left on the scene, Hanada asked, “She your girlfriend?” with a bitter smile.


    “Yeah, she came back with me this time,” Amane answered.


    “I didn’t expect you to have a girlfriend, Amane. Color me surprised.”


    “You sure have a terrible impression of me.”


    “Well, with the way you looked the last time I saw you, I can’t help but think that way.”


    The last time they saw each other was at the middle school graduation ceremony. Amane’s condition was much better by then, but it was easy to imagine that he still looked lifeless at that time.


    “Judging from your current appearance, it seems like you’re doing well over there.”


    “Yeah. In part thanks to you.”


    “Is that a jab at me?”


    “Why would you think that?”


    “…Because I didn’t reach out to you.” Hanada looked a little sad as he said so. But Amane’s heart didn’t have any negative feelings.


    “That’s true. But I’m not going to blame you for this—it’s just a coincidence that I met you on this trip back. I didn’t come to see you specifically, and it would bother me if you were so concerned.”


    Amane was sincere when he said that he neither hated him, nor was he angry with him, nor did he intend to blame him. Amane was the one who was hurt before, but now Hanada seemed to be more upset than him. Amane was confused by this fact. If Hanada continued to blame himself, he’d be troubled by Amane, so Amane wished for him not to take it personally.


    “…You’re so casual about it all now, man. I’d look like an idiot if I kept dwelling on it.”


    “Yeah, that’s the thing,” Amane affirmed. “So you’re better off just not thinking about it anymore. All you gotta do is look at my face to see how I’m feeling now. That’s how irrelevant everything that happened is to me.”


    “Are you bottling your feelings up?” Hanada questioned.


    “Nope. Objectively speaking, situations like those are commonplace, and it’s not a big deal at all for anyone but the person in question. I was just stating the facts as they are, I don’t want to pin the blame on you. Sorry about that.”


    “Don’t apologize; it bothers me. And I’m the one who should be apologizing.”


    “It bothers me when you apologize. I really don’t think you’ve ever done anything to me that you should apologize for.”


    “I didn’t do anything. That’s why.”


    “That’s right. It’s because you didn’t do anything that I didn’t have to reject you… It’s really all in the past; there’s no need to take it to heart.”


    At that time, if Hanada had offered to help, Amane would’ve rejected him, and their friendship would’ve become irreparable. In fact, it was because they kept a silent distance that their relationship faded, rather than being destroyed. Amane said this without seeming nervous or particularly upset, but simply stated the truth in a light-hearted manner. This made Hanada smile with relief and narrow his eyes.


    “…I see. It’s all in the past for you, isn’t it?”


    “Yeah. I also happened to run into Toujou on my trip back, but it’s all bygones for me, so I think I’m doing pretty well.”


    “In every sense, you’ve really grown strong… I bet you think Toujou hasn’t changed one bit. I’m in the same high school as him, and I know for a fact that he’s still the same as ever.”


    “He hasn’t changed at all—so much so that it’s surprising. Whether that’s good or bad, well, that’s a matter of opinion.”


    “Whether change is really a good thing or not is different for everyone. No change can be the right answer.”


    Amane changed because he wanted to change himself. If there’s no need to change, there’s nothing wrong with staying the same. Maybe, Toujou didn’t need to change. Amane’s attitude was very calm when he talked about the person who left him scarred. Seeing him like this, Hanada shrugged.


    “…You really don’t seem to care anymore.”


    “Because my head’s in a good place now. It just seems strange to other people when they see me this way.”


    “Well, that guy’s bound to be pissed, so I hope you didn’t irritate him too much.”


    “Why do you say it like I’ve already provoked him? He’s the one that got irritated on his own.”


    “Look at how you’ve changed; I bet he’s pissed off.”


    “Well, he did seem pretty upset. But there won’t be a next time.”


    “You don’t plan to meet him again?”


    “Needless to say, I don’t plan on meeting him at all; even if I did, there wouldn’t be anything pleasant about it. And I’m not going to be back here for that long a time, anyways.”


    Now, he was just a stranger. There was no need to go out of his way to see them. There was no point. And Amane neither despised nor resented him. To Amane, he was just a guy he used to be close to but then drifted away from. He didn’t want to be involved with him in the future.


    “By the way, you didn’t come back for New Year’s Eve either, right? I heard about it from my mother.”


    “I have my own life to live over there, and I’m living it to the fullest. I really have no reason to come back except to visit my parents.”


    “I see.”


    “So, just maybe, this will be the last time I’ll talk to you.”


    Just as he won’t meet with Tojo again, Amane didn’t plan to specifically meet Hanada in the future. He and Toujou had already said goodbye to each other completely, and it had become a thing of the past for him. However, Hanada was a little different. The two were no longer good friends, and until just now, Amane hadn’t thought about him.


    “Honestly, I’m going to continue my education and get a job there, and I’ll probably only come back to visit my parents occasionally. Even if I continue to communicate with you now, our relationship will probably end in vain… I’m not the dexterous type, and I can’t manage too many relationships. It’s better to cherish a relationship with someone important than to keep a relationship that I’m not sure will last. So, I’m sorry.”


    Even though Amane didn’t hate Hanada, the distance between them was too great to make a special effort to maintain a relationship. And he was afraid that there would never be a friendship as deep as their original one.


    For Amane, he didn’t want to continue communicating with Hanada; he simply didn’t share the same feelings. He may seem indifferent, but Amane could only cherish a limited range of relationships, and there was no room to cherish more than what he currently had. Even though Amane was clearly expressing his intention to give up, Hanada only smiled bitterly.


    “I’m the one who distanced myself from you, so there’s no need for you to apologize. If you say you want to reconnect now, I won’t be able to accept it openly, and I might even suspect you of having ulterior motives.”


    Hanada kicked away the small stones at his feet. His eyes followed his face downward, he closed his lips for a moment, and then slowly raised his head.


    “In other words, you will reconcile with me but no longer be involved with me. Because of the different places of residence and friendships, our relationship will return to that of old school friends; is that what you mean?”


    “Yes.”


    Even Amane himself thought it seemed too heartless to say that, but Hanada didn’t look sad.


    “I’m relieved that you said that. I myself feel guilty, and I think it’s impossible to forget everything and become as good as before.”


    “I think that’s good, because I don’t want you to worry about it unnecessarily. The others should have pretty much forgotten about me. And it’s weird to keep talking to old friends from my hometown.”


    “You are absolutely right. But you don’t need to say this kind of thing specifically, just let it die out naturally instead of saying it to me like this.”


    “When I saw you, I felt I had to make it clear.”


    Amane’s best friend was Hanada before he became close to Toujou, and he was a childhood friend. For Amane, Hanada was a friend with whom he had frequent exchanges with in the same school district. Therefore, although the situation was different from that of Toujou, Amane thought that he should say goodbye to him.


    When Amane looked at him directly, Hanada’s eyes wandered for a moment, and then he smiled and sighed.


    “…You’ve really changed. Not only on the outside, but you’ve also changed on the inside.”


    “Right? I’m slightly more of a good man now, aren’t I?”


    “I don’t know about that, but at least you seem more fulfilled than before.”


    “Yeah, I feel very satisfied.”


    Compared to the old days, back when he was very naive, Amane could now experience a different sense of fulfillment. Life was much happier and more fulfilling now than it was before, when Amane was surrounded by many people. This also meant that Mahiru had a very important place in Amane’s heart.


    “I envy you.” Hanada confessed. “I can’t get a girlfriend yet, and I don’t stand out much in school.”


    “As long as you want to change, you can definitely change.”


    “That’s a very powerful statement for you to make.”


    It was only after seeing Amane transform after leaving his hometown that Hanada felt this way. Hanada smiled for a moment, then breathed deeply and looked at Amane quietly.


    “When you come back later, at least come and show your face to Kaname.”


    “You’re not asking me to show my face to you, are you?”


    “You just said goodbye to me alone. Anyways, it’s not like I’d get all giddy over seeing a man’s face.”


    “Haha, you’re not wrong.”


    “Wasn’t Kaname disappointed to see your girlfriend?”


    “Why would she be disappointed?”


    “She seemed to have really taken a liking to you and wanted to marry you.”


    “I’m not interested in a girl who’s seven years younger than me.”


    “Well, I know. But I hope you’ll understand that I’ve gone to a lot of trouble as an older brother to not spoil my sister’s dreams.”


    “If I became your brother-in-law, it would be you who would be embarrassed.”


    “That’s exactly right.”


    Amane and Hanada were messing with each other, thinking it was about time to wrap things up, and he looked in the direction of Hanada’s house. He noticed Mahiru looking a little confused, but she seemed to be having a good time with Kaname. Mahiru unintentionally looked up and noticed Amane looking at her, her expression seemingly asking Is everything okay? and Amane nodded quietly.


    “I’m off then, my girlfriend’s still waiting for me.”


    “Well, that’s it then… Fujimiya.”


    “Yeah.”


    They didn’t say goodbye to each other. That was because even if they did, they wouldn’t want to actively look for opportunities to meet in the future. Hanada lived here, and Amane lived far away; both of them were living in their own environments. Amane never wanted to reunite with his former friend. Because he recognized that neither of them required the other. He didn’t think he was being indifferent. It was a necessary parting, an end to a past relationship.


    Hanada didn’t call Amane by his first name as he had before, but only by his last name to clearly mark their separation. To comment on it would be too uncomfortable. So Amane pretended not to notice, smiled at him, and then quietly pulled away. Hanada turned his back on Amane and walked to his house. In his place, Mahiru came back with a jog.


    “…Good work, Amane-kun.”


    “It wasn’t anything tough, but did I make you worry, Mahiru?”


    “Instead of worrying… I didn’t want you to get hurt.”


    “I wouldn’t have talked to him in the first place if I thought I was going to get hurt. Don’t worry, I’m glad I got to talk to him.”


    “That’s good.”


    He hadn’t planned to meet Hanada, but Amane thought it’d be good to meet him today. This way, one of the problems in his hometown was solved.


    Seeing that Amane didn’t seem to feel bad, Mahiru seemed to be at ease, and a relieved smile appeared on her face. Mahiru wanted to hold hands with Amane the entire time, so he guessed that Mahiru still wanted to hold hands now too. It appeared that he was right. Both smiled warmly at each other and continued on their way as the sun began to set.


    “By the way, Mahiru, Hanada’s little sister seems to like you a lot.”


    Amane said so, remembering what he had just seen. So Mahiru’s eyes wandered for a moment, as if she were thinking about how to explain.


    “A-About that… Rather than her liking me, she kept asking me questions about you, Amane-kun.”


    “...You didn’t let anything weird slip, did you?”


    “Of course not.” Mahiru asserted. “I just told her that you are doing well now and that you have plenty of friends. That’s all.”


    “Are you implying that my personality has changed now?”


    “I wouldn’t say that. From my perspective, Amane-kun, you have always been good at caring for others.”


    “Not particularly.”


    “Ara, is that so?” Mahiru returned a little sarcastically. Amane wasn’t as kind as Mahiru thought he was, nor was he an abusive person. However, Mahiru said with an informed demeanor, “Although you say so, Amane-kun, you are actually very nice to others.” In protest, Amane squeezed the hand he was holding.


    Even so, Mahiru wasn’t going to take back her words. To express his displeasure, Amane put on a stern face, and continued to tease Mahiru’s hand with it, but Mahiru seemed to take it in stride; Amane’s protest ended in failure.


    “Really…”


    Understanding that Mahiru wouldn’t change her opinion even if he continued to touch her like this, Amane sighed and held her hand with a different gesture, interlocking his fingers with Mahiru’s. A coy smile appeared on Mahiru’s face, and she gently leaned her body toward Amane’s.


    Mahiru had already put away her parasol to be able to get so close to Amane. Mahiru’s figure looked particularly dazzling as she approached, perhaps because the sun was shining on her as it was sinking.


    “…Amane-kun, you’ve been facing a lot of things from the past these days.”


    As the two of them walked slowly along the road, admiring the peaceful scenery, Mahiru whispered in a very reflective voice.


    “Yeah. One of them is the main reason for who I am now, and the other is an estranged childhood friend. Both are people I left behind when I moved away. I think it was necessary to re-examine my relationship with them.”


    “You don’t regret coming back, do you?”


    “Absolutely not. I felt that I needed to take a step forward. In the truest sense of the word.”


    It was necessary for Amane to say goodbye to Toujou again in the right way and to break off his relationship with his former best friend in the right way. That way, he could continue his life without any worries lingering over him. Now, Amane understood this clearly.


    “That’s good.”


    “I feel so much better now that I don’t have to worry about it anymore. I just want to keep moving forward.”


    “…You’re looking ahead now.”


    “It’s not good to care about the past all the time. Now I’ve realized that the past is no longer a burden to me. I’m really glad I made the trip back.”
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    “I’ve really grown,” he said to himself. He felt embarrassed for saying so, but looked at Mahiru as he suppressed that feeling. She was looking at him quietly. Well, she seemed to be looking at him, but she didn’t look him in the eyes. It was as if she was looking through him while lost in thought.


    “I’m glad that you have overcome everything, Amane-kun.”


    Mahiru murmured. Although he knew that they were her sincere and unadulterated feelings, Amane found a bit of bitterness in her words.


    “…Truly, I should face it as well as you do, Amane-kun.”


    Amane wondered if Mahiru understood the confusion in his mind as she whispered to herself. From her faltering tone, he could sense a bit of distress. Therefore, Amane couldn’t respond rashly, and could only re-grip the hand that began to tremble.


     


    ✧ ₊ ✦ ₊ ✧


     


    By the pillar in front of the ticket cutting gate, where they had agreed to meet at the start of the trip, Shihoko muttered out loud, “So you two really are heading home.” not hiding her disappointment.


    “Come on, don’t be like that.” Shuuto’s presence beside her soothed her. She was clearly showing her disapproval.


    Amane and Mahiru had been back for longer than they had expected. They couldn’t leave their apartments empty. Therefore, Amane thought it was time to go back to his current home.


    Shihoko’s reluctant gaze was, of course, directed at Mahiru. She seemed really reluctant to say goodbye to her (tentative) daughter.


    “I’m really sorry. I still have things to do at home, and I have plans, too….”


    “Don’t take Mom’s words to heart. If you really give her your attention, there’ll be no end to it. Nightfall would come faster than you’d expect.”


    “How can a son be so cold to his own mother…”


    “I can return that right back to you, Mom. You prioritized your cute daughter over your own son.”


    “Oh my, but isn’t that obvious? Of course, if I don’t know when she’ll return, I’m going to prioritize such a cute, good girl over my son, who can return at any time.”


    Amane didn’t bother to continue with her retort in the face of Shihoko’s bold counterargument. It wasn’t that Amane couldn’t understand his mother’s feelings, but he couldn’t fully accept them, and above all, he was tired of thinking about it. Amane glanced at Shuuto, but his father was simply watching over them with a warm smile. He couldn’t expect him to help dissuade his mother.


    Mahiru’s smile looked a little troubled, but she also seemed happy. She looked more happy than she was uncomfortable.


    “Please let me come back next time if I can…”


    “Come on in! You must come again!”


    “You should at least let her finish her sentence…But Mahiru, isn’t that great?”


    “Yes.”


    A smile of pure joy appeared on Mahiru’s face. He stroked her head while Shihoko smiled at him with joy. But Amane decided to turn a blind eye to it.


    “It’s great that Shiina-san seems to like our house. I don’t know what I would have done if you had been too polite and embarrassed to come.”


    “I think it’s because Mom is so pestering that Mahiru doesn’t have the chance to be polite. And because of that, she fit in right away.”


    “Haha, that’s true. For better or worse, Shihoko-san is too overwhelming.”


    “…I wonder if you two are belittling me?”


    “I think that it’s your strength and charm, Shihoko-san.”


    “Oh my.”


    Shihoko, who had been sulking, burst out laughing happily. Amane couldn’t help but smile bitterly at her behavior. Then, he looked up at the clock on the wall of the station.


    “Well then, we should probably go.”


    “Yeah. It’s about time, too…”


    Both of them wanted to sit down early in their seats, although reluctantly. They still had to say goodbye. Amane’s parents understood this: “Mahiru-chan, come back to play again.” Shihoko said reluctantly, while holding Mahiru’s hand and swaying it up and down.


    Shuuto looked at Shihoko with a gentle gaze, and then faced Mahiru.


    “Shiina-san. Thank you so much for coming to our house. I’m really happy that our house has become a lot livelier because of you.”


    “I’m the one who should thank you for your hospitality.”


    “Oh. If you get into a fight with Amane, you can say ‘I’m going back to my Mom’s house!’ Then come back here.”


    “I’m not going to make Mahiru that sad.”


    It was really rude of her to say that—Amane gestured to Shuuto with his eyes, and Shuuto laughed cheerfully.


    “No matter how close you are, there will be times of misunderstanding or disagreement…and there will always be times when you want to be alone or rely on adults. If you need anything, please feel free to come here. You are always welcome here, Mahiru-chan.”


    “…Yes!”


    You are always welcome here—these words made her big caramel eyes moist and bright for a moment, and in the next instant, a look of joy appeared on Mahiru’s face. It was a smile of happiness that came from the bottom of her heart. Looking at such a Mahiru, Amane also felt moved.


    …I hope that this time, Mahiru will experience the happiness of a family.


    Mahiru rarely had the opportunity to spend time with her family. Amane hoped from the bottom of his heart that she would be able to experience all kinds of happiness in the future.


    Looking at Mahiru’s soft smile with her eyebrows hanging down, Amane also smiled kindly and held her hand tenderly.
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    The following day, the first thing Amane did after returning home was clean things up. He found himself too tired on the day he returned, but after being away from home for just under two weeks, the rooms became rather dusty. Although it was only to a small extent, he wanted to keep it as clean as possible—he would be spending time there with Mahiru, after all.


    And so, Amane was left to clean his rooms using Mahiru’s cleaning skills. As it were, it appeared that Mahiru was doing her own cleaning as well. Due to that, Amane was all alone. Although cleaning wasn’t his forte, he had no problem keeping up with it thanks to Mahiru. According to Mahiru, “If you clean your house often and thoroughly, you won’t need to put in as much effort in the long-term. If you put it off, you’ll end up wasting time and effort unnecessarily.”


    As she had taught him, he simply needed to do some light cleaning here and there on a regular basis to keep his place clean. It didn’t take him too long, as the dust only covered a little bit of his furniture. Amane quickly wiped off the dust before deciding to vacuum, but while he was at it, he wiped the windows as well. He looked up at the clock and noticed it was already past three o’clock in the afternoon.


    The sale at his local supermarket usually started at four o’clock, so he thought he should head over there soon.


     I’m making for a pretty good homemaker, if I do say so myself…


    The reason Amane went to the supermarket was because he had emptied the refrigerator before going to visit his parents, and in doing so, he didn’t have any ingredients for tonight’s dinner. He could’ve eaten breakfast and lunch with cup ramen and frozen food, but that wasn’t sufficient for dinner.


    Amane was in charge of shopping, but they were still splitting the cost of the ingredients. Since the two of them were sharing the cost of the food, it wasn’t surprising that they were trying to keep the cost as low as possible. Thinking about how much he had changed, Amane smiled to himself and went to his room to change out of his dirty clothes.


     


    ✧ ₊ ✦ ₊ ✧


     


    “…Hm?”


    As Amane was walking to the supermarket, thinking to himself, a person with familiarly flaxen-colored hair passed by him. He couldn’t help but look back, but of course, he could only see the man’s back profile. While the person’s hair wasn’t as long as Mahiru’s and the man was of a different sex to begin with, such a naturally light hair color was unusual, especially since it didn’t appear to be dyed.


    He entered the supermarket thinking, Sometimes unusual things happen, huh, as he picked out the ingredients for dinner and placed them in the basket. But then he heard a familiar voice coming from behind him.


    “That’s unusual, fancy seeing you here.”


    “Kokonoe?”


    Standing behind him was a young man he became friends with through the cavalry battle, and they were introduced by Yuuta. Held in his hand was a basket, just like Amane. He was shopping like a high school boy, having some snacks and sweets, which was more typical of people their age compared to Amane.


    “Fujimiya, is your house around these parts?”


    “Yeah. I thought you weren’t in this area, Kokonoe…”


    “I’m just here to go shopping because I’m staying at a friend’s house. Fujimiya, you’re buying ingredients for dinner…?”


