
  
    
  


  1 - The Angel is a fine, water soaked girl


  “…What are you doing?”


  It was raining, and she, Mahiru Shiina, was seated on the park’s swing when Amane Fujimiya first spoke to her.


  Amane had begun living alone soon after just starting his first year of high school. Living in the apartment to his right was an angel.


  Of course, the Angel was a metaphor. Nevertheless, Mahiru Shiina was so pretty and cute that the metaphor was truly not a joke.


  Her flax-colored straight hair was well-maintained, smooth, and glossy, her clear white skin smooth and unblemished. She had a nice nose, a pair of large eyes beneath her long eyebrows and fine-looking bright pink lips, and combining all these traits, she had a delicate, doll-like beauty.


  She was in Amane’s school and in the same year, and he often heard of what others said of her. Most said she was a girl of brains and brawn.


  In fact, she had maintained first place in every exam they took, always acing during gym classes.


  Amane knew few details about her as they were in different classes, but if the rumors were true, she was a perfect superhuman.


  She had no obvious flaws, a nice face, outstanding grades, and was humble and obedient. It was no wonder she was popular.


  Some boys would be utterly envious at the prospect of living next to such a pretty girl.


  Despite that, Amane did not intend to do anything to her, and did not think he could.


  Of course, Amane too felt that the girl Mahiru Shiina was truly charming.


  Despite that, they were simply neighbors. Amane never intended to get involved with her, nor did he have the chance to talk to her.


  If he did, he might garner the boys’ envy. Truth be told, if they could get along just by living next to each other, the boys infatuated with her would not have to suffer so.


  And to add on, love was different from a mere infatuation with the opposite gender. As far as Amane was concerned, Mahiru was a pretty girl most suited to be marveled from afar.


  For that reason, Amane never expected a sweet and sour relationship with her, and naturally would not expect to get involved with her. He was merely living next to her, never actually interacting with her.


  So when he saw her spacing out alone without an umbrella in the middle of the rain, he wondered. What is she doing? 


  The rain was so heavy that everyone else had already ran home. Yet here she was, alone at the park between the school and the apartment, on the swing.


  What’s she doing in the rain?


  Dark, thick clouds covered the skies, and there was no light shining through, making the surroundings dim. It had been raining since morning, and he could not see her clearly. But the eye-catching flax-colored hair and uniform clearly identified Mahiru.


  Amane did not understand why she was there without an umbrella, letting the rain soak her.


  It appeared she was waiting for no one in particular, and she was not reacting to the fact that she was wet. She was merely staring listlessly in a certain direction.


  Looking up, the face already lacking in color pigments looked pale.


  If she was not careful, she could catch a cold. Despite that, Mahiru sat there quietly.


  It seemed she wanted to do so, and had no intention to return home. Perhaps it was inappropriate for any bystander to voice their concerns to her.


  So he thought as he prepared to cross the park, but at the last moment, he saw her contorted teary-looking face and scratched his head.


  He had no motive to get involved with her at all.


  But his conscience would ache if he left someone be with such a pained look. That was all.


  “…What are you doing?”


  Amane spoke to her with an aloof voice, showing that he had no ulterior motives. She shook her long hair, seemingly bogged down by the absorbed water, and looked towards him.


  Her face was pretty as usual.


  Even though she was drenched by the rain, her glow was unhindered, and the rain emphasized her beauty like an ornament. A fine girl soaked in the rain, it seemed.


  Her undine-like eyes looked towards him.


  At the very least, it seemed Mahiru knew Amane was her neighbor. They would meet occasionally in the morning, after all.


  But as she was approached by a complete stranger, spoken to, and her caramel-colored eyes were a little wary.


  “Fujimiya-san. Is there anything you want from me?”


  Ah, so she remembered my name, he thought. At the same time, he could tell this wariness was impossible to relax.


  They did meet before, but they were still strangers after all. It was expected that she would be on guard after being addressed.


  She probably did not wish to interact much with someone of the opposite gender. Typically, there were boys of various years confessing to her or approaching her, and she probably thought they had impure motives.


  “Nothing much. Just that I’m concerned seeing you alone in the rain like this.”


  “I see. Thank you for your concern, but I do wish to remain here. Please leave me be.”


  The voice was neither shrill nor wary, and while gentle, her faint voice warned him not to probe further.


  Well, guess that’s that.


  Clearly, she was hiding something, but Amane had no intention to probe further, given how standoffish she was.