    “Yep, buying stuff for tonight’s dinner.”


    From what he could see, the basket in Amane’s hand contained raw chicken, radish, milk, tofu, and other items that wouldn’t be mistakenly recognized as snacks.


    “I recall that you live alone, Fujimiya. That’s praiseworthy.”


    “Well, there’s nothing to praise because Mahiru’s the one cooking our meals…”


    “……Ah, you did mention that once… you’re really living the high life.”


    “I’m sure you’re right. I’m always grateful to Mahiru.”


    Without her, Amane’s diet would be in shambles. It was thanks to her that he could now do most types of housework. If she were to leave, Amane’s current life would be impossible to upkeep. With a small chuckle, he muttered, “It’s all thanks to Mahiru,” and Makoto sighed softly.


    “How should I put this, seriously… you’re definitely head over heels for her.”


    “Yeah, and it’s the same for Mahiru.”


    “You’re full of confidence there.”


    “I know how much she adores me.”


    Before they started dating, Amane wasn’t so sure about how fond she was of him, but now he was certain. He was aware that Mahiru cared about and cherished him, and also that she wanted him to stay by her side. It wasn’t as if he was being overly self-conscious, either, he was genuinely aware that it was the truth. The fact that he could now do so was evidence of the confidence he was building. Mahiru showering him with her affection was another likely factor, too.


    Now it was Makoto’s turn to smile, as he listened to Amane’s straightforward answer, responding without hesitation.


    “Well, I think it’s a good thing that you’ve gained confidence,” Makoto said. “It’s better than that time when you were hesitant to double down despite your love for each other.”


    “How harsh of you.”


    “I mean, even I could see that she liked you. It’s not really my business, but as long as you guys are happy, that’s all that matters.”


    Makoto shrugged his shoulders, and Amane smiled, knowing that he was giving praise in his own way.


    “…Well, Yuuta accepts it, so I think it’s settled now.”


    “Huh?”


    “Nah, it’s nothing. Well then, I’m off to pay for all this stuff I got.”


    Why Kadowaki? Amane wondered to himself, but Makoto quickly turned his back on him and left before he could pursue the matter.


     


    ✧ ₊ ✦ ₊ ✧


     


    As Amane walked back to his apartment, he saw the man that he had walked past earlier, standing there. He was looking up at the apartment complex. He wasn’t expecting to see the same man at his apartment, much less for him to be standing outside after all that time, and Amane stopped in his tracks and peered at the man. After all, he had a familiar hair color.


    Amane couldn’t quite tell since he only saw the back of his head, but he wasn’t a man of large proportions. In contrast, he was quite slender, and his height was probably a little shorter than Amane’s. He was looking up at the apartment building with his head turned up, and Amane wasn’t able to see his expression.


    Despite his concern, he wasn’t comfortable approaching strangers and was left with no choice but to make his way through. It would be suspicious if he turned around after passing by, so Amane wouldn’t be able to see the man’s face directly. He remained curious, however, so he pretended to check the contents of his carrier bag before proceeding. Feeling apologetic, he deliberately bumped his carrier bag against the man as he walked by and accidentally dropped it. Inside the bag were some snacks and emergency food, which he had stored separately from everything else, so even if he dropped it, it wouldn’t cause any trouble for Mahiru.


    With Amane dropping his items after bumping into him, the man’s attention was focused on him. Brushing off the dirt, Amane picked up his dropped carrier bag and looked up at the man.


    As I thought. In a sense, Amane had expected this, but he still felt a certain emotion despite that. The man had a very neat and well-defined face, and he lowered his eyebrows apologetically as he looked at him. Even his clear brown eyes were plainly showing his guilt. However, as he bumped into him on purpose, it was Amane who felt guilty.


    “I’m sorry, I was careless.”


    “No, I should be the one to apologize for standing in your way.”


    His apology was conveyed in a soft, low tone that was both calm and gentle. Once more, Amane bowed his head and said, “No, that was my fault.”


    He was able to discern what he wanted to confirm. He couldn’t say anything for sure, but the man was likely to be who Amane thought he was.


    As if nothing had happened, Amane simply walked past him. The man probably had no idea who Amane was, and there was almost no reason for him to suspect him of anything. Even though the incident merely lasted a few dozen seconds, Amane felt strangely nervous. It was likely because it involved the girl that he loved. He let out a sigh as he arrived at the entrance of the apartment, and at that very moment, that beloved girl of his appeared in front of him.


    “Welcome back, Amane-kun.”


    Amane wasn’t expecting her to head down to the entrance, or rather, to head down to greet him, and he was shaken. Mahiru noticed this and looked at him curiously.


    “What’s with that face?”


    “No-Nothing much… I was just wondering why you came all the way out here.”


    “You did send me a message saying that you’d be returning soon, no? I know that you must be carrying a lot of the things I asked for, and I thought I should help you out.”


    “I-I see.”


    It seemed that she was obediently trying to split the load and help with the luggage. His heart was strained after confirming the identity of the man earlier, but after Mahiru’s appearance, it started beating even faster.


    He glanced behind him, worried whether Mahiru would notice the man’s presence, but then the man, who was supposed to have been about ten meters in front of him, had disappeared.


    …He hadn’t come to meet with Mahiru? Isn’t he just turning back before seeing her? 


    The latter was unlikely given Mahiru’s attitude, but if he came to see her, he would’ve approached her once he noticed she was there. There was no reason for him to leave. That being said, just why did he come all this way? He went out of his way to loiter around the apartment where Mahiru lived, and he looked around the floor she lived on with his own two eyes. But why?


    “What’s wrong?”


    “Nothing, don’t mind it.”


    With a small sigh of relief, Amane handed Mahiru the bag with the snacks, as she looked like she wanted to carry his luggage, and hopped on the elevator with her.


     


    ✧ ₊ ✦ ₊ ✧


     


    On the evening of the incident, Amane was wondering whether he should mention the man he had met earlier as he gazed at Mahiru, who was sitting beside him. In all likelihood, that man was her father. As for her mother, she had a strong, self-assured atmosphere about her, and a sharp face to boot. Mahiru didn’t resemble her at all, and it was to such an extent that one might doubt whether they were truly mother and daughter. However, the man he met earlier resembled her so much that Amane could recognize his identity with just a glance.


    Between his handsome, gentle face and the color of his eyes and hair, he had the appearance of a man befitting Mahiru’s father and was bound to attract the same kind of attention. He looked exactly like Mahiru if she were older and a man. Naturally, there was no way he could mistake him for a random stranger. However, he wasn’t so sure if he should relay what he saw to Mahiru. He was aware of the rift between her and her parents, and that she tended to avoid such topics. If it was possible, Amane was fully intent on pretending that nothing had happened.


    Nonetheless, Mahiru was bound to be in shock if the man returned once more and approached her. He concluded that it’d be better to prepare Mahiru in advance before something like that would happen.


    “…Is something the matter? You’ve been staring at me for a while now.”


    Mahiru would be stunned no matter what decision he would choose, and as he was weighing the scales, Mahiru noticed his gaze and looked at him rather curiously.


    “Ah, well, how should I put it?”


    “What’s this? Are you hiding something?”


    “I’m not sure what I should say…”


    “If you want to say it, please say it. I won’t press further if you don’t want me to, but I’ll listen to anything you have to say.”


    Mahiru ultimately left the decision in Amane’s hands, and Amane was lost in thought for ten seconds, wondering what he should do, before gradually opening his mouth.


    “…Erm, earlier… when I went out shopping, I ran into this guy.”


    “H-Hah, is that so?”


    Amane stared into Mahiru’s eyes as she nodded her head, seemingly not understanding what he was talking about. Her eyes were the same color as those of the man he had met prior.


    “He was standing in front of our apartment building, staring at it. …His eyes looked exactly like yours, Mahiru.”


    “…Eh?”


    Mahiru, who wore a curious expression on her face, froze.


    “He had the same eye and hair color as you, Mahiru, and his face was similar to yours, too.”


    Full of anxiety, Amane implicitly asked her if he was her father, and Mahiru was shocked… or not; instead, she appeared to simply be confused.


    “H-Hah… You may have met someone resembling my father, is that what you are implying?”


    “Maybe, but…”


    He said maybe, but Amane was almost certain that it was her father. His face, and his atmosphere were quite similar to that of Mahiru’s. It would be impossible for them not to be related. She blinked away at Amane’s words before narrowing her eyes, perhaps with a sense of bafflement.


    “…Are you sure you aren’t mistaken?”


    “Eh?”


    Hearing her straightforward response, it was now Amane’s turn to be baffled.


    “My father has never shown any interest in me. Ever since I can remember, he hasn’t spared me any of his own time. He was always so preoccupied with his work that he barely gave me any attention. Even now, he rarely contacts me, and if he does, it’s only a few times a year and merely for work-related matters.”


    As she spoke out matter-of-factly, Mahiru’s eyes gradually shifted from confused to cold.


    “He has no reason to approach me, and if he did, he would’ve contacted me beforehand. Not once has that happened before, however.”


    Seeing the look on Mahiru’s face as she spoke unwaveringly, Amane took her hand.


    “And what would he say to me after all this time? For what purpose would a father who has abandoned his daughter for more than ten years for the sake of work come all the way to meet her in person? I don’t understand why he would come to see me, and I don’t think there’s any meaning in me understanding it.”


    “Mahiru.”


    “Hypothetically, even if they were to look at me now… I wouldn’t recognize them as my parents. They are merely related to me through blood, not the parents who raised me. The only parent who raised me was Koyuki-san.”


    Murmuring in a monotone voice, Mahiru’s words were laced with countless thorns. Amane embraced her, unable to watch her continue, his expression devoid of all emotion. The thorns imbued in her voice were hurting herself more than anyone else. She wasn’t acting stubborn; instead, Mahiru gave off the impression that she was strangling herself with her words, driving herself into a corner. What confirmed this was the pain she felt beneath her deadpan expression. Despite her emotionless appearance, she looked as if she were enduring the wound. 


    “…What is it?” Wrapped up in Amane, Mahiru slowly raised her head and looked up at him.


    “…More intimacy.”


    “For who?”


    “Me, I’d say.”


    “…I see.” After replying with a whisper, Mahiru rested her body against Amane’s and gently let out a sigh.


    “I’m not particularly bothered by it, actually. After all, I have nothing to do with that person anymore.”


    “I see.”


    “I have… a new place to call home, too.”


    “Yeah, that’s right.”


    “…So, I’m fine.”


    “Nm.”


    Amane patted her head softly, happy that she thought of his family’s home as her own, and he sensed how she felt in regards to her parents once more.


    “…So, well… if I happen to run into that man again, what should I do?”


    As Mahiru was leaning against his chest, Amane gently caressed her hair with the palm of his hand as he asked. She slowly raised her head and looked at him with a gentle gaze. Her expression wasn’t one of shock or pain, and seeing this, Amane looked back at her reassuringly, but Mahiru lowered her eyebrows, a little troubled that she’d been stared at.


    “…I think you should do whatever you please, Amane-kun.”


    “Is there nothing that you want to do about it, Mahiru?”


    Amane assumed that she would tell him not to intervene, but Mahiru shook her head instead.


    “There’s nothing… Things would be different if I were beside you when you met him or if he approached me when I was alone, but since he met you alone, Amane-kun, I shall not criticize the choice that you make. I just ask that you report to me first, at the very least.”


    “…I see. You’re saying that you won’t get involved, right?”


    “Yes. If he has something to say to me, he should have made an appointment and come to me directly or sent a message, but it’s odd for him to hide and observe me. Unless he contacts me, I won’t take any action. So long as he doesn’t do anything to disrupt my life, that is.”


    Mahiru seemed concerned about the presence of the man resembling her father, but she didn’t want to go out of her way to make contact with him. Amane would’ve done the same in Mahiru’s position, but the fact that Mahiru decided to ignore him even though it was almost certain that he was her father made it clear all over again that the feud between Mahiru and her parents was deeply rooted.


    As Mahiru squirmed and buried her face in Amane’s chest again, fawning over him, he simply replied, “I see.” He wrapped his arms around her back and tucked in her knees before lifting her into his lap. He smiled a little at her surprised expression, and Amane kissed her forehead to comfort her, but Mahiru instantly turned bright red and buried her face in his chest yet again, as if hiding herself. This time, in an attempt to conceal her embarrassment, Mahiru pressed her forehead against him with more force than before, almost as if she were trying to headbutt him. Amane couldn’t help but chuckle at how cute she was.


    “…Well, you know, I’m not you, Mahiru, so I can’t really meddle too much in your home situation, but I think it’s best to do what you want, and I’ll support whatever you decide to do.”


    An outsider. That’s what Amane was. Of course, from his point of view, ‘for now’ was fixed to the end of that statement. That was why he couldn’t delve too deeply into her family situation. So long as Mahiru doesn’t want him to do so, all Amane could do was gently support her from beside her. But regardless of that, Amane had already decided to stay by her side, and no matter what occurred with her family, Mahiru would still be the one for him. If running from home was one of her desires, Amane was prepared to make it come true.


    “Yes,” Mahiru replied in a hushed voice as Amane tenderly stroked her hair.


    “I’ll snatch you away if the time comes, so don’t worry.”


    Amane whispered in a voice she could barely hear and let out a mischievous chuckle, and Mahiru swiftly raised her head with a face even redder than before. Amane pretended not to notice and simply stroked her hair.


     


    ✧ ₊ ✦ ₊ ✧


     


    A few days had passed since he had met the man who seemed to be Mahiru’s father. He had been more or less careful to see him when he went out, but contrary to his concerns, he hadn’t noticed even a hint of his shadow. Most likely, he had come to see Mahiru or to check on her, and in the end, he hesitated to meet her. Otherwise, he would’ve initiated a conversation.


    He asked her about it, but she replied that he never contacted her or showed his face, so it was possible that the man didn’t have any intention of meeting with her at the moment.


    “…I just don’t get it at all.”


    It wasn’t as if he didn’t understand that the man wanted to drop by, but Amane still felt strangely puzzled since his motive still remained a mystery. On the other hand, they couldn’t overstep their bounds, so unless the man approached them himself, they wouldn’t be able to take any action.


    “Something wrong?”


    “Just something on my mind.”


    Itsuki, who was currently at Amane’s house along with his summer assignments, wore a concerned expression as Amane mumbled to himself while looking at his work.


    “It’s rare for you to be so worried about something that you say it out loud, Amane… Let’s see, your big brother will lend an ear to your troubles.”


    “What’re you saying? You were born after me.”


    “Don’t sweat the details. Come on, spit it out.”


    It seemed that Itsuki got tired of doing his assignments. He tossed his pencil across the desk, turned to face Amane, and slapped his chest. He seemed to be implying, Leave it to me.


     …What should I do?


    Explaining Mahiru’s family situation was out of the question. It wasn’t a matter of how close they were as friends; it was simply that Amane shouldn’t share things that Mahiru had decided to keep a secret. If this had been his own secret, he might’ve confided in him, but since it was Mahiru’s, not his, he couldn’t do so. It was unlikely that he could convey the situation correctly while not divulging too much. That said, he wouldn’t discover the answer by worrying alone.


    Amane shut his mouth for a moment, and then began to speak. He articulated his words carefully in his mind.


    “Let’s say there’s someone who never got involved with you, but then they made contact with you out of the blue. If that happened, what would you think they want?”


    “Is this about you, Amane?”


    “No comment.”


    “Hmm. Well, okay.”


    Itsuki looked down upon hearing Amane’s statement as if he had guessed the subtleties of what he was saying, but Itsuki didn’t pursue it too deeply; he simply accepted his words and focused on thinking.


    “Well, I’d say it depends on the situation… he didn’t contact them beforehand, or anything like that?”


    “He didn’t.”


    “Hmm. The person you’re talking about isn’t a stalker, is he?”


    “…You’re a little off.”


    The man sneaked into their apartment complex, and disappeared without a sound as soon as Mahiru appeared; Amane wouldn’t go so far as to call him a stalker, but there was a certain air of suspicion he carried about with him.


    “I’m curious about that ‘little,’ but let’s see… I’m certain that he must be worried in some way. I don’t know what kind of relationship they have, but if there’s one possibility, it’s that there’s an important matter he had to discuss in person, or that something triggered a change of heart, and now he wants to get involved.”


    “…A change of heart.”


    “Wouldn’t that be the only reason for someone to suddenly show up after constantly avoiding them?”


    He shrugged his shoulders, continuing, “We still don’t know why, though,” and Amane smiled wryly, saying, “Well, that’s true.”


    Considering what Itsuki said, it was true that checking up on her wasn’t so strange. The reason remained a mystery, however.


    Amane wasn’t familiar with Mahiru’s father, not his personality or how he carried himself, so even if he tried to imagine his motives, none of his theories sparked. A clue, if there was one, likely lied in a change in his state of mind or environment. That was the only reason Amane could imagine why he would come to see Mahiru now.


    “Well, I don’t know the details, so I can’t say for sure. If I were you, I’d be concerned and make contact with him myself. I wouldn’t like the idea of feeling all jumpy and doing nothing about it.”


    “That’s just like you…”


    “Well, you’re the passive type, Amane, so wouldn’t it be fine to wait until he shows up again? I’m certain that he’ll do that soon, one way or another. If that’s all it took for him to give up on meeting directly, he would’ve just sent an email or made a phone call in the first place.”


    “Since you don’t understand the situation, you’ve got no choice but to wait, right?” Itsuki continued, and Amane arrived at the same conclusion. He intended to adopt a wait-and-see stance from then on. To begin with, Mahiru was the one being contacted, so there was little Amane could do in such a situation.


    “Guess that’s all I can do,” Amane sighed, and Itsuki’s lips curled up in amusement.


    “…Well, go do your best for your beloved, young man.”


    “Whaa–”


    “You’re surprisingly easy to understand, aren’t you? If it was about you, you’d say so. The only person you’d worry about that much is Shiina-san.”


    “…Shut up.”


    “I’ll leave it at that, since I don’t have any right to meddle in your affairs, but do your best for your cute girlfriend, Amane.”


    Amane wore a displeased expression as Itsuki prodded his elbow into him, “I get it,” and softly replied in a quiet voice.
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    Summer vacation was coming to an end; only a week remained. Chitose suddenly paid a visit to his house before noon and asked him, “Did you know that there’s a summer festival today?”


    “…I do know that, actually.”


    “Oh, maybe you already planned to go with Mahirun? I invited Ikkun to come along with me.”


    “We were planning to go there together, or well, actually, I was going to invite Mahiru later on.”


    He was aware of Mahiru’s free schedule for the day, so Amane had planned to invite her out with him as a surprise. To cover all bases, Amane had already asked his mother to mail over a fitting pair of yukatas for the both of them, and he made sure to review beforehand the correct method of wearing it, so they could head out together without a hitch.


    Making her return after pouring tea, Mahiru let out a “Huh?” and stared at him with a blank expression. “I wanted to go to the summer festival, so I did some research into it,” Amane returned, and Mahiru blinked several times repeatedly.


    “…Maybe I’m intruding on you two here?”


    “Not really. It’d be great to go out together as just the two of us, but I figured we might as well look around as a group while we’re at it. After all, we’ve already gathered here.”


    Amane and his friends were already second-year students. Once the end of summer vacation arrived, their classes would start to focus more and more on preparing them for their future entrance exams. At the school they were studying at, students were to complete the entirety of their three-year course within the first two years of their enrollment. The remaining year would then be used for each student to zone in on a course of their choice in preparation for their ideal career path, resulting in fairly fast-paced classes.


    That being the case, they weren’t given the liberty of being able to hang out too often, and they weren’t given many chances to simply idle around without much on their mind. And naturally, once they advanced into their third year, they would study at home more often, perhaps attend a prep school, a cram school, or even delve into private tutoring, so there would be even fewer opportunities for them to get together.


    Amane could always squeeze out some time to spend alone with Mahiru, but matching everyone’s schedules once more would pose a hard challenge.


    “…Any thoughts, Mahiru?”


    “I’d be more than happy if we could all go together. Still, I would prefer for you to contact us before visiting, Chitose-san.”


    “I said I’m sorry. I thought I did my best with that, you know?”


    “But that was only ten minutes before you arrived…”


    Mahiru gave a wry smile as she continued serving Chitose her cold barley tea, exposing what she’d done.


    In all her bewilderment, Mahiru had suddenly informed, “Chitose-san’s coming over,” and Amane was naturally taken aback by her surprise visit as well, their prior invitation aside. Itsuki had also suddenly charged into his friend’s house before, but he never would’ve guessed Chitose to do the same. She must’ve made her way over since she was sure they were home, but that aside, Amane wished she would have told them earlier in advance at the very least. He directed a sigh at Chitose, who was savoring her cold barley tea, before glancing at Mahiru. She didn’t seem to be against going to the festival.


    Amane noticed Mahiru’s subtle drop in enthusiasm as of late, and it was likely an effect of the incident with her father, so he intended to bring her out as a distraction. She may come into contact with her father again, but if even for just a moment, Amane hoped he could allow Mahiru to forget about his existence.


    “Well, it’s all good that we’ve decided to go together, but what’re you going to do, Mahiru? Want to wear a yukata?”


    “Huh? No, unfortunately, I don’t have a yukata for me to wear.”


    “Well, erm… We have one. Right here, actually. And it matches your size perfectly.”


    “Why is that?”


    “I asked mom for it.”


    As soon as he mentioned Shihoko’s involvement, “Ahh…” Mahiru agreed hastily. Amane was convinced that in Mahiru’s mind, his mother was someone who, for some reason or another, owned a large collection of clothes in her size. It was hard for him to laugh at the fact that she wasn’t wrong, either.


    It was Amane who asked her for a favor this time around, so he couldn’t make any comments, but he was left wondering why she owned clothes in sizes for young women. No matter the fact that she worked in the fashion industry, it was clear that she was preparing them specifically for Mahiru’s use.


    “Huh? You’re gonna wear a yukata, Mahirun? I wanna see it!”


    “Are you not wearing one?”


    “Don’t wanna. Yukatas are cute, but they’re hard to move around in, and I couldn’t eat my fill with that sash around me and all.”


    “You sure you’re not just a glutton?”


    “How rude.”


    Not only was Chitose someone who preferred not to dress tightly, but she also ate as she pleased and enjoyed moving her body around to boot, so wearing clothes that one would wear with ladylike elegance and gracefulness like a yukata wasn’t up her alley.


    Such an outfit would be hard to move around in—much too cramped for the active Chitose.


    “Come to think of it, what’s Itsuki doing?”


    “We’re supposed to meet up on-site.”


    “You already decided things before you invited us, didn’t you? Almost like you assumed we were going from the start…?”


    “Hehe, I figured you two wouldn’t refuse if you had free time.”


    “You really should worry a little more about that.”


    “Sorry, sorry.”


    He narrowed his eyes at Chitose, who didn’t seem to be reflecting on her actions, but it couldn’t be helped.


    Since Amane had messaged Itsuki about having a free schedule over the past few days, that was likely the reason for her invitation. Naturally, he wanted her to invite them well in advance, but a change of pace was important, so this time he was grateful despite her last-minute approach.


    “So, how about it, Mahiru? Feel like wearing a yukata?”


    “…Wouldn’t I be the only one wearing a yukata?”


    “I’m planning on wearing one too, for what it’s worth…”


    “Huh? You have one?”


    “Well, erm, it’s a special occasion, and I thought I’d try it on to get used to it too.”


    “Amane-kun in his yukata…”


    Mahiru suddenly started fidgeting at the mention of his yukata appearance, and Amane muttered, “I don’t think it’ll be exciting to see a man’s yukata, though…”


    He wasn’t trying to gratify anyone, but he truly believed that a yukata had a certain flair to it when worn by a woman and not by a man. While it did create a special atmosphere, a man’s yukata wasn’t worth being appreciated—such was Amane’s view.


    However, as if she really wanted to see it, Mahiru kept giving him meaningful glances. It was his cute girlfriend’s wish, so Amane’s yukata appearance was now set in stone. He thought he would look better if he wore it, too; he’d be walking alongside Mahiru, after all.


    “Well, if you want to see it, Mahiru, I’ll gladly put it on.”


    “I-I want to see it.”


    “What a quick response. That’s fine and all, but don’t get your hopes up too much. Mine’s just a normal yukata.”


    It was a simple, modest dark blue color with a red bean colored sash, so it didn’t stand out in any particular way or look fancy. Mahiru looked at him expectantly despite that, so Amane smiled wryly and patted her on the head, saying, “Well, I’ll try to suit it the best that I can.”


     


    ✧ ₊ ✦ ₊ ✧


     


    An hour and a half before the festival began, Amane and Mahiru began their preparations. Mahiru returned home with her yukata in hand, as did Chitose, while Amane moved to putting his own yukata on by his lonesome. One needed knowledge on how to properly wear a yukata, but he wasn’t worried about Mahiru in that regard. She had worn a kimono before, so putting on a yukata would be a breeze for her.


    The real problem was Amane, he was worried whether he was doing it properly or not. He rarely had any chances to wear it before, despite Shihoko already having instilled the proper knowledge into him in the past. He checked himself out in the mirror as he finished wearing it, and it was shaped decently; at the very least, it wasn’t falling apart. Plain, navy blue, and with a red bean sash. Amane’s kimono had no fancy patterns, a look that he greatly appreciated given his preferences. Amane noticed that his height helped create a special kind of atmosphere as he looked in the mirror, which was an added benefit. For better or worse, he naturally had a composed face to begin with, so he gave off a calm and collected impression which likely suited him rather well given the occasion.


    He decided to read other people’s judgments of him as a basis of whether he was suitable to walk by Mahiru’s side. While he was curious about the gazes and opinions of the passersby, too, what was most important was his own feelings, and Mahiru’s feelings.


    Having finished dressing up and styling his hair, Amane then sat down on the sofa and leisurely spent the remaining time waiting. It took a long time for women to get ready. Amane was aware of this and prepared an abundance of time in advance, so there weren’t any issues. On top of that, when it came down to it, a yukata would be more troublesome to wear than usual clothes, and Mahiru would likely tie up her hair after getting changed into it, so Amane estimated it to take roughly thirty percent longer than one would usually expect. Since she would apply makeup after all of those steps, Amane had high respect for girls’ efforts and thought they were amazing.


     Mahiru’s definitely cute even when she doesn’t apply anything, but girls shine even brighter when they dress up, it’s amazing.


    Amane spent his time relaxing and felt a smile creep up on his face as he appreciated her endearing effort to show her boyfriend her most adorable self and he felt an indescribable sense of happiness rise up in his heart.


    Then, Amane heard the unlocking of his door, and Mahiru had seemingly wrapped up with her preparations. Amane refrained from turning to face her and waited for her to approach him, anticipating her beauty. “Amane-kun,” Mahiru called out softly, and patted him on the shoulder.


    It was then that he finally turned around—and cracked a smile.


    “It’s cute. It suits you perfectly.”


    “…I-Is it really that easy to judge?”


    “Definitely, no doubt. I can tell with just a glance.”


    Mahiru had her slight reservations thinking that his words were prepared in advance, but it couldn’t be helped. It’s what Amane truly believed, after all.


    Once again, he was in awe at his mother’s insight and was left feeling genuinely impressed.


    Likely out of consideration that she would be standing beside Amane, Mahiru’s yukata emanated a bright impression despite its rather calm design. It depicted a pattern of Hydrangea flowers which contrasted with the white fabric surrounding it. The Hydrangeas were dark blue in color, giving off an air of maturity that made her appear prim and proper. While he couldn’t deny that it was a little over-the-top for the current season, it suited her very well nonetheless. She sported a bright purple sash which complimented her yukata’s simple design. The obi clasp was decorated with dragonfly beads, adding to its refreshing atmosphere.


    Amane smiled, staring firmly at Mahiru’s figure, the embodiment of prim and proper beauty.


    “You’re usually so cute. But today, you look innocent and charming. Should I call it a gentle charm? I said it was cute, and that’s true, but if I were to say it, I’d say you’re more beautiful than cute. It definitely suits you.”


    “Th-This is too…”


    After hearing how serious Amane’s opinion was, Mahiru looked a little shy, as if she couldn’t calm down; her hand was fiddling with the end of her hair. Looking at her like that, Amane couldn’t help but laugh.


    Mahiru’s hair bun seemed to be held in place with a hairpin, and her silver hairpin swayed gently as she moved. The hairpin was decorated with dark blue, glazed beads in the same style as the waistband, and the atmosphere it gave off was similar to that of Amane’s yukata.


    “Mahirun, Mahirun,” Chitose said. “He’s definitely not faking it.”


    “I know, I’ve experienced this many times.”


    “…Are you blaming me?”


    “Actually, it’s a compliment, but it’s also a rebuttal, maybe?” Chitose clarified, though unable to make up her mind.


    “What’s up with that?”


    Amane was puzzled by Chitose’s answer and narrowed his eyes suspiciously. Chitose didn’t say anything more and just continued to smile.


    However, Mahiru’s attitude didn’t seem to reject it, so Amane guessed it wasn’t a bad thing.


    “…I-I think your outfit suits you very well, Amane-kun.”


    “Really? Thank you. I’m glad you think so.”


    Amane thought the outfit looked quite appropriate, but now with Mahiru’s affirmation, he was even more satisfied. Although he knew she had a love filter, it was still nice to be praised. Amane tried to accept Mahiru’s praise openly, but for some reason, Mahiru’s eyes revealed a little bit of a grumpy look.


    “…What did I do wrong?”


    “She’s the only one who’s shy, so she thinks it’s unfair~”


    “Chi-Chitose-san!”


    When she heard Chitose’s comment, Mahiru immediately got upset. Her reaction proved that Chitose was right. It seemed that Mahiru also wanted to make Amane feel shy, but Amane wouldn’t get shy over such a little thing. He was happy and a little embarrassed, but not as shy as Mahiru was.


    Seeing that Mahiru was obviously shaken, Chitose smiled happily and said, “You’re so cute~”, while pressing against and touching her. Seeing Chitose’s skinship, Amane’s mind was a bit mixed. He didn’t know whether to admire her for being able to avoid messing up her hair and clothes while teasing Mahiru, or to argue that only he could touch her.


    Mahiru was so shy that her cheeks were blushing. Since Mahiru’s reacting so cutely, let’s let them fawn over each other, Amane simply decided to let Chitose touch Mahiru and watched them play with a warm expression.


     


    ✧ ₊ ✦ ₊ ✧


     


    When they arrived at the nearest station to the festival, Itsuki was already there waiting for them. He didn’t seem to expect Amane and Mahiru to wear yukata, so when he saw them, he stared at them in admiration, “Whoaa, a yukata!”


    “I’ve had them for a few days. Both sets of yukata were sent by my mom.”


    “Oh wow, Shihoko-san has a really good eye; you both look great in them.”


    “My mom has really good taste with this stuff.”


    The two of them looked like they were one and the same, and their outfits were chosen with the two of them standing together in mind. If anyone looked at them, they wouldn’t help but admire them.


    Amane decided to send a picture of Mahiru in her yukata to his mother as a thank-you gift. He then looked at Itsuki. He was wearing casual attire, but the jeans and shirt he was wearing suited him. It’s a sin to be handsome, Amane thought to himself.


    Chitose would look great in a yukata. But Amane knew she didn’t want to wear it, so he withdrew the thought.


    “Well, a beautiful woman in a yukata is a real treat for the eyes.”


    “Ah, Ikkun, what about me~?”


    “You’re very cute, Chi. Anytime and anywhere.”


    “…But you made fun of me when you saw me with a face mask.”


    “You were cute like that, too.”


    “You’re obviously laughing just thinking about it!”


    Chitose slapped Itsuki’s shoulder a few times, but he remained unperturbed by the shaking and snickered. Looking at the two, Mahiru smiled bitterly.


    As for Amane, he also saw Mahiru using a face mask during his last visit to his hometown, but he didn’t find it funny or interesting, he just thought that it must be hard to maintain beauty and admired Mahiru for her diligence. At that time, Amane was almost asked to use one himself, but he refused in the end. So much hard work to keep such an attractive face, Amane thought, while gently stroking Mahiru’s face with the back of his fingers, being careful not to let the makeup come off. This made Mahiru feel tickled, and she smiled gently.


    Just by looking at her, she made the people in front of Amane gasp. 


    “Having a cute girlfriend is a super easy way to stand out.” Seeing the reactions of the people passing by, Amane once again acknowledged that his girlfriend was extremely beautiful.


    “Not even that—just the fact that the two of them are standing together makes them stand out, you know...”


    “To be fair, few people wear a yukata to festivals nowadays, even during the summer. It’s inevitable that they’d stand out.”


    “You’re not wrong, but that’s not what I was getting at… Ah nevermind; just forget it.”


    Amane didn’t care about her reaction and gently pulled Mahiru over. The reason he did this was to emphasize to the people around them that Mahiru belonged to him. At first, Mahiru blinked away, but then she realized the meaning behind his actions, and her cheeks flushed lightly. She leaned on Amane’s arm, looking happy.


    When they saw Mahiru’s reaction, both Chitose and Amane raised the corners of their mouths and smiled. But Mahiru didn’t care, and kept clinging to Amane.


    “We can’t be left behind. Look at me!”


    “Wahahaha, come on over.”


    Amane smiled bitterly as he saw Itsuki and Chitose leaning against each other defiantly. Then, he looked at Mahiru who was leaning on him. Mahiru lowered her head slightly and stared upward at Amane, her eyes full of trust.


    “Then let’s start shopping. We can’t stand here forever.”


    “Yes! The festival has hereby begun! I must eat as much as I can~”


    Chitose put her arm around Itsuki and raised her hand in a vibrant manner as she said so. She seemed to care more about satisfying her appetite than her femininity. Seeing her like this, Amane also smiled, turned to face the festival venue, and took a step.


    He looked at Mahiru again, smiled at her, and then held her hand as he followed behind them.


     


    ✧ ₊ ✦ ₊ ✧


     


    The four of them arrived at the festival grounds, and the place was bustling with people. The area wasn’t usually so crowded, but today it was packed—a far cry from its usual impression. No other festivals had been held nearby in the last week or two, so that was likely the main reason.


    At first glance, it seemed that not many people came wearing a yukata, and it would’ve been very attractive to walk around in a yukata. However, the main reason for the attraction was Mahiru’s beauty.


    “Sure is a crowd here, huh,” Chitose commented.


    “True that. Gotta be careful not to get separated.” replied Amane.


    “Mahirun, don’t let go of Amane, okay?”


    “…I won’t let go.”


    Mahiru leaned closely to Amane’s body and held his hand tightly. Amane also clasped her fingers and swore in his heart that he would never let her go. If he let go of her, there would certainly be unsavory people trying to hit on her. She was such a lovely girl; who wouldn’t want to hit on her? Itsuki whistled away and gave Amane a look that meant, Look at you still holding hands with her, and then looked at the vendors and stalls lined up at the festival.


    “Mahiru, is there anything you want to see? Or anything you want to eat?”


    “I’m not sure. I’m new to this kind of place…”


    “I see. Then let’s eat something first.”


    Amane’s heart felt a little sad when he thought that Mahiru hardly ever went out with her family. To lift her spirits, Amane smiled at her, and she smiled back.


    “Ah, I want to eat cotton candy~”


    “Wouldn’t you get full quickly if you bought that?”


    He wasn’t sure if it was a problem, but Chitose was a fast eater and would easily finish her sweets swiftly. However, before eating sweets, eating something else would be more appropriate.


    Amane was going to start with yakisoba or takoyaki, as was the tradition. But they were wearing yukatas, so they had to be careful not to spill any sauce. For Amane, though, Mahiru’s opinion mattered the most.


    “…What kinds of foods are there at a festival?”


    “The staples are yakisoba, takoyaki, ikayaki, and sausages. They’re easier to eat and fill you up.” [1]


    “…Can we think as we go?”


    “If you want to. That’s the fun part about going to a festival.”


    You could decide what you wanted to eat before you started, but it was also fun to look for things you were interested in while you were wandering around. It was better to enjoy the festival that way. Amane asked Itsuki and Chitose for their opinions. They nodded their heads and agreed with the plan. So Amane decided to head around, and he escorted Mahiru through the crowd.


    The group went around casually and bought some food from the vendors. Then, they saw a stall for target shooting, a common game at such festivals. Amane thought that target shooting was a unique stall at festivals. He planned to take Mahiru to play this game if the chance presented itself. But if Mahiru wasn’t interested, he’d just skip past it. Mahiru was holding hands with him, looking around at all the nearby stalls; her eyes were shining, looking like she was enjoying herself. Then she noticed Amane’s eyes looking at a certain booth, so she looked over and asked.


    “Amane-kun, what’s that?”


    “Ahhh, that’s a target shooting game. You shoot a cork using a toy gun, and if you hit the prize and knock it over, you get to take it home. Want to try it?”


    Amane felt that they should experience as much as they could, so he took out his wallet and shook it a few times.


    Seeing that Mahiru agreed, Amane immediately paid the stall owner. He took the toy gun and five rounds of its ammunition and loaded corks into the gun for Mahiru to use. His parents often took him to festivals when he was younger, and thanks to that, he was able to load the pellets himself without needing to ask the stall owner.


    “Loaded, here you go. Which one do you want?”


    “…I think that one is cute.”


    Mahiru pointed to a plastic box as she said so. The box contained hair clips. The hydrangea on the barrette matched the yukata Mahiru was wearing, and it had a rather cute design.


    Amane had played this kind of game often, and in his experience, the prizes were deliberately placed in positions that were hard to hit. This made the game unfair for beginners. However, he wanted to respect Mahiru’s will, so he didn’t voice his worries. He taught Mahiru how to use it along with the proper positioning, and he let her aim for what she wanted herself.


    Even though it’s just a toy gun, the way she’s holding it is so attractive, Amane thought to himself as he gazed at her after stepping back. After a light sound, the bullet flew out…and hit the curtain hanging at the back of the prize.


    “This is difficult.” Mahiru said.


    “Honestly, for a first-time player, it’s tough just to aim accurately.”


    Although the distance to the prize wasn’t far, it wouldn’t do any good to underestimate the game’s difficulty. You must adjust the angle according to the power of the gun and the speed of the cork, and a firm hold is necessary to avoid any shaking. The state of each gun wasn’t the same, and if you couldn’t master control over all the variables, the bullet would never hit the prize.


    It’s an unexpectedly sophisticated game. Amane thought, and at the same time, recalling the not-so-necessary skills and knowledge that his parents had taught him in the past, he couldn’t help but laugh. Mahiru continued to load the bullets and shoot as Amane had just taught her. They had all missed, and Mahiru lost her will to continue and sighed.


    As a prize for participating, the boss gave her some extra bar snacks.


    “All missed…”


    “It’s the first time you’ve played, so it can’t be helped.”


    “That’s right. This always happens the first time. I’m sure Amane will blow away all your regrets, go and show us your cool side!”


    “Don’t take it so lightly because you’re on the sidelines.”


    Amane was planning to challenge it himself if Mahiru missed, since she seemed to really want the hairpin. But since Chitose said it was so easy, it’d be a big headache if he didn’t hit it.


    “…I want that.” Mahiru looked at the barrette reluctantly and looked up at Amane.


    “…If you say so, I’ll have to give it my best shot.”


    Mahiru muttered with her head slightly lowered and her gaze directed upward. Amane was sure that Chitose had taught her such a cute way of pouting. “Now I can’t miss it.” Amane said with a bitter smile, and then he paid the stall owner just like before and took the gun and its corks.


    A long time had passed since Amane had last played. He carefully checked the feel of the gun, reminded himself not to be too stressed, and pulled the trigger. Amane fired in a smooth motion, and the cork bullet flew straight toward the plastic box containing the hairpin, brushing against the edge of the box. The box shook a little but didn’t topple over.


    “Ah, what a pity.” Mahiru said.


    “It’s okay, it’s okay. I’m just trying to get a feel for it and confirm the condition of the gun.”


    From the start, Amane wasn’t aiming to topple it in one shot. The first round was a test, and he managed to graze the prize. However, from the feel of the gun, the feel of the shot, and the feeling of the bullet brushing against the prize, he judged that this booth’s gun should be able to hit it. There were many times when a gun failed to hit a prize due to any number of factors, but this time the gun seemed to be up to scratch. As long as he aimed properly and hit the right spot, he could topple over any prize he wanted. Amane was relieved that he hadn’t lost his sense for the game. He reloaded and aimed once more.


    As long as it was for Mahiru, he was willing to challenge any prize at this booth, including the biggest prize of all, the large toy. But since Mahiru wanted the hairpin, he only aimed for that prize.