  Amane merely asked in the spur of the moment. It was natural that he ended up asking her, not that he was that concerned.


  If she simply wanted to remain there, he was fine with that.


  Mahiru, in turn, might have been wondering why he would be talking to her or feeling something like that.


  She stared at Amane skeptically with her fleeting, pretty face. “I see,” Amane answered.


  He felt he would be detested if they continued talking, so perhaps it was time for him to retreat.


  Luckily for him, whether she had a good impression of him or not, they did not have any relationship. Amane readily decided to return home and leave her be.


  However, he did not feel good about leaving a girl alone, soaked in the rain.


  “You’ll catch a cold. Take the umbrella. You don’t have to return it.”


  Ultimately, Amane decided to be a little busybody.


  If she caught a cold, Amane would not be able to sleep well. That was his thought when he handed the umbrella covering his head to her.


  She received the umbrella, or rather, he shoved it to her. Before she could speak, he turned away.


  He hastily left, and behind him, Mahiru called out.


  But the voice was so soft, it was overwhelmed by the rain. He paid no mind and quickly darted through the park.


  He merely hoped that she would not catch a cold when he shoved the umbrella to her. Perhaps it was for that reason that his initial guilt of wanting to ignore her subsided a little.


  Since she refused to talk, Amane did not intend to get involved with her.


  Since there was nothing going on between them, that would be the end.


  That was what Amane thought, back then, as he returned home.


  2 - The Angel's offer


  “Amane, your nose is noisy.”


  “You’re noisy.”


  The following day, it was Amane who caught a cold.


  His classmate, or rather, bad friend Itsuki Akazawa, noted how noisy Amane was, and Amane wanted to snort back, only to fail.


  Instead, he was sniffing while trying to breathe through the nose. In a sense, he was snorting away.


  He was feeling utterly unwell, and his head was in stinging pain, either because his nose was blocked,  or because of the cold.


  He had taken some medication he bought from a pharmacy, but the symptoms never faded, and he ended up like this.


  His face contorted as his nose met the tissue again. Itsuki in particular looked more dumbfounded than worried.


  “Weren’t you feeling fine yesterday?”


  “Got caught in the rain.”


  “You alright? You didn’t bring an umbrella yesterday?”


  “…Lent it to someone.”


  Naturally, he could not say that he lent it to Mahiru, so he vaguely brushed it off.


  On a side note, he found Mahiru at school looking fine, somewhat vibrant. It was laughable for him given that he was the one who handed the umbrella to her.


  But he truly deserved this, for he did not take a hot bath thereafter to warm his body.


  “But seriously, lending an umbrella when the rain’s so heavy? Aren’t you too good a person?”


  “Not like I got a choice. I just lent it to someone else.”


  “Who did you lend to for you to even risk catching a cold?”


  “…A kid who got lost?”


  It was better than saying someone with a childlike stature. Actually, she was in the same year as he was.


  …Ahh, I see. She had the look of a lost kid.


  Only when he said it did he realize what it was.


  Back then, Mahiru’s expression was that of a lost kid looking for her parents.


  “You’re a good guy.”


  Itsuki knew nothing of Amane’s current feelings as the latter thought about Mahiru, and giggled mischievously.


  “Well, I don’t know who you lent the umbrella to, but you just wiped your body and left it at that, right? That’s why you caught a cold.”


  “…How do you know?”


  “Anyone can tell how little you care about yourself just by looking at your house.”


  That’s why you caught a cold, you idiot. Once he was told off, Amane had to remain quiet.


  As Itsuki said, Amane never cared about his own situation.


  To add on, he was bad at cleaning up, and his room was in a mess. He usually ate bentos and supplements bought from the convenience stores outside, or ate out.


  And you say you’re living alone. Itsuki stared dumbfoundedly.


  To Itsuki, it was no wonder Amane caught a cold when his lifestyle was overly lax.


  “Hurry back home and rest already. We have a weekend coming up. Get well soon.”


  “Yeah…”


  “Will be nice if you have a girlfriend who can take care of you.”


  “You’re noisy. And you have a girlfriend. Shut up.”


  Itsuki smiled proudly. Amane reached his hand into the tissue box, annoyed.


  Time passed, and Amane’s health had worsened.


  The cold symptoms he had were headache and runny nose, but now they were accompanied with sore throat and fatigue, crippling his entire body.


  After school, he looked forward as he hurried home, but the cold was worse than he thought, his steps extremely heavy.