     What a nostalgic feeling. 


    When Amane was in elementary and middle school, his parents often took him to various festivals. While recalling these memories, Amane quietly pulled the trigger. This time, the bullet hit the upper part of the box, right down in the center. Even if he had hit the center, the prize might not have toppled. Therefore, Amane focused on toppling the prize using its center of gravity. As a result, the box shook as he expected and ultimately fell over. There was an uproar around Amane, as if other customers were watching him shoot.


    Would’ve been embarrassing if I missed, Amane thought as he picked up some light-looking snack prizes and fired the remaining bullets. When he succeeded in hitting the prizes, the owner was still smiling, but his expression twitched slightly with stiffness.


    Taking too many prizes would interfere with business.


    Thinking of the time when Shihoko had been refused by a stall owner because she had won too many prizes at once, Amane shrugged and said “Sorry,” while accepting the prize he had won. Amane turned around and picked up the hairpin he won and showed it to Mahiru, “You wanted this, didn’t you?”


    “…Th-Thank you very much,” Mahiru offered her gratitude, a little surprised. “To think it really toppled over…”


    “How’d you get it so easily?” asked Chitose.


    “You could say I’m pretty good at games like these.”


    “Wow, handsome dude energy.” Chitose piped up. “Kinda frustrates me.”


    “Why, though…?”


    It was obvious that Chitose asked Amane to play, but in fact, after getting the prize, Amane felt her reaction to be unreasonable.


    “Well, Amane’s pretty good at these kinds of games. When we went to the arcade together, he always did very well in shooting games.”


    “Because my family focuses on this kind of unnecessary education…my parents say that things like this make life richer.”


    “Well, thanks to that, you were able to get what Shiina-san wanted, so it does come in handy.”


    “True that.”


    It was true that he was able to get the hairpin Mahiru wanted, so he was grateful to his parents.


    “I wonder if I can call this a specialty of mine,” Amane said, pulling the hairpin from the plastic box. He gently brushed Mahiru’s hair and put the hair clip on. Although the hair clip was, by chance, decorated with hydrangeas just like her yukata, it looked very fitting and matched the ambience of her outfit.


    “Yep, it suits you well.”


    “The style is simple and cute, so it should go well with it,” Amane spoke out, and Mahiru’s cheeks turned as pink as a rose before softly replying, “Thank you.”


    Just as Amane sensed that she found it quite embarrassing, Itsuki commented offhandedly, “You only start acting like this with Shiina-san,” and Amane gave him the silent treatment as he gently caressed Mahiru’s head. She was full of shame, yet joyful all the same.
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    “Mahirun’s in such a good mood~”


    Wearing the hairpin that Amane had won, Mahiru seemed to be in very high spirits. As if flowers were flying out from behind her, even Chitose was compelled to point it out. It wasn’t just the flowers, however, but also the sweet smiles flying all around her. If she made a careless move, she’d probably even pierce the hearts of the men passing by, which would be a terrifying sight.


    She was already an angel, captivating the men around her, but even her smile had a certain divine aura around it. Even Itsuki hadn’t seen Mahiru in such a good mood before, stumbling and looking embarrassed. Amane, too, who had supposedly built up a certain level of tolerance, couldn’t suppress his wildly-beating heart.


    “Hey, Amane. We gotta put a stop to this, dude.” Itsuki said.


    “I agree. She’s so cute, but we’ll have victims piling up before long.” Chitose added.


    Hearing their opinions, Amane began to voice his thoughts, “I’m glad you’re so happy, Mahiru, but you shouldn’t show that kind of face to people. A bad guy might take you away. Besides…”


    “Besides?”


    “I don’t like it if you show me that cute face when we’re not alone. I want it to be mine, and mine alone.”


    He whispered in a voice that only Mahiru could hear, “That’s why I don’t want you to show it off,” and Mahiru’s face blushed fervently as if making a poof sound. Her honesty, earnestness, and cuteness were conveyed as Mahiru wholeheartedly shook her head side-to-side, but the hairpin that she had put on earlier had slipped off. He stopped her and gently repositioned the pin before stroking her cheeks. This time, Mahiru stiffened. She then lightly leaned her forehead against Amane’s upper arm to hide her face. Amane noticed her blushing as he stroked her palm with the end of his finger, and she reacted properly, so it didn’t seem as if she was completely overheating.


    “It’s good that the two of you stopped flirting, but this time it’s poison for our eyes.”


    “I can’t help it. Mahiru’s too cute.”


    “I believe it’s your fault this time, and you’re the cause, Amane-kun… I’d like to show the girls who used to call you ‘gloomy’ how much you’ve awakened.”


    “What’s this all of a sudden?”


    “Mahirun’s too weak against you now, Amane. You’re too destructive.”


    “Just what makes me awakened?” He looked over at Mahiru, who was poking at him in exasperation, and for some reason, she glared at him subtly with upturned eyes.


    “Amane-kun, I shall return that line right back at you.”


    “Y-Yeah?”


    “Absolutely.”


    Amane nodded his head, and then Mahiru pressed up against his arm with her forehead, a little relieved. She likes this kind of skinship, Amane mused as he let her do as she pleased, and he noticed Chitose smirking at him.


    “Mahirun’s natural sex appeal never changes, does it?”


    “Sex appeal? You know…”


    “I don’t think you’ve got your fill yet, Mahirun, so I won’t stop you. More importantly, I’m hungry, so why don’t we go buy some ikayaki over there? This is too sweet, I wanna eat something salty.”


    “You haven’t eaten anything sweet yet…”


    “I’m not talking about food… but about you two! Well, let’s go, for the sake of the people around us, too.”


    As she said that, Amane glanced at the passersby, and his eyes were met with those who were blushing. Both men and women took critical damage from Mahiru’s adorable look of bashfulness. That must’ve been the case, for he received cold, jealous looks from the men.


    Full of clarity, Amane regretted it. Thinking that he shouldn’t have made Mahiru embarrassed in a place with so many people, Amane accepted Chitose’s suggestion, tugged Mahiru’s hand, and started walking toward the ikayaki stall.


     


    ✧ ₊ ✦ ₊ ✧


     


    “Festival food tastes so different. Maybe because of the atmosphere?”


    Chitose, who had already eaten yakisoba and karaage before, looked very pleased with herself as she ate the ikayaki with a relaxed expression on her face. [2]


    Well, both Mahiru and Chitose are different types of girls, but they are both beautiful. 


    Mahiru’s beauty was the embodiment of prim and proper prettiness, and Chitose’s charms were her liveliness and boy-like free nature. Naturally, they were both eye-catching.


    Chitose was feeding some of her ikayaki to Mahiru, as she looked at it with keen interest. If the two of them, who were both adorable and friendly, were fawning over each other, it was to be expected that the eyes of the passing men would gravitate toward them. Mahiru smiled faintly, perhaps because she found it delicious, and Amane noticed a man let out a sigh of enthrallment, so it must have been very picturesque.


    “They’re so cute together,” Itsuki said.


    “They’re cute, but they’re flirting with each other instead of with us,” Amane replied.


    “Why’re you getting jealous?”


    “I’m not jealous when women get along with each other.”


    “Well said. Now let’s sit back and watch. It’s a feast for the eyes, I reckon.” Itsuki continued, “Seeing beautiful girls play with each other is such a delight,” sounding a little perverted, but Amane could understand how he felt. He felt like he’d be ousted as a pervert if he agreed out loud, so he swallowed his words, and just as he watched the two of them laugh at each other like close friends, he heard a voice from nearby.


    “Huh? Could that be Shiina-san?”


    When he turned around, Amane saw several of his male classmates looking in their direction. They were wearing masks from a stall and holding bags of cotton garlands in their hands, clearly enjoying the festival.


    The first to respond was Itsuki, who approached them with a friendly, fresh smile and a wave of his hand, as per usual.


    “Oh, you guys came to the festival, too?”


    “Shirakawa-san’s here, and so’s Itsuki. Then that means Fujimiya, too.”


    “Right here.”


    He raised his hand lightly, though he didn’t wave it like Itsuki did, and a murmur broke out among the group.


    “Eh? A yukata?”


    “Something wrong with a yukata?”


    Amane smiled wryly at the sound of the boy’s voice, which conveyed his surprise.


    “No, I just thought that it suits you really well…”


    “I’m just wearing it normally, you know.”


    Except for the fact that they were wearing yukatas, they weren’t doing anything special, and were acting normal. But from the perspective of others, a yukata seemed to give off a rather special atmosphere.


    They looked at him with serious faces, and he felt an indescribable sense of itchiness and unease. His face turned sullen, but he relaxed when he saw Mahiru walk up to him naturally.


    “Oh. It’s been a while… or maybe not, but I haven’t seen you since the closing ceremony. I’m glad you’re all doing well.”


    “Oh… Shiina-san in a yukata…”


    “Shiina-san, you look really good in a yukata.”


    “Thank you, I’m glad you said so.”


    Perhaps she was only embarrassed by praise given by Amane, as Mahiru accepted their compliments with a beautiful, but reserved smile.


    “Did you put that on yourself?”


    “Yes, I did. The yukata however, was prepared by Amane-kun’s mother…”


    “You don’t have to worry about the yukata. Mom would do anything to make you happy, Mahiru, relatively speaking.”


    Most likely, she will be preparing next year’s kimono as well. They had a number of kimonos at home, and there were more at his maternal grandparents’ house, so he was sure that she’d be happy to find them.


    As for Amane, he could only hope to see her in another kimono next year.


    “But… I do feel bad about it.”


    “It’s perfectly fine. Our house is your home now, Mahiru.”


    His parents told her that she could think of it as her family home, and if anything, she was always welcome, so it would be a shame if she held back. He watched over them with a soft sense of happiness as Mahiru, sensing this, nodded her head and clutched her chest before glancing back at the classmates who had spoken to her.


    Amane suddenly remembered that one of the boys in front of him was the one who had tried to get between them during the sports festival, but that didn’t matter. No matter what they tried to do, they were just strangers to Mahiru. There was no room for them to interfere. Amane felt bad about his feeling of superiority over that classmate. He smiled wryly to himself, wondering if that made him a bad person, but he still had no intention of giving in.


    “Well then, I don’t want to interrupt you while you’re having fun, but let’s get going.”


    Casually pulling Mahiru’s hips closer, he turned to them with his own off-the-wall smile. She seemed surprised, but her embarrassment was tinged with definite delight, and she stuck to Amane on her own.


    “Yes. Then, I’ll see you after the summer vacation.”


    “Ah, y-yeah. See you later.”


    Once Mahiru had said that with a smile, their classmates couldn’t chase after her any further, so they watched Amane and the others leave with indescribable expressions plastered across their faces.


    As they began to walk away from them, heading down the street lined with stalls again, Itsuki stood on the opposite side of the street from Mahiru and brought his face a little closer to Amane.


    “Amane, that was on purpose, wasn’t it?”


    A quiet voice, perhaps trying not to be heard by Mahiru, could be heard amidst the hustle and bustle and festival music.


    “What’re you talking about?”


    “Let’s see… you made your position clear, and the whole parents’ house thing.”


    Truly, Itsuki was a wise and intuitive man. He seemed to have a good understanding of Amane’s own determination and insistence.


    “Well, who knows?”


    “…You’ve really gotten tough, haven’t you?”


    He couldn’t tell whether it was an insult or a compliment, so Amane decided to take it as praise and smiled meaningfully.


     


    ✧ ₊ ✦ ₊ ✧


     


    “Let’s eat shaved ice next!”


    The four of them resumed wandering around, but Chitose’s comment made them stop again. They had already passed the shaved ice stall. There was probably another one further on, but they didn’t know where it was, so it’d be faster for them to go back a little bit. Rather than being a hassle, Amane was more puzzled as to how she could still eat.


    “What kind of stomach do you have, really…?”


    “A stomach like mine~”


    She tapped her stomach, but it only showed that she was as thin as Mahiru. It was surprising that her stomach could hold so much yakisoba, karaage, and ikayaki. Where does she put it all…? Amane looked at her stomach with a straight face, and Mahiru smiled wryly, as if she was thinking the same thing.


    “You don’t get fat, do you, Chitose-san? You’re so slender; I envy you.”


    “Chitose is pretty healthy despite being so thin. More on the toned side, I’d say,” Amane said.


    “Hehe, keep the praise coming in~”


    “Chi’s so thin… especially when I carry her.”


    Since Itsuki was often so close to Chitose, he must be well aware of her thinness. She wasn’t particularly thick, but she had a medium build and medium height. But when they were close to each other, Chitose’s thinness tended to stand out. And yet, Chitose’s efforts could be seen in the fact that she maintained an exquisite physique with a hint of muscle while avoiding being bulky.


    “She eats a lot, but she doesn’t gain weight.”


    “She has a good metabolism.”


    “Well, she’s not likely to gain weight because of her constitution. And that’s why all that meat doesn’t go to other parts of her body, either.”


    “…Ikkun, come on over here.”


    Itsuki instantly realized that he had slipped up, likely because Chitose raised her voice without inflection with a smiling face. In fact, Amane thought she was even more angry because he was her boyfriend.


    “I’m sorry; I was just kidding, so please stop kicking me in the shins.”


    “I know you say that every time, but you don’t need to say a word, you know? Let’s have a nice little chat over there.”


    “If a pheasant doesn’t cry, they won’t get shot.”


    “What did you say?”


    “Nothing.”


    Amane didn’t want to fan the flames, so he simply denied it and smiled deliberately at Mahiru, who stood behind him feeling troubled, in order to get his request for help through.


    “Which one would you like?”


    “Erm… the strawberry milk one?”


    “Okay. Let’s go buy some, then. Chitose, I’ll buy some shaved ice first, so be friendly over there!”


    “Yeees~”


     


    ✧ ₊ ✦ ₊ ✧


     


    When they returned after buying shaved ice, Chitose’s lecture still wasn’t over.


    Amane cowered his shoulders as he saw them in the distance, discussing amicably a little ways off the road, and then looked at Mahiru, who was smiling bitterly as she clung onto Amane’s arm.


    “They’re still at it, huh.”


    “They get along very well, don’t they?”


    “Well, they’re flirting in their own way. Chitose looks a little angry with him, though.”


    “Ahaha…”


    He knew she wasn’t seriously angry, so Amane didn’t stop her, instead handing the cup of shaved ice he’d been holding to Mahiru.


    “Here, Mahiru.”


    “Thank you. The flavor you chose… is rather old-fashioned.”


    “I really wanted the matcha flavor, but I couldn’t find it in the stalls.”


    Amane had chosen matcha green tea. If it were available, he would’ve chosen the version that was topped with red bean paste, but it was rather tough to ask for both red and white bean pastes from a festival stall.


    “So you can eat sweets like this too. You don’t eat them very often, do you?”


    “I don’t dislike sweets, I’m just not partial to them. I like red bean paste, especially the grounded kind.”


    He didn’t eat sweets on his own, but Amane did eat them when offered by someone else. The only exception to that was custard. But since he didn’t eat much of it, it was hard to imagine that he liked sweet things.


    Amane liked the red bean paste because it suited matcha and green tea quite well. The sweetness and the bitterness complement each other very well, and he enjoyed it.


    “So that’s how it is… I don’t think it’s easy to make red bean paste, it must take a lot of work to prepare.”


    “Mahiru, it’s amazing that you immediately started thinking about how to cook the paste from scratch. You can just use the ones on the market…”


    Generally speaking, one wouldn’t want to start with preparing the beans themselves. There were pre-prepared bags available for purchase, and considering the time and effort it took, most people would choose to buy them.


    However, for Mahiru, making it at home seemed to be the priority.


    “I’m of the mind that I want to feed the person I love with good food. With commercial products, you can’t adjust the sweetness as much as I’d like, and a lot of them don’t retain the texture of the grains.”


    Mahiru smiled at him, saying that if he was going to eat it, she wanted him to think it tasted delicious. Amane felt sorry for her, but was also touched at her diligence. He felt incredibly loved.


    “…Then I’d like matcha pudding with red bean paste. And a dessert made with it.”


    “Fufu. Yes~ Leave it to me.”


    Mahiru said so, but by no means was that an exaggeration. Amane was filled with unspeakable shyness, so in order to hide it, he started to eat his ice.


    “Matcha pudding~? How nice!”


    While the two of them were eating their shaved ice, Chitose came over and yelled with envy. It seemed that, while she was talking to Itsuki in a friendly manner, she was also paying attention to their conversation.


    “Is Itsuki’s punishment over?”


    “Of course. What a rude guy~”


    Chitose replied with a thumbs up. Amane and Mahiru laughed bitterly at the same time and looked toward where Itsuki should’ve been…but did not see anyone.


    “Where’s Itsuki?”


    “Ikkun went to buy shaved ice and chocolate bananas.”


    “You’re getting even more…”


    “He must make it back to me, as he should!”


    Chitose said so and looked away from him. Although he was worried about Itsuki’s wallet, it was his own fault, and Amane had no sympathy for him.


    Itsuki had offended Chitose many times, yet never learned his lesson. However, just like physical contact or communication, this could be a way for them to communicate. However, it wasn’t recommended to communicate in a way that would provoke the other person. Especially in this case, Chitose was still steaming, as if she were still angry.


    “It’s not like I wanted to be this small~ Anyway, men like them to be as big as Mahirun’s, right~”


    “D-Don’t say it like that…”


    Mahiru immediately covered her chest. Compared to Chitose, Mahiru’s assets were more on the plumper side of the spectrum. She was definitely above average, but if Chitose was too held up about it, it would make Mahiru feel ashamed, so Amane always tried not to look at that part.


    “I’m not that jealous of you, just a little envious. You’re beautiful and have a good body, you’re great at sports, reading and housework, and you’re such a good girl. …You’re the ideal woman for men.”


    “No such thing…”


    “That’s how it is~ If Daiki-san saw you, Mahirun, he would’ve told Ikkun that his girlfriend should be a girl like you.”


    Amane heard this, and seeing her withered smile, he guessed the reason why she came to see him and Mahiru alone earlier in the day.


    “Did Daiki-san say something to you?”


    “Hmm, not at all. It’s just that his eyes aren’t welcoming.”


    Daiki was Itsuki’s father. He didn’t approve of Itsuki dating Chitose.


    When Amane visited Itsuki’s house, he had a chance to talk with his father. He seemed not to like Chitose’s personality, and he wanted Itsuki to choose a good woman as his partner. He didn’t think Chitose was the right woman for him. Rather than disliking Chitose herself, he believed that Itsuki should choose a different girl.


    “Daiki-san doesn’t hate you.”


    “But if you showed Mahirun to Daiki-san, he’d choose her.”


    “Th-That’s true…”


    Chitose had her own charms, some of which even Mahiru didn’t have. She was a very bright and friendly girl who understood her place and could read the room well. Although she sometimes spoke out of character on purpose, she was a rather mature person who sometimes looked at things from a bird’s eye view, making her someone you could never be too careful around.


    Upon grasping those two aspects of Chitose, one would know that she wasn’t just a person full of smiles. However, she wasn’t the type of person that Daiki was looking for. He desired a Yamato Nadeshiko, such as Mahiru, a girl who embodied traditional Japanese female values, and Chitose didn’t fit that description. It wasn’t that Chitose was a bad person, or that she had done something wrong. It was simply because Chitose didn’t get along with him and didn’t meet his standards. The fact that Daiki didn’t like her evidently seemed to bother Chitose, and she sighed deeply.


    “But becoming like Mahirun… is something I can’t do. Though Ikkun told me not to take it to heart, I still want to become his daughter-in-law in the future, if possible. Of course, I want to establish a successful relationship.”


    “…This is really difficult and not a problem that can be solved immediately.”


    “Well, it will definitely take a few years. I’ll try my best, but it’s hard to do anything about it. After all, compatibility exists.”


    “If only I could be recognized like you two, how wonderful that would be,” Chitose added, with a troubled smile, as she stuck close to Mahiru and asked her to share some of her shaved ice.


    Amane didn’t know what to say to her, and Mahiru didn’t seem to know how to react properly, so she stroked Chitose gently. Chitose also clung to her and continued to ask for more shaved ice. At that moment, Itsuki’s figure appeared in a gap between the crowd, holding the food that Chitose asked for in both hands and walking toward them.


    “I’m not depressed about it, so don’t tell Ikkun.”