  Despite that, he managed to make it to the entrance of the apartment complex. Dragging his heavy feet into the elevator, he leaned his body onto the wall.


  Haa, he found himself breathing more erratic than before, hotter.


  He managed to endure it at school somehow, but he might have felt more relaxed as he was about to reach home, and his body felt unbearable at once.


  He was usually fine with the elevator’s lack of gravity, but at this point, it pained him.


  Nevertheless, he was about to reach home.


  The elevator stopped at his level, and he slowly alighted, dragging his feet over, only to freeze.


  Before his eyes was a girl with flax-colored hair, one he assumed he would never talk to again.


  In terms of appearance, her adorable face was full of life, her skin looking fine.


  Anyone would have assumed she was the one who caught the cold, but in fact, she was still fine. Perhaps it was because she usually took care of herself well that there was such a huge difference between them.


  Mahiru’s hands were holding the neatly folded umbrella he had shoved to her the previous day.


  He told her she did not need to return it, but she did.


  “…You don’t have to return it.”


  “But shouldn’t I  return what I have borrowed…?”


  Her words trailed off. One might say it was because she saw Amane’s face.


  “Erm. Are you, running a fever…?”


  “…That has nothing to do with you, right?”


  She appeared at the worst timing possible, so Amane frowned.


  To put it extremely, it did not matter whether the umbrella was returned.


  But now was not a good moment for them to meet. She was wise, and could easily deduce why Amane caught a cold.


  “But it is because I borrowed the umbrella…”


  “That’s just what I did. Has nothing to do with this.”


  “It does. I was there, so you caught a cold.”


  “It’s nothing. You don’t have to worry.”


  Amane did not want others to worry just because he did something for self-satisfaction.


  But it appeared that Mahiru would not leave him be with just a few words. Her pretty face was worried.


  “…That’s enough. See you.”


  Amane was uncomfortable to be questioned, so he decided to force his escape from Mahiru’s questions and worries.


  Stumbling, he received the umbrella, and reached into his pocket for the key…he was fine till this point.


  After Amane opened his door with lethargy, he suddenly lost strength.


  He might have relaxed as he was finally about to enter his house. His body stumbled into the wall behind.


  Uh oh, so he thought, but the railing on the corridor was really sturdy, and would not break from just a little impact. It was sufficiently tall, and there was no way he could have fallen outside. It would hurt a little crashing into it, but that was to be expected… and so he braced himself.


  But his arm was suddenly tugged at, and he managed to regain his posture.


  “…I cannot leave you be at all.”


  The soft voice entered his somewhat faint consciousness.


  “I shall return the favor.”


  His head was feeling fuzzy, probably because he was feverish, and he could not comprehend her words.


  For before he could, Mahiru dragged Amane’s limp body and opened his door.


  “I am going in. Please forgive me, but I have to.”


  The quiet voice demanded compliance.


  Amane, affected by the cold, let himself be dragged without resistance; it was the first time he returned home with a girl his age.


  While he did not have a girlfriend to care for him while he was sick, it appeared there was an angel taking care of him instead.


  3 - The Angel's taking care of the sick


  Because of his fever, Amane realized too late the situation of his own house; he regretted letting Mahiru in when he saw reality before him.


  The apartment Amane lived in was a 1SLDK.


  It contained a  vast living room, a bedroom, and a storeroom, an extravagant space for a person living alone. As his parents were sufficiently well off, after considering security and location, he decided to stay here.


  His parents were the ones who demanded that he stay here, and he was fine with that . Nevertheless, he felt they did not have to spend so much. He really could not handle living in such a massive apartment alone.


  That aside, while Amane lived alone, he was bad at cleaning up.


  Needless to say, the living room, and even the bedroom were in a mess.


  “This is really unsightly.”


  The Angel, or rather, the savior, did not mince her words despite having such an adorable appearance.


  It was really horrible, and Amane could not refute. He would have moved a few things if he knew someone else was coming in, but it was too late for that.


  Mahiru’s glossy lips let out a sigh, but she did not leave. Instead, she moved Amane into the bedroom.


  On the way there, both of them nearly tripped over. Amane himself was painfully aware that as the one who made the apartment so messy, it would be bad if he did not clean up for real.


  “I shall leave for the moment. Do change before I return. That should be fine, no?”


  “…You’re coming back?”


  “I would not be able to sleep well if I leave a sick person on the bed.”


  It appeared Mahiru had the exact same thoughts Amane about that prior incident, and he could not comment.


  Once Mahiru left the room, he obediently did as told, changing into his home clothes.


  “…It is a mess, and there is no place to step on…how do you live like this…”


  He heard a perturbed mutter while changing, and felt really apologetic.


  Once he changed, he laid down, and seemed to have fallen asleep. After he opened his heavy eyelids with much effort, the first thing he saw was the flax-colored hair.


  He looked above the hair, and found Mahiru standing there, looking at him silently. It appeared what happened before was no dream.


  “…What time is it now?”


  “7 pm. You slept for a few hours.”


  Mahiru tersely answered, and right when Amane was sitting up, she handed over a cup of isotonic drink.


  Feeling gracious, he brought the cup to his mouth, and could finally look around.


  He found himself feeling a little better, probably because of the nap.


  He then noticed his head was a little cold. He touched it, and felt something cloth-like on his fingertips, though it was a little hard.


  There was a cooling sheet pasted on him, one his house would not have. Having noticed that, he lifted his head towards Mahiru. “I brought it from my house,” she simply responded.


  His house had neither a cooling sheet nor an isotonic drink. It appeared she brought the isotonic drink here too.


  “…Thanks for bringing it here.”


  “No worries.”


  The aloof answer had his grimacing.


  It was likely she took care of him out of guilt, and not a desire to talk to Amane. In any case, it was impossible to talk intimately when she was in the house of a boy she had just met.


  “Anyway, I brought the medicine on the table. It is best not to consume with an empty stomach. Do you have any appetite?”


  “Hm, sorta.”


  “I see. I made some porridge, so please have that.”


  “…Eh, you made that, Shiina?”


  “Who else is here? I shall eat it if you do not want to.”


  “No, no, I’ll eat it. Please let me.”


  He never expected her to care for him, let alone make porridge, and thus was a little flustered.


  To be honest, Mahiru’s cooking skill was unknown to him, but he never heard rumors of her failing home economics class, so it was probably not too bad.


  Amane immediately lowered his head, asking to eat it, and Mahiru stared at him blankly. She nodded as she handed over the thermometer on the side table.


  “I shall bring it over. Do measure your temperature.”


  “Okay.”


  He did as she said, unbuttoning his shirt, and took the thermometer. At that moment, Mahiru looked away.


  “Please do so when I am not in this room.”


  She sounded a little frantic, and Amane looked over to find her face a little red.


  Amane found Mahiru’s reaction a little intriguing, since unlike girls, boys did not need to hide their chests. Perhaps Mahiru had no resistance against the color of skin however, for she hastily looked aside the moment he unbuttoned his shirt.


  Her white face was dyed with a light shade of rose, her face still looking aside as she quivered. One had to wonder if he was imagining it, but Mahiru’s ears too were red, showing how embarrassed she was.


  …Ahh, I’m starting to see why the guys around her say she’s so cute.


  Amane too considered Mahiru a beautiful girl, but nothing more. There was no doubt she was pretty and cute, but that was all to him.


  She was beautiful like a sculpted piece of work. The impression she gave was similar to that of an art piece.


  But at this point, Mahiru was evidently slightly embarrassed , making her look a little more human, and thus, strangely adorable.


  “…Then hurry and take out the porridge?”


  “I-I will without you telling me.”


  Their relationship was not close enough for him to plainly state how cute she was. She would have found him weird if he did so, so he swallowed his thoughts.


  Once he said that disinterestedly, Mahiru teetered out of the room.


  She was a little slow, probably faltering, or because the room was too messy. It was likely to be the latter.


  As he watched her leave in a daze, Amane let out a little sigh, wondering how it ended up this way.


  …Well, I guess it’s the sense of responsibility and guilt.


  A girl typically would not enter the house of an unfamiliar boy just to take care of him. It would be bad if she was attacked.


  Yet Mahiru did so despite the risk, so it seemed she was feeling really guilty. Amane clearly showed no interest in her too, and this might be cause for her relief.


  In any case, there should be no doubt that Mahiru started taking care of him because there was no other way.


  “…I brought it here.”


  While Amane had such thoughts in his slightly feverish head, Mahiru knocked on the door tentatively.


  It seemed she did not enter immediately, worried that he was not dressed fully. He then remembered that he loosened his clothes to measure his temperature.


  “I’m not done measuring yet.”


  “I said that you should measure your temperature when I am not in…”


  “Sorry, I spaced out.”


  He apologized, tucked the thermometer under his armpit, and soon heard a dull electronic sound.