    Before Itsuki came back, Chitose declared as such to Amane and Mahiru, and then, with her usual smile on her face, she walked toward Itsuki. Seeing her like this, Amane and Mahiru didn’t know what to say; they could only look at her with indescribable expressions.
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    After running errands to get food for Chitose, Itsuki finally came back to meet the three of them. And once they had finished eating the food they bought, the group strolled around with the crowd, looking at all the stalls.


    “Maaan, it was so crowded back there,” Itsuki exclaimed.


    “Must be because this is the only festival around in the area. The scale’s quite large, and there are an endless number of stalls. No wonder we bumped into our classmates.” Amane replied.


    “Well, you practically drove them away,” Itsuki added with a smile. Amane knew that he had in fact driven them away, but he didn’t comment and shrugged his shoulders. Mahiru was listening, but her eyes were wide open, and she looked like she didn’t understand. Likely, she didn’t understand what he meant by drove away.


    Rather than not noticing, Mahiru didn’t take any note of those people at all. A slight feeling of superiority flashed through Amane’s heart as he thought about it.


    I didn’t want Mahiru to look at anyone… So this is what they call the desire to keep someone to yourself.


    From the way Mahiru behaved in school, the students should know that Mahiru’s eyes were locked on to Amane alone. But it seemed that those boys couldn’t give up. It wasn’t like Amane couldn’t understand their feelings, however.


    Mahiru was pure and lovable, a man’s ideal woman. It was hard for those guys to be convinced that such a girl was nearby yet taken away by a man who came out of nowhere. However, the way Mahiru treated Amane was so different from how she treated others that he wished they could at least understand that fact.


    …She really loves me.


    Naturally, Amane understood that very well, but lately, he had become more and more aware of the fact that he was deeply valued and cherished by her. Amane thought that his feelings for Mahiru wouldn’t lose to hers, of course. However, when he thought of being loved so much, he still felt bashful but proud, and a little ticklish.


    “…Amane, you really adore Mahirun so much. It’s written all over your face.”


    “Huh?”


    “You’re much more friendly than you used to be. And now your expression and eyes are very gentle…so, well, it’s kind of hard to say, but you’ve really become spoiled.”


    “…I do think I’ve become more affectionate, but I don’t think I’m spoiled.”


    If Amane’s change referred to his attitude and words, it was understandable. For his eyes and expression to look so spoiled, however, Amane couldn’t say he understood. Amane knew that he was a person who didn’t smile, and would even call himself aloof. If others said that he was spoiled, he’d be left confused.


    “Mahiru, am I really that spoiled?”


    “Eh? W-Well, erm… Yes, you are.”


    “You think so? That said, I wonder if you can figure that out just from someone’s eyes.”


    “I’ll snap a picture next time, so prepare to writhe and squirm in agony.”


    “You’d be surprised,” he was told, and Amane thought that it would be better to pamper Mahiru less in front of others. However, he wasn’t confident he could hold himself back in the face of her never-relenting cuteness.


    Mahiru’s cheeks reddened as she glanced back at him. For the time being, he stroked her cheeks with his fingers and decided to put a little more strength into his facial muscles.


    “…It’s pointless for you to tighten your face now, though.”


    “Don’t be a nag.”


    “I’m sure Mahirun would prefer you to be a little spoiled, anyway.”


    “Eh? Th-That’s… erm, no matter what kind of Amane-kun it is, I will like him. Whether he looks sharp and determined, sweet, or showing a sexy expression…”


    “Oh~? You’ve seen his sexy expressions~”


    Chitose snickered and looked at Amane, but he didn’t do anything wrong. He didn’t panic, although he had a sullen expression on his face. It had been two months since Amane and Mahiru started dating. They had long since reached the kissing stage, but there hadn’t been any further actions just yet.


    Amane wouldn’t like to go much further when they’ve only been dating for a short time. It would make it feel as if they were only dating for each other’s bodies. Also, going to that stage would be a big burden for Mahiru, so he couldn’t just do it on a whim. If Mahiru really wanted it, Amane wasn’t afraid to consider it, but from the current atmosphere between them, they shouldn’t have that kind of relationship yet.


    “It’s not what you’re imagining.”


    “You’re really disciplined to be able to say such things with a straight face. Maybe I should call it platonic love?”


    “But you guys kissed, right?”


    “…It has nothing to do with you guys.”


    Amane took Mahiru’s hand again and gently squeezed it a few times to show his disapproval. He couldn’t complain, since she’d probably said it during a girls’ talk, but when pointed out like this, it left him feeling embarrassed.


    “Both of you are very innocent. I think Amane’s too much of a coward.”


    Chitose voiced her feelings with a lot of emotion. Amane listened and frowned.


    “…It doesn’t matter. We have our own pace.”


    “Well, that’s all well and good. But if you make a girl wait too long, she’ll also be anxious. You have to avoid that.”


    “Chi-Chitose-san…”


    “Mahirun, I think you should be frank about it too. For example, if Amane doesn’t kiss you, instead of talking to me, you shoul—”


    “Aaaahhhhhh—! No! You can’t talk about that!”


    Mahiru panicked and tried to cover Chitose’s mouth. Amane’s eyes rounded in surprise. Chitose avoided Mahiru and looked at her with a caring look. No matter how athletic Mahiru was, Chitose was better at athletics than her, and she was also dressed in clothes of a different style to Mahiru’s; Chitose’s outfit was complete with pants, so Mahiru wasn’t able to catch up to her.


    “Hehe, Mahirun’s all embarrassed, but I did it because I thought you were cute. But I really was amazed at how shy you were, Amane.”


    “…I-If you say any more, I won’t help you finish your summer homework, Chitose-san.”


    “That’d put me in a bind. Allow me to zip my mouth.”


    In response to Mahiru’s cute threat, Chitose laughed even more and made a zipping motion with one hand in front of her mouth.


    Mahiru’s whole body trembled with shame, and Amane couldn’t help but stare at her figure. Once she noticed Amane’s eyes, Mahiru blushed even harder and tried to run away, but Amane stopped her. He took Mahiru into his arms and gently patted her back to calm her down.


    “You’ll be in trouble if you get separated, and you’ll get hit on. Don’t leave my side.”


    “…Uuu~”


    “I won’t look at you right now, okay?”


    Amane’s eyes weren’t looking directly at Mahiru, but he could feel her trembling with shame in his arms. Amane patiently persuaded Mahiru, so she also settled down and slowly swayed her body from within his arms.


    She’s so cute when she’s honest like this, Amane thought. Both Itsuki and Chitose looked at him with helpless eyes.


    “Your expression’s really spoiled.”


    “And without realizing it too. That’s annoying~”


    Ituski and Chitose both chimed in. Amane’s cheeks twitched stiffly as the two of them started acting all sneakily in a comical way, deliberately saying loud enough so that he could hear them. However, since he was still holding Mahiru in his arms, he couldn’t stop them; he could only show his displeasure on his face.
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    After going through all the stalls, Chitose stroked her stomach with satisfaction and a big smile on her face, “Phew, what a treat~” Her stomach only appeared to bulge a little more than before she made her rounds around the stalls, but she was still very thin. Amane didn’t know whether to be alarmed or admire how much she could eat.


    “So much food, just where did you stuff it all…?”


    “Mmfh, food at festivals just feels different.”


    “Well, it’s fine if you’re satisfied… but be careful not to eat too much.”


    “I usually don’t eat this much. I’ve been keeping track~”


    In fact, Chitose’s body shape had always been so slim, so if she said so, Amane had to believe her. However, he still thought that she really ate too much. But since the person in question didn’t have a problem with it, he wouldn’t say anything else.


    “By the way, Amane, have you eaten enough? I feel like you didn’t eat anything at all.”


    “Well… I’m going to eat some more when I get home. Mahiru already prepared some stock and chilled it, so I thought I’d use it with some chilled rice to make chazuke.” [3]


    “What’s that? Sounds delicious.”


    “So you still have the strength to eat…”


    Although eating food from the stalls was nice as well, Amane still preferred to finish the day off with Mahiru’s cuisine, and planned to use her prepared stock to make chazuke. So he didn’t intend to eat much at the festival. He didn’t expect Chitose to have such an appetite, however.


    “Please wait until next time.” Chitose still looked like she hadn’t had enough, so Mahiru smiled bitterly and said so.


    Just from what they did today, Chitose had already eaten yakisoba, karaage, sausage, one of Mahiru’s takoyaki, chocolate bananas, and to top it off, some shaved ice. It was enough to leave even a boy completely stuffed. Therefore, Mahiru had said so for the sake of Chitose’s stomach.


    Just where did all the food go? Amane looked at Chitose’s slim waist and wondered. Chitose, noticing his gaze, said “No—! What a perv,” in jest and twisted her body, so Amane stared back at her coldly.


    “Well, we’ll just have to keep tabs on how much your stomach can take.”


    “Wow, you’re so cold.”


    “What should we do now? Make our way home?”


    They had almost finished wandering around, and it had nearly turned completely dark, even though the sun set later during the summer. It was almost 8:30pm. Amane and Mahiru lived far away from the festival, so perhaps it was time for them to start heading back, considering the travel time.


    That also applied to Chitose. Although she was with Itsuki, it wasn’t ideal for her to stay outside too late.


    “Hmm, I don’t mind going home, but I’m staying at Mahirun’s place, okay?”


    “Huh?”


    “I brought my luggage to Mahirun’s house beforehand, and I was already given the okay, you know~?”


    Chitose smiled at Mahiru and chimed, “Right~?”, and she nodded with a bitter smile in response. Although it was a bitter smile, her expression wasn’t one of rejection, hence Amane’s lack of worry. But if possible, he would’ve preferred for them to tell him otherwise. Because Amane was the one buying ingredients, now that there were three of them, he’d have to buy enough for three people.


    As Chitose grinned, Itsuki seemed regretful, saying, “I should’ve asked to stay over at Amane’s, too.” He felt sorry for him going home alone, but since Itsuki had no change of clothes, there was nothing he could do.


    “…Well, if Mahiru’s okay with it, it’s fine.”


    “Oya, what’s this, Amane-kun? Are you in a bad mood now that Mahirun was stolen from you?”


    “Why would I be jealous of a girl? I already know Mahiru belongs to me, so it doesn’t matter.”


    Amane wasn’t jealous of Chitose’s constant attachment to Mahiru. If he had to say it, he was more jealous of the fact that she could come and go from Mahiru’s house as she pleased because they were both girls.


    Although Mahiru had promised to let Amane stay in her home, it was something he had to brace himself for. So he slightly envied Chitose, who could enter when she wanted. As such, Amane shrugged his shoulders and said, “I’m not jealous of Chitose now,” but Mahiru blushed and started running away.


    “…Chitose-san, look, this is what I mean. Amane-kun has been acting like this lately…”


    “I see~ It looks like you’re having a hard time, too, Mahirun.”


    “What’s that look on your face?”


    “Nothing much~”


    “Right, Mahirun?” With Chitose’s mischievous smile, which was completely different from the one she’d directed at Mahiru, Mahiru nodded silently and stuck close to her, looking shyly at Amane while doing so.
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    “Amane~ Come and play~”


    “It’s already time to go to sleep, what’s up…”


    After coming back from the festival, since Chitose had gone to Mahiru’s house for a sleepover, Amane spent the rest of the night at home by himself. But as he was about to go to bed, Chitose started a video call, and he frowned. It wasn’t that he didn’t want to talk to her, but that he was just about to go to sleep and was disturbed by her call. He was slightly annoyed, but not as much as he was sleepy.


    Chitose’s face was very close to the camera, and the corners of her mouth were raised, smiling smugly. Amane promptly did the exact opposite, moving his phone away and stashing it on his pillow.


    “You know… I was just about to go to sleep.”


    “Well, I know that. You’re dressed like you’re ready to go to sleep.”


    “Now that you know, I can hang up now, right?”


    “You caaa–n’t… at least wait until Mahirun comes back…”


    “Speaking of her, what’s Mahiru doing?”


    “Taking a bath~ She wouldn’t wash with me today.”


    Chitose said so with a regretful look. But Mahiru’s choice was right.


    If she took a bath with Chitose, she wouldn’t be able to relax, so it was better for her to bathe by herself.


    “Mahirun’s been down since she realized she hadn’t gotten to say goodnight to you yet. That’s why I’m dragging you around like this~ so don’t hang up just yet.”


    “…There’s no way I can hang up now that you’ve said that.”


    “You mean if I hadn’t said it, you would’ve hung up? You’re so harsh~”


    Chitose smiled cheekily for a moment, then suddenly withdrew her expression and gazed at Amane through the screen. Chitose’s mischievous look when she was teasing him earlier was now gone. Her expression seemed calm and composed, even a little optimistic. The change was so sudden that Amane was confused.


    “Amane, can I ask something?”


    “What is it?”


    Seeing Chitose’s expression change like this, Amane knew that the question she was about to ask was serious. Therefore, Amane didn’t respond carelessly, but instead in a positive way. Chitose’s gaze was fixed on him.


    “Amane, how much do you like Mahirun?”


    “How much…?”


    “You really cherish her, Amane, so I want to know how much you like her.”


    Her question was very difficult to answer, so Amane couldn’t help but tense up his face. However, Chitose’s expression remained the same.


    “…I’m not sure if it’s my prejudice or, erm, just in general, but dating in high school is mostly seen as a temporary thing, right? Like they’re not dating seriously; they’re just doing it for fun.”


    “Did Daiki-san say that to you?”


    “Geez~ You’re really sharp~”


    After that, Chitose showed him a cheeky expression, but it lacked enthusiasm, and she looked listless.


    She lied down on her bed and let out a soft sigh, cell phone in hand.


    “…I wasn’t treating it lightly, like some kind of game or brief moment of fun. But I always act playful and cheeky, so maybe that’s why I’m not being taken seriously. So that’s why… I wondered how many people were properly looking ahead and thinking about the future? It got me curious.”


    Just now, while walking around the festival, Amane could somewhat sense Chitose’s troubles, likely relating to the tension she had with Daiki-san, Itsuki’s father. Itsuki’s mother, on the other hand, seemed to be completely disinterested, so Daiki-san was the last remaining obstacle in Chitose’s path.


    Amane slowly opened his mouth to answer Chitose’s question.


    His answer—without even needing to think, Amane knew.


    “…Let’s see. It’s hard to express just how much I like her… but, I’ll make sure that she stays beside me, forever smiling.”


    If asked how much he liked her, Amane couldn’t articulate it. He couldn’t describe it, nor could he give an accurate example. All he knew was that, in his mind, Amane was certain to make Mahiru happy. Forever cherishing her, preserving her smile as she stayed by his side for the rest of his life, that was all Amane wished for. His heart was full of such desires.


    “I see.”


    “You don’t think so, too, Chitose?”


    “That’s not true. I’ll definitely make sure Ikkun can smile forever with me, of course.”


    “Nm. Then, that’s good. If you say so, then that’s the truth. No matter what anyone says, that’s a fact that won’t change.”


    Amane smiled in response to her slightly irritated reply, and Chitose winced on the other side of his smartphone.


    “…You’ve become a good man; even more irritating,” Chitose joked.


    “I’m the boyfriend of such a lovely woman, so naturally I want to be a good man.”


    “Wow, you said that so easily… so frustrating…”


    Chitose muttered, and sounded very dissatisfied. If they were in the same room, she would’ve slapped him on the back… Not exactly. Instead, she appeared rather happy. “Mahirun’s really loved, isn’t she~?” she added, and then laughed.


    And then, she turned around.


    “What are you talking about?”


    A familiar voice came from the screen and asked. It must have been Mahiru, fresh out of the shower. Shown through the video was the figure of Mahiru standing behind Chitose, clad in a negligee with minimal exposure. He had just seen Chitose in her pajamas, so while he didn’t think it was very convincing of him, Amane didn’t think he should stare at women in pajamas. So he subtly averted his gaze and listened closely.


    Mahiru approached Chitose, and her flaxen hair was swaying in the corner of the screen.


    “Hm? No, I was just saying that you have a really nice boyfriend, Mahirun.”


    “What were you talking about with Amane-kun?”


    “I was consulting him for life advice.”


    “Life advice…”


    “Yep, yep.”


    Chitose called it that, but she wasn’t wrong. At that moment, Mahiru sighed gently as her figure was reflected through the video. It seemed that she was a little upset, and Chitose was puzzled. Then, Mahiru sat down next to her.


    “…You won’t consult me?”


    Mahiru muttered, sounding a little upset. Chitose froze for a moment, and the next moment, she threw her smartphone aside.


    The video on his smartphone spun around, and, “Kyaa,” he heard Mahiru softly scream shortly after, so Chitose likely activated her special move—skinship.
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    “…Mahirun’s so cute! Of course I want to talk with you!”


    “Chitose-san… don’t pounce on me; it’s too dangerous.”


    Mahiru sounded rather happy despite her reprimanding, so she must’ve been excited.


    “Hehehehe~” Chitose responded. Her camera was pointed toward her bed, so Amane could only see the darkness of the video feed; however, it was easy to imagine that Chitose was glued to Mahiru at that very moment.


    “I like Mahirun the most~”


    “I like you as well.”


    “I’ve successfully stolen Mahirun’s love from Amane~”


    “Erm, this is… Amane-kun! Y-You are special…!”


    Mahiru picked up the phone and explained anxiously and desperately. Seeing her like this, Amane smiled faintly.


    “Of course, I know that much.”


    “Uuuu…”


    “You second-gen dumb couple.”


    “Shut it, first-gen.”


    Knowing how much Chitose loved Itsuki, Amane thought she had no right to say that about him and Mahiru.


    “Come on, have an early girls’ night and get some sleep. Sleeping late is bad for your skin, isn’t it?”


    Seeing that the conversation was coming to a nice end, Amane looked at the clock and suggested as much. It was already past 11:00 p.m. Mahiru usually doesn’t sleep so late, so she should be feeling quite sleepy already. She was walking around in a yukata today, which she wasn’t used to; her tiredness should’ve caught up to her.


    In fact, Mahiru’s cheeks were a little flushed. She looked a little sleepy, so it wasn’t a good idea to keep them talking for too long.


    “I never expected to hear those words from you one day~ But you’re right. I’m going to hang up now. …Here, Mahirun, is that okay?”


    When Chitose asked that, Mahiru realized the reason why Chitose called Amane, and her eyes widened in surprise. Then she looked at Amane and smiled tenderly.


    “Eh…? G-Good night, Amane-kun. See you tomorrow.”


    “Nm, good night. See you tomorrow.”


    If it was only Mahiru, I’d be patting her head right about now, Amane thought, but he also wished that she could talk with Chitose today without being disturbed. Mahiru seemed to enjoy talking with her, after all, and they were staying together overnight. Amane didn’t show any hint of regret and smiled at her the same way.
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    “Amane, help me out here.”


    “Not happening.”


    Chitose stood at the living room desk with a mechanical pencil in her hand, and Amane didn’t even hide his dismay at her whining. She had stayed over at Mahiru’s apartment, and headed over to Amane’s in an effort to get her assignment finished. Providing that she didn’t ask for permission before entering, she must have tried to drag Amane into the mix, but he had finished his homework nearly a month ago, so for him, there was no need to panic at all.


    There was no point in rushing to his desk, so he simply sat on the sofa and looked down at her while flicking through a magazine.


    “It’s mostly your fault for putting it off and not getting it done, you know. You need to have a plan. I think it’s much better to struggle with your assignments at the start and enjoy the rest of your summer vacation rather than rush them later, feeling all tired and full of dread.”


    “Uuu~”


    “You could’ve finished it all with Itsuki. He’s already finished them, and he’s been working hard to begin with, so it wouldn’t be a problem if you did the same thing along with him.“


    “Ugh.”


    “I mean, what makes you think you can just rely on someone else to do them for you? You’re the one who has to solve them. You’re just paying for your laziness. You’d finish them faster if you stopped scratching your head and went to your desk to get some of it done.”


    “Mahirun, Amane’s bullying me!”


    Amane only told her the undeniable truth, but Chitose started pleading with Mahiru. It seemed that she had just poured juice for Chitose, for there was a glass of orange juice on the tray.


    “Don’t be too harsh on her, Amane-kun.”


    Chitose got carried away and said, “See~” seeing Mahiru reprimanding him, despite the awkward smile Mahiru flashed as she said so. As Mahiru brought over the orange juice, Chitose gave Amane a look telling him to follow Mahiru’s example. However, Mahiru wasn’t about to side with Chitose completely. Her way of thinking was more in line with Amane’s, and she too had finished her assignments swiftly before moving onto independent study.


    Although she was a steady, accumulative type of person, doing things in small increments, Mahiru had finished all of her summer vacation assignments ahead of time. There was a time she said that it wasn’t good to be pressured by deadlines and that she simply does what she has to do. On top of that, she then ensured that she didn’t forget what she had studied. Amane was a little relieved once he heard that Mahiru thought the same way that he did.


    “Fufu, I’d like the old Amane-kun, who couldn’t even clean up in the past, to hear what he’s saying now.”


    “Gosh, that’s a good idea.”


    Although he wasn’t like that anymore, Amane couldn’t say anything in response to the solid reasoning in Mahiru’s words. Seeing that he was choking on his words, Chitose laughed and said, “You’re being scolded!”


    Mahiru smiled serenely at Chitose as she placed the orange juice on the desk, before slowly resting one hand on her shoulder.


    “Chitose-san, do your best.”


    “Even you, Mahirun! I thought you were on my side!”


    “While I am on your side, Chitose-san, it’s a different story if you think I can solve all your problems. You did prioritize playing when I asked you if you wanted to finish it with me at the beginning of summer vacation, after all.”


    “Ugh!”


    “You reap what you sow.”


    Since it was Chitose herself who chose to play, even after being invited by Mahiru, there was little room for sympathy.


    “Chitose-san, you should be fine with me here, even when you’ve got so many assignments left to do.”


    “Anyway, if you sit at your desk until dinner, you’ll be about halfway done… okay?”


    “Noo~!”


    “Poor thing,” Amane said, looking over at her as if it had nothing to do with him as Mahiru mercilessly pushed Chitose to the brink of despair. He then drank the orange juice she had given him. He was going to take charge once she was really in trouble, or rather, once Mahiru got tired of teaching her, but since she would get carried away if he helped her too much, he acted a little harsh instead.


    Amane looked at Chitose’s side, seeing her reluctantly readying herself for the assignment, and thought that he ought to buy something sweet for her later on.


     


    ✧ ₊ ✦ ₊ ✧


     


    “I~ am~ soo~ tired~!”


    Chitose had been doing her best on the assignments with incremental breaks in between, and evidently she was growing tired, as she was rolling around on the carpet like a spoiled child.


    Amane was grateful that she happened to wear shorts, as if she had been wearing a skirt, she may have accidentally revealed something he didn’t want to see; he didn’t bother hiding his dismay as he looked down at her.


    “Hey, what if you accidentally roll over and spill your juice or something?”


    “Then I’ll get down on my knees.”


    “If you’re going to toss your pride away like that, just make sure not to spill it in the first place. Besides, it’d be pretty hard to clean up the carpet or dirty clothes, wouldn’t it?”


    There wasn’t much need to worry, as the two of them were holding the cups instead of leaving them on the table, but if that hadn’t been the case, there was a possibility that Chitose would’ve caused an accidental spillage. Amane wouldn’t be angry if she spilled it on the carpet, but considering the hassle of removing the stain, he would prefer to avoid it. Mahiru also chided her, saying, “You have to be mature about it.”


    Her smile was laced with bitterness, but she probably knew that Chitose would get tired if she didn’t let her take a breather, so she wasn’t completely against it.


    “Hm~ Then if there’s nowhere to roll, I’m going to use Mahirun’s lap!”


    “Hold up, that’s my reserved spot.”


    “You’re so stingy. Is that a no, Mahirun?”


    “…If Amane-kun says no, then no.”


    With her eyes downcast and her head shaking loosely, Mahiru responded somewhat awkwardly. Chitose’s smile was one that showed no sign of regret at the rejection.


    “I miss out on the lap pillow, but you look very happy, Mahirun, so I’ll let it slide.”


    Mahiru looked more embarrassed than happy, but her cheeks were still slightly tinted and relaxed, so it was likely that Chitose was correct.


    Perhaps she was happy to hear him say that he had a ‘reserved spot’.


    “Then, please enjoy it for me as soon as possible~ I’ll work hard on my assignment after seeing you two enjoy yourselves.”


    “Not happening. You’re just teasing me, aren’t you? That spot is mine, so I’ll do it when you’re not around—”


    “So you will do it?”


    “It’s my personal privilege. Come on, I’ll go buy you something sweet, so get back to it.”


    “Really!?”


    Chitose, who jumped up and made her eyes shine, made him realize that she’s a very cash-poor girl. Both Amane and Mahiru smiled, as if they had been waiting for those words. “If Chitose is serious about it, I’ll go out and buy it now.”


    “I want the one from my favorite store! A cheesecake! The soufflé one!”


    “That’s quite the order… but I guess it’s not too far away…”


    Compared to some other cake shops, the prices there were relatively high, but Amane didn’t think it was a big deal, and Mahiru rather enjoyed their cakes as well.


    “What about you, Mahiru?”


    “Eh? Me…?”


    “How about you go with Mahirun?”


    “You’ll get lazy if we both head out, so we won’t do that. I’d also feel bad making Mahiru walk in the blazing sun.”


    “I wonder just how little trust you have in me… But since you’re being a gentleman, Amane, I’ll bear with it.”


    “I’m not buying it just for you.”


    “What about the reward…?”


    “Pipe down and get your assignments done, then.”


    Chitose gave him an astonished look, and asked Mahiru what she liked. She requested a gâteau au chocolat. Amane had recalled that cake sales had fallen since the onset of summer, but there was always the chance that they would be sold out. Knowing this, it was best for him to set off as soon as possible.


    “Well, I’m off then.”


    Wallet in hand, he left the living room, and Mahiru followed closely behind. Once Amane sat down on the porch and put on his sneakers, Mahiru also kneeled and crouched down by his side.  


    “What’s wrong?” Amane asked, noticing that Mahiru came to see him off.


    “No, erm. It’s just…  I’m sorry about making you walk outside in such heat.”


    “Don’t worry about it, I’m the one who said that I’d go out and buy them. Just keep an eye on Chitose for me,” Amane added, hoping for Chitose to make some progress on her homework.


    “Chitose-san does act like that, but she can get serious once she sets her mind on something.” assured Mahiru.


    “You’re not wrong, but still…” Amane still had his doubts. “Well, let’s leave her to it and let her take a breather halfway through.”


    “I’ll do my best.” Mahiru smiled as she gave him a nod, and Amane followed suit as he stood up.


    “I’ll be heading out, then.”


    “Ah, please wait, Amane-kun, could I have a second?”


    Amane stopped in his tracks and turned around, but before he knew it, Mahiru suddenly leaned up against his chest. His body suddenly stiffened up, and Mahiru moved her hands behind his back, pulling herself closer to him. Her soft touch, her sweet smell and the ample fragrance following it. Ambushing him in a flash, Amane suppressed a gasp as he endured the sudden turn of events. He managed to caress her head despite his surprise, and in response, Mahiru seemed fairly pleased. Her eyes were half-closed as if she were soothed and satisfied.


    “…I’m a little tired from studying today, so I needed to recharge.”


    Hearing such a small whisper from her, Amane hugged her back, unable to restrain himself any longer. She smiled back at him delightedly, with embarrassment rising in her eyes.


    “…If you say something like that, I won’t be able to let you go.”


    “That’s not good! Chitose-san will be sad.”


    “…When Chitose goes home we can do it, okay?”
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    “There’s nothing better I could ask for.”


    Mahiru nodded as she buried her face in Amane’s chest once more, and he vowed to finish the job swiftly and return home.


     


    ✧ ₊ ✦ ₊ ✧


     


    After returning home once he had bought cakes for Chitose and Mahiru, he peered into the mailbox as he headed for the entrance. It was then that he noticed something unusual. Bundled in with the usual influx of advertisements, Amane spotted a strange yet unfamiliar envelope. He couldn’t believe his eyes, and naturally bent down to pick it up.


    Bewildered, he wondered who in the world would send such a thing. On the back, however, the name of the sender was clearly written.


     


    ──Shiina Asahi.


     


    …Must be Mahiru’s father, right? 


    He was certain that her mother was named Sayo, as Mahiru had told him in the past, so it couldn’t have been her that sent the letter. But beyond that, he was likely the only one out of the two who knew about Amane. Her father must have witnessed Mahiru welcome him home at that time, and with a light investigation, it would be easy to deduce that the two were close. However, Amane didn’t understand why he would bother sending the letter to him, rather than his own daughter. There wasn’t any need for him to address it to the boyfriend specifically.


    According to Mahiru, her father wasn’t interested in her, but if that were the case, he wouldn’t have come to check on her in the first place. Amane couldn’t figure out his intentions. Puzzled, he instead decided to head inside for the time being and stuffed the letter away into his bag. He intended to open it once Chitose had left.


    “You’ve been acting strange since you got back; is something wrong?”


    Chitose had managed to complete around seventy percent of her assignments by the time he returned, but Mahiru noticed his unnatural expression as he walked in.


    He planned to open the letter alone later, after Mahiru returned home, but she swiftly realized that he was hiding something. It wasn’t that Amane intended to keep it a secret, but rather that since he had no idea about what the letter contained, he decided not to take the matter lightly by letting her know beforehand. But if that were to make Mahiru suspicious instead, it would’ve been better not to hide it from the beginning.


    “Ah. Uh, about that…”


    “Hm… Oh, if it’s something you don’t want to share, I won’t force you to tell me.” Mahiru was set on complying with Amane’s wishes. He looked back at her as he rose to his feet.


    “Rather than not wanting to say it, it’s more like I don’t know if you should hear it, Mahiru.”


    “Something I don’t want to hear…? Oh. So that’s what it was.”


    She must have realized it was about her parents, and the next thing he knew, she chuckled faintly, “You don’t mean to tell me that that man was around here again?”


    “No, he wasn’t, but… I got a letter addressed to me.”


    “Addressed to Amane-kun? Who sent it?”


    “…It’s signed with, ‘Shiina Asahi.’”


    “Then it’s from my father.”


    Mahiru nodded naturally, and Amane was surprised at the expression she showed him. She was less shocked than he expected, and although she did show a tinge of surprise, she reacted ordinarily. Despite that, her eyes were undeniably cold, most definitely due to the treatment she received from her parents.


    “Anyway, I’m curious as to why he sent the letter to you, and how he found out about our relationship, but I suppose it’s none of my business.”


    “You’re not curious about what’s in the letter?”


    “I’m not interested in peeking at other people’s letters. Even if it’s from my father, it’s addressed to you, Amane-kun.”


    Mahiru made such a clear statement that he felt he was being overly considerate and accidentally made Mahiru worry for him instead. That being said, it wasn’t like she was accepting of the situation, and rather, she actually wanted nothing to do with it.


    Mahiru’s gaze wavered slightly more restlessly than usual, and in a cool voice she asked, “If you’re going to read it, go ahead. Shall I leave?” Amane shook his head with a small, wry smile.


    “Hm… How should I put it? I want you to be by my side. If you don’t like it, Mahiru, I can do it alone, but a letter from my girlfriend’s parents makes me a little nervous.”


    “In that case, I’ll be here. …I’ll let you decide whether you should tell me the contents of the letter, Amane-kun.”


    As she said so, Mahiru began reading a textbook she had set aside on the desk. Amane gently took a deep breath and pulled the envelope out of his bag. He opened it carefully, retrieved the letter held inside of it, and read the message left for him.


    In short, the sender of the letter mentioned that he would like to meet and chat with him, and to exchange their contact information.


    …Again, why send it to me?


    He assumed that the man came to check on Mahiru. Amane was almost completely irrelevant to him, and he had no idea why her father would invite him.


    “…It seems that he wants to meet up with me.”


    “Not to me, his daughter, but to you, Amane-kun? I see.”


    Her voice grew even colder, to which Amane caressed her hair to soothe her. Mahiru’s eyes narrowed ticklishly.


    “No, it’s not that I’m angry… I just don’t understand why he’s trying to meet you, Amane-kun.”


    “…Normally it’d be because a man is approaching his daughter, or something like that.”


    “That’s impossible. He’s been neglecting me until now, and now he’s meddling with my affairs.”


    “…What do you think I should do about this?”


    “I’m not going to restrict you from meeting up with him.”


    She really did seem intent on leaving everything to Amane as the reply she gave him was one of extreme indifference.


    “Ah, if you’re worried about him hurting you, I don’t think you need to worry about that. While he is unqualified as a parent, I think he’s a sensible person, and he isn’t the kind of person to threaten others. …Although it’s strange for someone who doesn’t fully understand her father to say such a thing.”


    “…Mahiru.”


    “I don’t know what he’s up to, but he’s not a person who would do harm to others, so you can rest assured about that. Whether you go or not is up to you, Amane-kun.”


    Mahiru leaned against Amane’s body, and he replied, “I see,” and looked back at the letter again.
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    The last day of summer vacation had arrived. As usual, Amane was resting at his home, not going out anywhere in particular. Usually, he would stay at home as Mahiru would come over to relax, but that wasn’t the case today. He was dressed up to the extent that it wouldn’t be impolite when meeting someone, and was heading to the appointed place.


    …I hope this won’t take too long.


    This sentiment didn’t arise from the nervousness of talking to a stranger; rather, the reason was that the longer the conversation dragged on, the more anxious Mahiru would become. She tried to act nonchalant when Amane mentioned that he was going to see her father, but deep inside she mustn’t have harbored any positive feelings. It was clear that she was worried about what the man would say, and what Amane would think in response. Since Amane didn’t desire to leave her alone in such a state for a long period of time, he set off with the intention of finding out her father’s true intentions as quickly as he could.


    With a somewhat heavy heart, he headed to the designated meeting place. Once he was near the entrance of a café not far from his own house, Amane spotted the person he was looking for and straightened his back in preparation. In the corner of his eye, a pale, calm-looking man with familiar flaxen hair and caramel eyes could be seen standing. They passed each other once and talked briefly. Although they hadn’t spoken each other’s names, Amane knew his name from Mahiru.


    “Shiina Asahi-san.”


    Amane called out to the man, and Asahi looked toward Amane before giving him a faint smile.


    “Nice to meet you… or maybe there is no need for that. I believe this is the first time we have had a conversation in which we recognize each other.”


    “…Yes, it is. I’ve heard the story from Mahiru.”


    Since the man didn’t seem to be upset at hearing Amane call her ‘Mahiru,’ he had probably done a thorough investigation of her situation as well.


    Asahi smiled somewhat faintly, almost with a wry expression, once he heard Amane’s words. He appeared calm rather than timid, and at a glance, he didn’t seem to be the kind of outrageous person who would so readily abandon Mahiru. However, that was only going by impressions, and Amane knew that looks could be deceiving.


    “In that case, I am sure we can keep our talk quite brief. Could you give me a moment of your time?”


    “Isn’t that why you called me out here?”


    “Yes, exactly that. I am very grateful to you for accepting on such short notice. I never expected you to accept my offer after I had asked you so suddenly.”


    “I was curious as to why you went to the trouble of inviting me. I think you should be reaching out to Mahiru, not me…”


    Amane was thinking that if he didn’t understand his purpose, it would be in his best interest to treat him in a friendly manner, but he couldn’t stand it and ended up wording himself harshly.


    Asahi seemed to have understood him correctly, and he lowered his eyebrows in a troubled manner.


    “That being said…, I do not think that girl would want to see me.”


    The bitter smile on Asahi’s face seemed to exude regret. While Amane resented and found Mahiru’s situation absolutely unforgivable, the man in front of him didn’t seem like a man that lacked empathy and compassion. If that wasn’t the case, the man wouldn’t bother trying to make contact with his daughter in such a quiet way. Such an impression left Amane with more things to be skeptical about.


    Amane didn’t understand the reason why he didn’t meet with Mahiru directly and instead went out of his way to contact him, her boyfriend, in such a detached and roundabout manner. He was still unsure about what the man was thinking and what he desired. Perhaps Asahi noticed Amane’s probing look, but yet again, he smiled at him as if he was troubled and scratched his cheek.


    “I am sure you probably have a lot of questions for me, too. Do you not? It would not be appropriate to have a long talk here, so let us head into the café.”


    Knowing that they couldn’t have a serious conversation outside the café, Amane nodded in agreement at Asahi’s suggestion and entered the café with him.


    “You can order whatever you like. I have invited you out here on the last day of your precious summer vacation, after all.”


    This café, which Amane also sometimes visited, offered private rooms that were available only by reservation, and he was shown to the private room that Asahi had reserved in advance.


    Once they sat down facing one another, Asahi, with a smile on his soft face, recommended the best menu dishes. After saying, “I’ll take your word for it,” he ordered the daily cake set with coffee that was on the menu, and Asahi ordered the same from the waiter. He kept a calm expression on his face and didn’t open his mouth until his order arrived. Amane pieced together that Asahi didn’t want the waiter to overhear the topic of their conversation, and kept quiet with that in mind.


    Regardless, he was sitting across from a man almost as old as his own father. Amane felt awkward. In order to diffuse the awkwardness, Amane formulated all sorts of questions he wanted to ask him, and after doing so roughly three times, the items he ordered were finally served.


    “So, what do you want from me?”


    After confirming that the waiter had left, Amane began speaking. It was a little impolite to do so out of the blue, but Asahi didn’t seem offended and gave a small laugh.


    “That’s right, since you seem to be dating my daughter, I wanted to ask you how she spends her time… is a good way to phrase it.”


    “…Nothing much, it’s normal.”


    “You seem rather wary of me.”


    “Is there any reason for me not to be?”


    “No, I would be surprised if it were not the case.”


    Asahi nodded as if he was convinced of something, and not knowing how to proceed, Amane bit his lip.


    If the man had been openly ruthless to his daughter, as her mother had been, Amane would’ve been able to take a strong stance and respond in a variety of ways. However, this wasn’t the case. Amane could sense from his demeanor that he had concern for his daughter, and it didn’t seem like he was the kind of person to abandon his child.


    Judging from their conversation alone, Amane would’ve assumed him to be a good father figure. Therefore, Amane was left wondering as to why the man did so. It wasn’t out of the realm of possibility for him to show a friendly attitude to her boyfriend, only to reveal his true personality once he was able to make contact with Mahiru, but Amane’s intuition told him that he didn’t have such an atmosphere about him.


    “I want to ask you, too, why did you bother trying to get close to Mahiru after all this time?”


    Amane put emphasis on the words after all this time, and said it rather sarcastically. This was because he had seen just how deeply hurt Mahiru was. Mahiru was suffering from the thorns of her childhood that couldn’t be removed, even after many years. And now. Now that she had finally rid herself of the thorns, now that her wounds had finally begun to heal, if new thorns were to surface at such a crucial time, there would be no telling just how terrible it would be.


    Amane, who intended to walk alongside her, didn’t want to inflict her with unnecessary pain. He didn’t want to cause her unneeded suffering. He pitied her. He wanted to soothe her. In order to live together with Mahiru and support her, it was necessary to avoid all the suffering that they could. And if they did happen to face any problems, they would have to pull through together, side by side.


    “…You truly cherish that child.”


    The man didn’t return the hostility directed at him and simply showed a look of admiration and slight happiness.


    “I am not thinking of bringing her back or anything similar. I do not intend on doing anything that would threaten her life, as you seem to be worrying about.”


    “…Really?”


    “Of course… I understand that I do not have any right to interfere with the life she has now, and I will not do so.”


    “Then why are you trying to make contact with Mahiru?”


    “…It is hard to explain when asked like that. I just came to see her face.”


    “Even though you neglected Mahiru?”


    Amane was well aware that he had crossed a line that he shouldn’t have, as an outsider to their family affairs. Even so, he couldn’t forgive her parents for what they had subjected her to. Because of them, Mahiru continued to experience pain, and in an effort to hide it from others, she erected a shell around her that depicted a lovely and perfect girl. She reached out to them, hoping to be loved.


    How could such a person, who didn’t offer her even a single reward, be fit to lay eyes on Mahiru now? If the man reached out his hand on a whim, Amane intended to brush him away. Even if it could be said that it stemmed from Amane’s own selfish resentment toward her parents, he intended to rid the world of anything causing Mahiru to cry out in pain.


    Asahi had been subjected to his blatant hostility, which was unusual for Amane, but the man wasn’t angry in the slightest. He simply accepted his gaze with a quiet expression on his face.


    “That’s rather blatant of you, too.”