  Hiii, he took it out, and it showed 38.3°C. Not bad enough to be hospitalized for, but it was relatively high.


  Amane wore his clothes properly. “Come in,” he told Mahiru, who had not entered. She cautiously entered with a tray or porridge.


  She obviously looked relaxed, for he had finally put on his clothes.


  “Your temperature?”


  “38.3°C. I’ll get better with some medicine and sleep.”


  “…The medicine sold in shops mostly deals with the symptoms, and not the virus itself. Do rest well and work on your immune system.”


  While he was being reproached, Amane knew that Mahiru was simply concerned, and his heart felt ticklish.


  Goodness, she sighed as she placed the claypot and the tray on the side table, opening the lid.


  It contained porridge with plum. The porridge was thin, considering the burden on his stomach, probably at a ratio of 7:1 of water and rice.


  Plum was added not for flavor, it seemed, but because it was said to be good for colds.


  There was no steam oozing, but it was warm, which meant that it was not made moments ago, but deliberately cooled thereafter.


  While Amane stared at the porridge, Mahiru ignored him as she served the porridge in a bowl. The plum bits were gently scattered within, the seeds carefully removed, the red flesh faintly blended into the white.


  “Here. It probably is not hot anymore.”


  “Nn, thank you.”


  He received it, took a scoop with the spoon, and stared at it. Mahiru was surprised to see his gesture.


  “…What, do you want me to feed you? I am not providing such a service.”


  “Nobody’s saying that…no, I’m just thinking that you know how to cook.”


  “Anyone living alone should be capable of doing so.”


  For Amane, who had never been able to live a proper life alone, those words really hurt.


  “Fujimiya-san, before you cook, do clean up your room.”


  “That too.”


  It appeared Mahiru had somewhat known what Amane was thinking as she proceeded with another jab. He muttered away, trying to pass off this matter as he brought the spoonful of porridge to his mouth.


  The sticky porridge spread in his mouth, along with the original taste of rice and little salt.


  But the sourness and saltiness of the shredded dried plums were really appetizing, establishing a fine balance.


  Amane did not really like salty dried plums, but he did like the slight sweetness in this mild sourness. If he were healthy, he would have put the dried plums onto white rice and made chazuke.


  “It’s nice.”


  “Thank you for that. But anyone could have made the porridge without much difference.”


  Mahiru answered with a blank face, but there was a little smile on her face.


  It was different from the smile he could occasionally see at school. It was a smile of relief, and he subconsciously stared at her.


  “…Fujimiya-san?”


  “No, it’s nothing.”


  The kind smile soon vanished after a single moment, and he found it a pity.


  So he thought, but Amane did not say anything as he tried to brush it off, eating the porridge in little scoops.


  4 - The Angel's porridge and the current situation


  “…Anyway, please rest for today, and do drink plenty of water. Use this to wipe your sweat. I have prepared a basin of water; please soak the towel, squeeze it dry, and wipe it.”


  After dinner, Mahiru quickly brought another packet of isotonic drink, a basin of water, a towel, and a spare cooling sheet to the side table.


  After all, she should not be staying in a stranger’s house, especially one of the opposite gender; Amane too would have felt awkward, so he accepted her actions.


  And as Amane stared, Mahiru checked if she had omitted something.


  …For someone doing it out of her sense of duty, she sure is thorough.


  Mahiru might sound vicious, but she was serious and thorough in whatever she did. Amane gave a wry smile as he started getting used to her.


  Well, we won’t get involved with each other after this. Thanks for the care though.


  It was unlikely he would be more involved with her. After all, she was just taking care of him this once.


  And since they would not interact again , he would use this opportunity to ask something he was curious about.


  The medicine might have been taking effect, for he was starting to feel a little groggy, but the fever seemed to have subsided a little. His thoughts were clearer compared to before.


  “Erm, can I ask you something?”


  “What is it?”


  Once everything was set, Mahiru looked over to him,


  “Why were you sitting on the swing when it was raining? Had a quarrel with your boyfriend?”


  He was still curious about the previous day’s incident, which resulted in this.


  Back then, Mahiru was on the swing, soaked in the rain; why was she there?


  Having seen her wear the expression of a lost child, Amane was concerned and shoved the umbrella to him.


  But he did not understand why she had such an expression.


  She appeared to be waiting for someone, so he wondered if she had a quarrel with her boyfriend or something, but Mahiru looked towards him, dumbfounded.