    The fact that Asahi only returned him a calm gaze despite the anger being shown only caused Amane’s fury to flare up even further. Amane clenched his fists under the table. This was to let all of his impulses dissolve, and was the only reason he didn’t blow a fuse and act on his anger.


    “At this point in time, I have no right to act as a parent of that child. She likely thinks of me as a mere blood relative, a stranger.


    “…You understand what you have done so well that you are aware of it.”


    “I cannot continue to turn my back on what I have done… Sayo and I, we are not fit to call ourselves parents of that child,” Asahi continued, “What we did was no different from abandoning her. I have been accused and criticized for doing such a thing, and rightly so.”


    Seeing Asahi’s unperturbed expression while objectively speaking of his past actions, Amane bit his lip. Why… not any earlier?


     


    —Why couldn’t they have reflected sooner?


    If they had been able to do so, Mahiru wouldn’t have been hurt as much as she was, and there might’ve been a future in which she would have experienced paternal love, even in the case that her mother’s was still out of reach. There could’ve been a future where Mahiru was smiling happily without a care in the world.


     


    —Why repent now?


    Amane didn’t know where to direct his anger. Perhaps he had no right to be angry in the first place. Perhaps it was merely anger born of irrationality. Despite all of that, Amane couldn’t help but put his mind to work and think:


     


    —Why didn’t he reach out to her sooner?


    If they had been outside, he may have raised his voice and grabbed him by the chest, but while he still had some reason remaining, Amane endured the what-if scenarios in his mind, not wanting to make a scene inside the store and draw attention to Mahiru’s situation.


    What a brilliant tactician Asahi would be, if he brought Amane to a café with that in mind.


    “‘If I was going to be that much trouble, she could have just not had me,’ who do you think said this? Mahiru herself said so. You two drove her so far into a corner that she couldn’t help but say that.”


    “…That’s right.”


    Amane suppressed the trembling of his voice as he continued on, finishing with a cool-headed tone. Yet, the response he received was one of acceptance. This made Amane feel even more vexed.


    “If you were going to regret leaving Mahiru alone, you shouldn’t have taken such an attitude in the first place. If you had done exactly that, she wouldn’t have been hurt so much.”


    “I have no words to refute that… I am aware that what I have done is the worst thing a parent can do.”


    “…Then, really, why are you trying to… meet Mahiru now? I, for one, don’t want you and Mahiru to meet if it’s just going to hurt her even more. Even though I know that to you, this is just the ramblings of an outsider, I’m not going to let you meet her if it will cause her pain.”


    Normally speaking, parents shouldn’t be prevented from meeting with their children, but in this case, Mahiru inherently refused to meet with them, and Amane had come to use stronger language as a result. Amane had no intention of giving in, even if the man in front of him blamed himself for what he had done.


    Asahi apologetically met Amane’s sharp gaze and smiled bitterly.


    “Why do I want to see that girl, you ask? …I wonder why.”


    “Are you going to brush it aside?”


    “That was not my intention. It is somewhat difficult to articulate, is all… Well, I thought we should meet while it is still possible to do so.”


    “Does that mean you two can’t see each other in the future, or that you don’t plan to?”


    “Yes.”


    When Asahi affirmed, a bitter taste seeped into his mouth.


    “…That’s selfish, am I wrong?”


    “Yes, it is selfish. I don’t intend to change that, and it is no longer something that can be changed. I do not desire to bring further unhappiness to that girl. Perhaps hating me is for the best.”


    “I don’t understand what you’re trying to say.”


    “You will understand when the time comes.”


    With a look of complete satisfaction in his eyes, Amane realized that he had no intention of telling him anything more and refrained from pursuing the matter.


    “Is there anything more you would like to ask?”


    “…No, that’s all.”


    “Okay. Well, let me ask you one question.”


    “Go ahead.”


    “…Is she happy now?”


    Amane was a little defensive, wondering what he was going to ask, but Asahi asked with the same calm expression on his face. Amane clenched his fists, noticing the look in his eyes and the tone of his voice, both indicating that he wished for her happiness. Amane sighed slowly.


    “I won’t know that until I ask her, but I want to make her happy. I’m confident I can make her happy, and I will ensure it.”


    His words were those of desire, pride, and pure determination. Amane would never let go of such a kind-hearted, yet sensitive girl who yearned to be loved more than anybody else. He wanted to preserve her smile and he wanted to make her happy with his own two hands. He was determined. Determined to make her happy. No matter what anyone else would say, Amane had no intention of bending his will. As Amane embodied such feelings clearly in his voice, low-toned yet unwavering, the caramel-colored eyes in front of him widened loosely, and in the next moment, they relaxed with unmistakable relief.


    “I understand. I am glad to hear that.”


    The gentle smile on his face was somewhat reminiscent of Mahiru.


    “…It is not part of my duty to ask you, but please take care of that girl for me.”


    “I will make her happy even if you don’t ask me to.”


    “I see… Thank you.”


    Despite Amane’s voice and attitude being rather rude, and it would be no surprise to be criticized for it, Asahi smiled happily. Amane felt rather conflicted and replied with, “I don’t deserve to be thanked,” with a voice carrying less condemnation than before.
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    When he parted ways with Asahi and headed home, Mahiru was sitting on the sofa, showing her usual composed attitude.


    Normally, if she was at Amane’s apartment, she would welcome him at the door as he returned, but it seemed that wasn’t the case today. With an air of oddity around her, Mahiru was forcing herself to calm down, and looked toward Amane without softening her expression.


    “We finished our talk.”


    “I see.”


    Likely, the somewhat cold tone of her voice was a direct result of her efforts to appear calm rather than a display of negative feelings toward Amane.


    Amane gave her as gentle a look as he could and quietly moved over toward her. When he came over and sat next to her, Mahiru gently leaned her body closer to his. She wasn’t acting in her usual sweet way, but instead was exuding a longing to be comforted.


    …She must’ve been pretty anxious.


    She pretended nothing was amiss, but that couldn’t be the case. Her father, who had neglected her, now reached out not to her but to her boyfriend. She didn’t think her father would have such a dictatorial personality, but she still found the man unsettling.


    “He didn’t strike me as a person to give you worry,” Amane began speaking, “…He was much quieter than I had imagined.”


    “I see.”


    “Should I…tell you what we talked about?”


    “I don’t mind either way. If you think you should tell me, please do.”


    While she left the decision to Amane, it was clear that Mahiru was afraid of what was going to be said; Amane held her trembling hand firmly.


    Amane believed that he should be open about what happened. He was unsure of what her father was thinking, as he had met with her boyfriend instead of his daughter, but for the time being, Amane felt that he should at least tell Mahiru that the man didn’t intend on bringing her misfortune.


    “Asahi-san said very clearly that he didn’t want to make you unhappy. From what he told me, he’s very much against the idea of ruining your current lifestyle.”


    “I’m glad to hear that.”


    “Also, he didn’t tell me the whole story about why he wanted to see me instead of you. Just that he wouldn’t be able to see you anymore and that he wants to see you before it happens, something like that.”


    In response to Amane’s words, Mahiru muttered, “We haven’t seen each other before, it’s too late for that now.”


    However, the tone of her voice indicated bitterness rather than disdain.


    “…From my point of view, it didn’t seem like Asahi-san doesn’t care about you, Mahiru… it really seems like he wishes for your happiness.”


    It was for that reason that Amane didn’t truly understand her father. Why did he wish for his daughter’s happiness now? If he would end up regretting it, he shouldn’t have abandoned her in the first place. If he had done so, he wouldn’t have left Mahiru in such a lonely state.


    Once he finished talking, Mahiru sighed softly.


    “To be honest… I have to admit, I don’t really understand the existence of parents.”


    Her small but well-defined tone of voice spun such words.


    “A stranger whose only connection was by blood, who thinks that simply providing me with money is enough to fulfill their parental duty. My impression of my parents is just that.”


    Her expression was stiffer than usual, and she seemed to have less vitality than usual as she spoke her true feelings out loud.


    “I’ve always had this feeling that they didn’t look for me, no matter how good of a child I was. I reached my hand out, yet not once did they ever take it. It’s only natural that I would stop reaching out to them. It’s no wonder that I no longer have hope in them.”


    Amane sensed that Mahiru had lost hope in her parents because they never looked after her, they never gave her care or warmth. He didn’t think that her stance was wrong. It was a natural response for Mahiru to stop expecting things from her parents, since despite her being a child, she realized that she wasn’t loved by any of her parents and couldn’t expect them to cherish her.


    “I know that my father is a good worker and that he is a person of good character. But neither of those things changes the fact that he didn’t care for me, and I don’t know how to treat him. I’ll be troubled if he suddenly shows concern for me now.”


    “Yes.”


    “…Really, why now?”


    “Yeah.”


    “If only he had done so sooner, I…”


    Mahiru did not continue her sentence. Amane solely heard her shuddering breath, and soon her lips were closed shut. Her tight lips were trembling, as if they were strained, and her eyes were fluttering repeatedly. Her eyes moistened as if she were on the verge of sobbing, but even so, no tears were shed. Mahiru looked as if she would suddenly melt away and disappear, so Amane hugged her and brought her close to his chest, letting her bury her face within.
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    When Mahiru met her mother before, he covered her with a blanket. This time, without such a thing to hide her body, Amane wrapped her in her entirety and took her in, embracing her. The slender body wrapped within his arms trembled, but no sobs could be heard.


    Mahiru surrendered herself to Amane and then buried her face in his chest for quite some time, seeming as if she had no intention of looking up at him. Once she did, however, her eyes weren’t red. Her eyes were a little shaky, but she didn’t appear to be in pain or distress. Perhaps being wrapped up in Amane’s clutches helped her calm down just a little.


    “…What do you want to do, Mahiru?”


    Amane asked her after confirming that she was calm. Mahiru lowered her head at his words.


    “…I don’t know. But this may be for the best, I think. Even if he comes out to me now, I can’t properly recognize him as my parent.”


    “I see.”


    “…Is this strange, as his daughter?”


    “That all depends on how you look at it, so I can’t really give a definite answer. I don’t think the way you think is strange, Mahiru, and I won’t deny it. If this is what you think of it, then that’s perfectly fine and I’ll support it alongside whatever decisions you make.”


    “…Yes.”


    It wasn’t up to Amane to decide what was right or wrong.


    On a personal note, it wasn’t strange for Mahiru to not recognize her biological parents as her real parents. It was impossible to treat them as parents when they hadn’t stepped up to perform a parental role or given her their love.


    “I support your choice, Mahiru. I’m still just an outsider, and I can’t dive too deep into your family situation, but I respect your opinion and will support you no matter what happens.”


    “…Yes.”


    “I’ll always be there for you, standing beside you. If you ever feel uneasy, make sure to rely on me.”


    Amane had already made up his mind. He declared that he had no intention of letting Mahiru go and that he would live with her for the rest of his life. A friend of his parents’ once told him in the past that those from the Fujimiya family were always loving and affectionate, but Amane couldn’t help but giggle a little as he realized that he was exactly the same.


    His feelings for Mahiru were the one thing he felt would never fade. It wasn’t his own intuition, but instead, a certainty. To begin with, Amane was the type to always be fond of one thing alone, and this would hold true even for the people he loved. The lovely girl before him frowned at his words, but then placed her hands around Amane’s back, a gesture signaling that she would never let him go.


    “…Really, you will stay by my side?”


    “Of course.”


    “…If I say, ‘I don’t want to return, please don’t leave me alone,’ will you accept me… Amane-kun?”


    Hearing her let out such a sorrowful whisper, Amane matter-of-factly replied, “Of course.”


    “If you desire, I will always be by your side. I’ll always be right next to you. Do you want to stay the night here for a rehearsal?”


    Amane worded himself in such a way intentionally, and Mahiru, almost crying, seemingly understood the meaning behind his words, and her face was dyed a bright red.


    Feeling embarrassed by his own words, Amane was aware of the shame rising up inside him. But seeing Mahiru’s body squirm and her eyes flutter in embarrassment, his worries were blown away.


    “…Don’t worry, you won’t be left alone. There’s nothing to worry about.”


    As Amane whispered to her softly, masking the pounding of his heart, Mahiru’s eyes moistened in a different way than before, and she nodded in affirmation.
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    One day, around halfway through their summer vacation, Amane’s cell phone rang on his desk. Mahiru reflexively glanced at his phone screen, and it displayed Itsuki’s name.


    “Amane-kun, Akazawa-san is calling you.”


    “Huh? Itsuki? Sorry, I can’t get it right now. If it’s fine with you, could you pick it up for me?”


    Amane was cleaning out the bathroom, and Mahiru came over to inform him about the phone call. Amane simply allowed her to answer it on his behalf. Amane’s feet were covered in water and foam, his hands covered by plastic gloves, and it didn’t seem like he would be able to leave the bathroom at a moment’s notice. Mahiru nodded obediently, went back to the living room, and pressed the answer button on the phone.


    “Hello? Hello, this is Shi… this is Fujimiya’s phone.”


    Mahiru almost reflexively gave her own name. After giving Amane’s last name, the person on the other end of the phone sounded momentarily confused.


    “Huh? Is this Shiina-san? Isn’t Amane there right now?”


    “Yes, he cannot answer his phone right now. If you don’t mind, please let me pass on what you want to tell him.”


    “I see. Sorry to interrupt you like this when you’re busy. Last time I went to Amane’s house to study, I forgot some notes behind. I’ll be passing by, so can I come pick them up?”


    “Yes. We’re at home now, I’ll ask Amane-kun right away…” But before she could finish her sentence, the doorbell rang, “…Nevermind, I’m going to open the door.”


    “I’m really sorry.”


    It seemed that Itsuki had called when he was at the entrance of their apartment building. Mahiru thought that Amane wouldn’t refuse, so she hung up the phone and unlocked the entrance electronically. Then Mahiru walked toward the bathroom, and Amane peeked out from inside the bathroom door.


    “What? Is Itsuki coming over now?”


    “He’s coming to collect his notes.”


    “Ah, from the last time he came over. I left them in the top-right drawer of the living room TV cabinet, so hand them over to him please. I think I still need some more time over here.”


    “Okay, I understand.”


    Amane seemed to be quite used to facing such situations and had no problem at all with Itsuki’s visit. Mahiru thought that they were quite close friends, and couldn’t help but smile. Just as the doorbell rang, she found the notes that Itsuki wanted, right where Amane had told her they were.


    “I’m sorry, Shiina-san, for interrupting your time together like this.”


    When she opened the door, Itsuki was standing outside, a somewhat troubled smile on his face, and his hands were clasped together.


    “No, not at all. Here are your notes.”


    “I really appreciate it. Thank you for going out of your way to give them to me.”


    Hearing Itsuki’s voice, Amane shouted from the bathroom. “Itsuki! If you’re coming, let me know in advance!”


    “You think you have the right to talk smack about me? What kind of house owner doesn’t go and greet their guests?”


    “I’m cleaning the bathroom, you know.”


    “Oh, I guess that was rude of me, then. Sorry for coming over unannounced. I feel bad for disturbing you two, so I’ll take my leave now.”


    Even though they weren’t in the same room, Itsuki was smiling happily and bantering with Amane as if he was right in front of him. Mahiru, between them, couldn’t help but laugh along with them.


    “Ah, Shiina-san.” Itsuki called out to Mahiru in a low voice.


    Wondering if something was wrong, Mahiru leaned over and tilted her head slightly in confusion. Itsuki smiled slyly at her, saying, “Hopefully you can soon start giving his last name to people all the time, like you just did.”


    Understanding what Itsuki had said, Mahiru’s face flushed red at once. Seeing her reaction, Itsuki was satisfied, and smiled wider as he said “I’m off then, see you next time,” and quickly walked off. Mahiru remained frozen in place for a while. Meanwhile, Amane had finished cleaning and came out of the bathroom, and he looked at her with a puzzled expression.


    “…Mahiru, is something wrong?”


    “No-Nothing!”


    I cannot let Amane-kun know about this, Mahiru thought and kept her mouth firmly shut. Mahiru could only turn her head away from Amane’s curious eyes.
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    It was commonly said that parents are supposed to give unconditional love and care to their children. For Mahiru, however, this saying was impossible to understand. From her perspective, she had no memory of being loved or cared for. Since birth, she was only given money while her parents avoided her. They solely gave her the bare minimum of care she needed.


    She had been treated this way since before she could even remember, so it’s no surprise to anyone that she grew up without feeling any affection at all toward her parents. Even though she didn’t love them, Mahiru had confused feelings of wanting love from her parents, while also being insecure and wanting to avoid them. Recently, however, these contradictory feelings have slowly been vanishing from her heart.


    “Good morning, Mahiru-chan. I’m sorry to say that Amane isn’t up yet~”


    After spending a few days at Amane’s parents’ house, she had gotten used to living there. Mahiru woke up at her usual time and went down into the living room, where she was greeted by Shihoko’s bright smile.


    Mahiru suddenly squinted at the gaze. “Good morning. I just woke up early. Amane-kun usually wakes up around this time, too, but he must’ve been getting up so early over the past few days that he’s tired himself out.”


    “Well, I’m not going to complain just because he’s at his parents’ house having a good night’s rest.”


    “Fufu. If he doesn’t get up soon, I’ll go to check up on him for a little bit.”


    “Oh my, you really do adore Amane, Mahiru-chan.”


    “…You would look at Shuuto-san if he was sleeping, wouldn’t you, Shihoko-san? I’m sure you would.”


    “I’m not sure why, but whenever I look at him sleeping, he wakes up.”


    Mahiru thought it was probably because of her voice, but she didn’t dare point it out. She continued giving a smile to Shihoko, who then laughed with delight. While Mahiru and Shihoko were smiling at each other, Shuuto, who seemed to have just woken up, appeared with a gentle smile on his face.


    Shihoko turned happily to her husband, “Oh, Shuuto-san. Good morning.”


    “Good morning, Shihoko-san.”


    The two of them embraced each other with a passionate smile different from the one they gave to Mahiru, who couldn’t help but look away from them. She knew that Amane’s parents are very close, but she still felt uncomfortable when they expressed their affection for each other so openly in front of her. However, for Mahiru, they embodied the ideal couple and ideal parents, so she still ended up watching them despite that.


    …Parents, huh?


    Needless to say, she rarely saw her parents. Her mother spent most of her time with her new lover, and her father mostly focused on his job, rarely coming home to her. Both of them were unfit to be parents, but her father’s attitude toward Mahiru was softer than her mother’s, which was a good thing.


    …Just what am I thinking about?


    Unlike Mahiru’s mother, who was always cold to her, though not directly abusive, her father did not hold a grudge or purposefully alienate Mahiru, but neither could he say that he cares for his daughter. It was just that he chose to be indifferent, not hurt her, but also not care about her, maybe just help her financially, but then completely ignore her. She didn’t know—or want to know—if she should think about them as her own parents.


    “Mahiru-chan? You look a bit pale. Are you feeling unwell? Maybe this is too much for your eyes?” Shihoko, who appeared to have noticed Mahiru’s daze, called out to her in a concerned tone, and Mahiru shook her head in panic.


    “No, I’m just a little jealous and uneasy. I never saw my mother come home. From the start, she never even acknowledged my existence.”


    “…Sorry for reminding you of something unpleasant.”


    Although Amane didn’t tell Shihoko or Shuuto the details, it seemed they knew more or less about Mahiru’s story.


    Mahiru’s troubled face brightened a bit, as she thought of the example of Amane’s parents. “It’s not that. I just admire couples like you two. I always think that they must have a wonderful family.”


    This was Mahiru’s true intention in making the comment. She envied Amane for being born to such lovely parents. It was inevitable for Mahiru to envy him for having parents who cherished not only each other, but also cared for their children in such a loving way. She didn’t mean to imply anything more and tried to smile as calmly as she could manage.


    Seeing that, Shihoko widened her eyes, gave a gentle smile, and then called out to Mahiru in a warm voice. “I consider you to be my daughter already, come on, come over, it’s normal for girls to be pampered by their mother, right?”


    The gesture shown to Mahiru was likely the same one shown to Amane. It was gentle, warm, and soft, as if she was caring for her own beloved child. Perhaps for that reason, Mahiru was naturally drawn to Shihoko’s bosom.


    “Oh my, she’s really cute, isn’t she? Amane would never let me do this,” Shihoko mused to herself, “The first time I saw her, I thought, ‘Oh, that’s so cute. She’s a shy girl.’”


    Shihoko paused in giving Mahiru the comforting hug, and looked up at her husband, “Shuuto, don’t you want to join?”


    “It’s not good for me at my age to get too close to a girl. Of course, I also see her as my own daughter… But if Amane found out, he’d definitely be jealous. Let’s see.”


    Shihoko looked up, as Amane came into the room. “Oh well, it’s okay to be jealous of your parents, don’t you think, Amane?”


    It seemed that Amane was finally awake, as he looked at Mahiru from behind and said in a dumbfounded voice, “…Why are we having a Mahiru love-fest so early in the morning?”


    “Oh, don’t fuss, do you want to join too?”


    “Of course I want to, but if Mahiru wants to be pampered like that by you two, then I think it’s fine to just let her be spoiled like that until she’s satisfied. I can take my time and have her all to myself later, after all.” Amane smiled upon seeing the scene and then cheerfully continued, “I’m going to wash my face.”


    After he left the living room, Shihoko smiled wryly, speaking quietly to herself. “…He’s really getting more and more like Shuuto.”


    Mahiru looked up at Shihoko, with a hopeful look on her face, “You think?”


    “Absolutely.”


    “You see it too, don’t you, Shiina-san……?”


    Mahiru wasn’t very familiar with Shuuto, but she could tell from his words and actions that he and Amane really were father and son. It was obvious enough that the way that Amane expressed his affection was similar to Shuuto’s.


    “…I think you just want a relationship like ours, Mahiru-chan, don’t you? But I am sure that won’t be a problem for you.”


    At her whisper, Mahiru disguised her embarrassment and hid by burrowing her head into Shihoko’s chest.
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    “Amane, have you ever angered Mahirun?”


    Upon hearing this sudden question, Amane turned his head toward Chitose. His expression clearly conveyed his confusion.


    Chitose had come to Amane’s house to visit Mahiru. Unfortunately, however, Mahiru had to leave on short notice, leaving Chitose with no choice but to wait in his apartment. Due to the rare occurrence of being alone together with Amane, and because Mahiru wasn’t present, Chitose had decided to ask him this particular question.


    “Well, Mahiru’s rather good at controlling her emotions in a rational way. I don’t recall Mahiru ever getting angry in the way you may be thinking about. Besides, I don’t remember ever doing anything that could really anger her that much.”


    Mahiru was generally a kind and easy-going person. She was also very rational; she tended to keep logic and emotion separate when considering things, and was good at doing so.


    Therefore, the threshold for her to get actually angry was extremely high. Amane couldn’t imagine being able to act badly enough to make such a kind-hearted person reach her breaking point. Although he had sometimes made her feel frustrated or caused her to sulk, he probably had never done anything to make Mahiru truly unhappy, much less mad.


    “…Amane, you’re very sensitive about maintaining that kind of balance between you.”


    “I wouldn’t call it maintaining a balance. I’m just acting the way any normal person would act, if they didn’t want to anger her.”


    Generally speaking, one would get angry if their expectations were betrayed; or if they or someone they cherish was harmed in some way. However, Amane constantly took Mahiru’s feelings into consideration, and was never the type of person to resort to harsh language or violence.


    “What about when you two don’t agree on something?”


    “Why does having differing opinions mean that you have to have an argument? It is impossible for everyone to share the exact same values. Mahiru has her own ideas about things. Even if they differ from mine, I will always respect her.”


    Even if they were a couple, they were not the same person after all, and their brains were wired differently. Although the two were very similar, they could still sometimes have different ideas.


    The actual reason why they didn’t end up arguing was because both of them were willing to listen and respect each other’s opinion and ideas. Amane followed his parents’ teaching: the secret to a harmonious life with one’s companion is respect and compromise. He firmly believed that to be true.


    Chitose looked thoughtful for a moment, “For us, we manage to find our way to a point of mutual agreement, only by going through our arguments. As for you guys, you are somehow able to spontaneously cater to each other instead of having any conflict at all. You guys are really amazing, being able to achieve this so smoothly.”


    “Indeed, it’s not necessarily the best idea to make it a matter of needing an argument when conflict occurs. Life works so much better when you spend the time and effort to be able to understand each other.”


    Chitose thought about that for a moment before responding. “Yeah. …By the way, is there anything that dissatisfies you when it comes to Mahirun?”


    Suddenly asked about things that he was dissatisfied about, Amane found himself at a loss to come up with anything off the top of his head. He thought about a response while Chitose stared at him.


    “Hmm… dissatisfaction, huh. Well, Mahiru sometimes refuses to listen and does housework for me, even if I said to let me do it. I hope she doesn’t try to completely take over my work.”


    Housework was generally split up, though Amane does most of the chores outside of cooking. After all, this was his house.


    However, Mahiru would sometimes take over Amane’s tasks, doing chores like laundry and cleaning that Amane is supposed to be responsible for. Maybe it was because she felt awkward when she had nothing to do, but it tended to make Amane feel very troubled when that happened.


    Chitose smiled gently, seeing the troubled look on Amane’s face, “… I feel like you would probably do similar things to Mahirun.”


    “I’m simply returning the favor.”


    “Anything else?”


    “Like how she sometimes pushes herself too hard? Not letting anyone know when she feels sick. Always putting me first even when she’s busy. I wish she would stop doing this; it’s not good for her. She should really care about herself more.”


    “…How do I put it… You guys are two of a kind…”


    “What?”


    “Nothing~”


    “Sounds like you have your own ideas about all of this.”


    Chitose remained silent, but with a compassionate look on her face, as if she was simply speechless at that point, which somehow made Amane a little concerned. He also felt that Chitose seemed a little irritated, so he frowned.


    “Just… you guys are a good pair,” Chitose concluded vaguely. Then, she pointedly ignored Amane’s stare and started playing on her phone.
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    “Mahiru, give me your hand.”


    It was a normal day during the second half of summer vacation, and Amane was sitting next to Mahiru like usual. Because he gave her such a request out of the blue, Mahiru slowly blinked in confusion.


    “What’s this all of a sudden? Well, I’m not sure I follow, but here you go.”


    “Thank you.”


    “…What are you doing?”


    “Huh? Fingerprint authentication on my phone.”


    Feeling rather puzzled, Mahiru directed him a suspicious look as Amane registered her thumb for his smartphone’s fingerprint authentication.


    “…Why’s that?”


    “Well, you ask why, but I just think it’d be more convenient if we did this. It’d be bad if I couldn’t unlock it in a situation where I have to use my phone no matter what.”


    Amane received an incoming call the other day while his hands were occupied with other matters. If it were an emergency and Amane was unable to respond, it would be bad if there was no way to give a clear response.


    He thought it would be preferable to have her ready to unlock it with a touch in case something happened, but for an unknown reason, Mahiru’s gaze was beginning to show a hint of disbelief.


    “I understand what you’re trying to say, but are you okay with this, privacy-wise?”


    “I don’t really have to worry about anything being seen. Well, it’s kind of embarrassing to have you see my conversations with others, but it’s not like I’m guilty of anything. I can say for sure that there’s nothing you would suspect me of, Mahiru.”


    There was the occasional conversation he had with Itsuki or Yuuta that included some dirty jokes that may be awkward for Mahiru to read, but there wasn’t anything that would make her anxious or worried, and since he had limited contacts in general, he didn’t have to worry about anything to begin with.


    “…I’m not intending to peek into your private life, but are you really sure?”


    “I don’t really mind at all.”


    Mahiru opened his phone and took a peek at its contents.


    “Not only did it unlock, it’s so clean that I’m bewildered.”


    “That’s the thing. It’s not like I’m doing much in particular, anyway. At best, I use my phone for contacting and socializing a little with others, or searching for stuff on the internet. I barely take any pictures, either. I’m not even bothered if you take a look at the data in storage, Mahiru.”


    There wasn’t anything in particular there that he had trouble showing her. He only had some contacts of friends, some games, and a photo album with some pictures of him and Itsuki and some of Mahiru’s adorable appearance. As far as Amane was concerned, this was pretty much what high school students were like, but Mahiru seemed to think otherwise, her eyes narrowing slightly.


    “It’s you, Amane-kun, so I don’t doubt you at all, but in a way, it’s amazing that you’re erasing any room for doubt on your own.”


    “That’s not the reason I had in mind when I registered your fingerprint, but I guess, as long as you don’t suspect me of anything in the end, that’s fine as well.”


    “…Would you like to register yours on my phone as well?”


    “There’s nothing you’re worried about me seeing, Mahiru?”


    “Nothing of the sort.”


    “I wouldn’t be surprised if there’s a picture of me in there that I don’t know about.”


    Mahiru didn’t seem particularly troubled by it, but in a sense, Amane felt like there was bound to be something of the sort buried somewhere, so he stared into her eyes, and soon enough, her eyes began to dart around looking for escape, for reasons easy to guess.


    “…I-I don’t have anything to worry about you seeing.”


    Leaning back and looking unconvinced, Amane smiled nonetheless, “That’s the kind of thing that troubles me. I guess it can’t be helped.”


    “Hyah. B-Buuut…”


    Just as I thought, she had some stashed away, Amane thought as he pinched at her cheeks and played with them as punishment, and before long, he heard some high-pitched words that seemed like excuses.


    “If you keep that up, I’ll get pictures of you from Chitose too, Mahiru.”


    “…I’ll have to get a cute picture taken of me, it seems.”


    “In that case, how about I take them? How about this face, for starters?”


    “Th-That’s no good!”


    Amane laughed as he continued to rub her cheeks softly, and a wholly flustered Mahiru stepped back before covering both her cheeks with her palms, as if that alone could protect her from further protest at her actions. When he let out a small laugh at her cute gesture, Mahiru protested by slapping at his thigh, a look of mild frustration on her face.
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    Although she had been dating Itsuki for quite some time now, Chitose was still reluctant to visit his house. This was because of the way his family treated them both.


     


    “I can’t believe that my son would bring a woman like you back home.”


     


    Chitose remembered the words that were said to her when she first met Itsuki’s father and was reminded about how she didn’t recover from the devastation for a long time after.


    She felt a dull ache eating at her stomach.


    “…Ah, why did I remind myself of such unpleasant things again?”


    Chitose rolled around on her bed, kicking the mattress with her feet.


    She never got along with Itsuki’s father, Daiki. To be precise, Daiki had extremely high expectations for Itsuki, and therefore had very high expectations for his partner. Because of this, he decided that Chitose was not good enough for Itsuki.


    Itsuki was always smiling, as if he took nothing seriously. Deep inside, he was calm and rational—an outstanding man who could do anything with a high degree of quality. As a result, his family had always expected great things from him.


    Itsuki’s father must have been disappointed that his precious son’s first lover was someone like her.


    Besides, the reason Ikkun is like this is also because of me.


    Itsuki was more of a serious and obedient person before dating Chitose. Chitose had changed a lot after encountering Itsuki, but the same also applied to him.


    It was Itsuki who pulled Chitose out of her self-contained world, but it was also Chitose who made the decision to hold his hand. The two of them had chosen to change together.


     


    “There are certain things that, when done alone, make you look like a clown. However, when two people do it, wouldn’t it become a comedy instead? I’m no longer going to do everything based on my dad’s will. I will no longer take on a persona that I don’t like. I will be dancing along to my own tune, standing on a stage that I chose for myself.”


     


    Itsuki used to live gloomily under the burden of expectations, but he had changed since dating Chitose. He used to be rigidly outstanding in both good and bad ways, but now he’d become more relaxed, cheerful, and frivolous than ever before, though not in an annoying way. Rather, maybe this was Itsuki’s true nature. Being freed from such burdens had allowed him to be himself. Daiki wasn’t aware of Itsuki’s change of heart. It was no wonder that he thought it was all due to Chitose.


    I don’t regret changing with Ikkun. However, I also don’t want to be disliked forever like this.


    Chitose loved both her current self and Itsuki. Even though that would never change, the disapproval from her beloved’s father caused her endless agony.


    Whenever I think about it, I always think that if only I were the same type of person as Mahirun, things would be better.


    Perhaps Itsuki’s ideal partner in Daiki’s mind was a calm and elegant woman like Mahiru. After all, there was a reason she was nicknamed the Angel; she was even appreciated more by her elders than her own peers.


    On one hand, Chitose longed for a life like hers. On the other hand, if she really changed to become like Mahiru, she would’ve become a completely different person, living a life full of burden. That was why she couldn’t bring herself to really change herself in that way. Despite that, she was still very jealous of Mahiru. She felt rather envious of Mahiru for a moment, but then felt ashamed of those feelings and felt sorry for allowing herself to feel that way.


    “…Even if I want to. In the end, I don’t want to be disliked.”


    Itsuki said that he liked the natural Chitose, and expressed that he’d hoped that Chitose could act based only on her own thoughts. However, she was still miserable over Daiki’s opinions.


    But Chitose was also unwilling to change the self-image that she could finally face. In the end, she could only sigh alone.


    “…I should probably start preparing.”


    Today’s plans would not change, no matter how much she rolled around on the bed in anguish. Today, she was going to visit Itsuki’s home.


    “Could it be possible that Daiki-san might suddenly approve of me? Probably not.”


    She thought briefly about this one in a million chance, but then immediately rejected the possibility. Chitose climbed slowly out of bed, and changed into the more modest clothes she had prepared for her visit.
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    “…Amane-kun, your hair has gotten longer,” Mahiru murmured with an obviously amused smirk. While they were studying independently, Mahiru had noticed that Amane had used her hairpin to pin up his bangs.


    “Yeah, it has,” Amane responded, as he pinched the long ends of his hair.


    Amane usually went to the salon to have his hair trimmed, but it had been almost two months since he had last been there. Hair that hadn’t been trimmed for two months would inevitably look bad, and Amane felt that it was about time to get a trim, so he had already made an appointment at the salon not too long ago.


    He continued thoughtfully, “It can’t be helped. As long as you’re alive, your hair will grow longer. I’m going to get my haircut in a few days, so I’ll hold off until then.”


    “Huh…? You’re going to cut it off?”


    “What’s with that disappointed face?”


    “No. I just think it’s rare to see you with long hair, Amane-kun.”


    “If my hair gets too long, it starts looking untidy, so I don’t like keeping it too long normally.”


    In principle, Amane always kept his hair long, so maybe he wasn’t in a position to talk about cleanliness or anything like that; but if his hair were cut short, Amane wouldn’t be too uncomfortable with it, so he always kept it at a certain length to maintain that fresh feeling. Also, he thought it looked better.


    Why did she say that, anyways? Does she want to see me with long hair? Amane wondered, feeling a little suspicious. He looked at Mahiru to see her coyly whispering, “It would be fun if I could style your hair.”


    “…Do you think I should change my hairstyle? Does my hair look bad?”


    “No, nothing like that. It’s just that it would be nice to see you with a hairstyle that you don’t normally use. I think you’d like to see me with different hairstyles too, no?”


    “That’s…right…It’d be worth it to see you with a different style…”


    “That’s how I feel too.. I want to see you with a different style, occasionally. Of course, I’m not tired of seeing your usual look. I just think it would be fun to have a little variety every so often.”


    Mahiru sounded very excited, and now, Amane was even more embarrassed to refuse. However, Amane wasn’t good at making a new hairstyle from one that had already been trimmed and shaped, so he didn’t feel like he could fulfill Mahiru’s expectations.


    Amane was unsure if Mahiru saw through his thoughts, but she smiled and asked, “So, would you let me style your hair?” Mahiru appeared so motivated that Amane couldn’t resist her aura of excitement, and simply had to nod his head in approval.


    After that, the situation developed fast.


    Mahiru began to blow-dry Amane’s hair, and her technique was so skilled and smooth that Amane was both surprised and puzzled, and couldn’t help but want to ask why she was so good at fixing guys’ hair, for a girl.


    After finishing, Amane’s hairstyle was now completely different from his usual crisp style, and had turned into an airy hairstyle complete with many strands. It looked stylish enough, and at the same time suited Amane’s temperament quite well; it was natural and didn’t make him look fake. Mahiru was very skillful, which always made Amane admire her.


    “This hairstyle suits you very well, Amane-kun. Could I take a picture later?”


    “It’s okay. …Then again, I’m reminded that you really can do anything.”


    “Actually, that’s because…I’ve been looking for a chance to do this, so I’ve done a little homework beforehand. Although it was a little rough this time, it seemed to come out quite well.”


    “You have amazing skills…However, it’s good that you’re happy. But since you’ve done my hair, I want to do your hair too.”


    Being on the receiving end of such one-sided manipulation didn’t sit well with Amane’s personality. He felt that, sometimes, he too should be able to get away with messing with Mahiru. However, tying her hair into braids was the limit of Amane’s skills, as a look of thoughtful worry flashed across his face.


    Mahiru noticed the hesitation, and smiled kindly, “Fufu, I don’t mind if you do my hair, but if you do, I’ll be looking forward to seeing how you do it.”


    “…I’ll get back to you once I’ve done enough research.”


    After Mahiru so generously gave her permission, Amane felt that he couldn’t possibly give her a subpar hairstyle, so he decided to ask Chitose for advice on how to style women’s hair. Amane could only smile bitterly, while imagining the negotiation to come, as Mahiru giggled lightly as his words.
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    Thank you for picking up this book.


    My name is Saeki-san, and I’m the author of The Angel Next Door Spoils Me Rotten.


     Volume 5.5, the last edition was a collection of short stories, but now we’re back to the main story with volume 6. Summer vacation continues on! 


    Amane and Mahiru started off making out together at their parents’ house and began to tie up some loose ends with their past connections one-by-one, all while Shuuto watches over them and thinks back to his own past. Although Shuuto and Amane have similar personalities, their backgrounds are very different from each other, so I hope you will keep that in mind while reading too.


    However, Amane-kun has grown up a lot, and I think he has the capacity to laugh and make Mahiru-san happy with everything he has. Compared to the first volume, I think he has changed a lot. Who would have guessed that he would become such a doting young man?


    About Itsuki and Chitose: Just like in the previous volume, I touched on Chitose’s background a little, and the two of them are also having some difficulties. I plan to write their story in the next volume.


     


    I would like to thank Hanekoto-san for her fantastic illustrations once more! I can only say wonderful every single time!


    Volume 6 is the continuation of summer vacation, so I had a yukata made for the cover. Mahiru is such a beautiful girl, the ultimate in neatness. I’m so jealous of Amane-kun to have such a beautiful girl with him.


    There’s an angel feather hidden on the cover again, so please look for it! Also, I love the way she is lying with him in the illustrations. It’s not very revealing, but there’s a hint of spiciness… It’s healthy! Healthy! There’s no way that the gentleman Amane would do something like that!


    I’m looking forward to seeing how long he can hold out for.


     


    I would like to thank the editor in charge, the GA library editorial department, the sales department, the proofreaders, Hanekoto-san, the printing department, and all those who worked hard to publish this book, as well as everyone who picked it up. 


    I’ll see you again in the next volume.


    Thank you for reading to the end!


     


     


    ✧ ₊ ✦ ₊ ✧
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        	Yakisoba—Stir Fried Noodles: “The noodles are cooked with sliced pork and plenty of vegetables, then coated with a special sauce. Yakisoba is known as one of the popular street foods in Japan. When you buy, your portion is taken directly from the iron plate and served hot.” — RecipeTin Japan
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        	Takoyaki—Octopus Balls: “One of the famous Osaka street foods, Takoyaki is a small dumpling with a piece of octopus in the middle. Crispy outside and gooey inside, Takoyaki is fun to make and delicious to eat.” — RecipeTin Japan
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        	Ikayaki—Japanese Grilled Squid: “One of the favorite Japanese street food varieties is a serving of tender grilled squid known as ikayaki. It can employ different types of squid in varying sizes. Serving styles usually range from chopped squid rings to skewered whole pieces. Squid tentacles can be left out or incorporated into the dish, and occasionally they even make the central part of ikayaki.” — Taste Atlas
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      	(Return)


      
        	Karaage—Japanese Fried Chicken: “Karaage, is a deep-fried dish where a protein or vegetable is coated in potato starch and deep-fried until crisp. Chicken is the most common protein, but it’s also made with seafood, such as blowfish. These days, Karaage is almost always seasoned, but this wasn’t always the case.” — MoreRecipes
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        	Chazuke—Rice with Tea: “Chazuke (or ochazuke) is a serving of rice with green tea (ocha) or dashi—a type of stock—added on top.”
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