  “My apologies, but I have no boyfriend, nor do I have any intention of getting one.”


  “Huh? Why?”


  “On the contrary, why do you think I have one?”


  “Since you’re so popular, I thought you would have one or two at least.”


  Being able to talk to her like this, Amane felt she was a more resolute, yet popular, ordinary girl. It did not seem the case to those around him though.


  She was an adorable, innocent, obedient, and humble pretty girl with an angelic appearance that was love at first sight.


  She was the top ranking student for the year, adept at sports, and as he just learned, great at cooking. Surely she would be popular.


  He had seen others actually flirting with her and knew that a few of his classmates had considerable interest in her.


  She was spoiled with options;  he could not imagine her not dating at all.


  He used the term, one or two at least, as he meant, but Mahiru’s face froze once she heard that, and it contorted a little.


  “Not at all. I do not think I am one without restraint to be dating a few males at once. Absolutely not.”


  Her eyes turned cold as she flatly denied it, and Amane immediately realized that he stepped on a landmine.


  For a moment, he felt a chill, but it was probably due to the cold. For some reason, it seemed the room turned frosty.


  “Sorry, this isn’t what I mean. My apologies.”


  “…No, I might have been a little heated myself.”


  But the moment he lowered his head, the cold atmosphere dispersed.


  Rather than say that she was feeling heated, it seemed the room was frigid like a snowstorm, but he dared not to mention this.


  “…Anyway, that was not the reason. I just wanted to calm my head a little… I caused you worry, and you caught a cold. My sincerest apologies.”


  “It’s fine. I’m just being a busybody. Actually, I don’t want you to feel guilty just because I was being a busybody. Anyway, this is where we stop getting involved, Shiina.”


  As expected, Mahiru was taking care of Amane out of guilt, and once she heard that, she blinked and stared at Amane incredulously.


  Was she that disturbed by him saying they would stop getting involved?


  “There’s nothing common between us, so that’s where it stops. You’re the angel, the pretty genius girl  who’s top of our year, and I don’t want to get carried away. Did you think I’m feeling fortunate for having you owe me a favor?


  Mahiru awkwardly averted her eyes. I guess so. Amane betrayed a wry smile.


  She, however, probably was not getting ahead of herself however, for that probably happened before.


  Selling favors to a pretty girl and getting involved in a relationship might have been a passable method.


  But it seemed Mahiru had quite a few experiences of that, and it was no wonder she was so wary on that rainy day. He could not blame her for being so defensive.


  “Well, it’s troublesome to you, getting involved with guys you don’t like.”


  “I guess so.”


  “Of course, isn’t it?”


  He was a little bemused to hear her confirmation.


  She, famous as the obedient honor student of an angel, had her own likes, dislikes, and troubles, which made him a little familial with her.


  It appeared Mahiru might have accidentally let slip, for she glared at Amane, who baited her into saying so, with a little resentment.


  This was the biggest proof thus far that Mahiru was a person with emotions.


  “It’s fine though? Well, I’m relieved to see that the Angel has troubles just like a human.”


  “…Please do not call me that.”


  It seemed she was bashful about being called an Angel; she still wore a peeved look.


  Amane laughed once again, having found it similarly amusing.


  “Well, it’s not like it’s anything urgent. I don’t have a reason to pester you.”


  So he said, and Mahiru widened her eyes in shock, wryly smiling herself.


  Amane recalled Mahiru bowing seriously and returning to her apartment as he laid on the bed, looking up at the ceiling.


  The medicine was effective, but his body remained tense. Once he relaxed, it seemed the drowsiness would strike.


  He closed his eyes, recalling the events that transpired on this day.


  Nobody would have believed him if he said he was cared for by an angel (vicious), and it was nothing worth talking about.


  What happened on this day would be a secret only to Amane and Mahiru.


  Secret, his heart tickled from this term, even though he found it a hassle to mention this to others.


  The next day onwards, they would revert to being unfamiliar strangers.


  So Amane convinced himself as his consciousness slowly faded.


  5 - Encounter under the frigid skies


  As declared, the relationship between Amane and Mahiru remained that of passing strangers.


  He recovered the day after he was cared for, and just so happened to bump into Mahiru while shopping at the convenience store, but they did not truly interact. It appeared Mahiru was a little relieved to see Amane looking fine however.


  Class started on Monday, and nothing changed. Same for the others.


  But if there was a tiny change, it was that when he went to school, he would lower his head while greeting others.


  “Ohh, you’re looking great there, Amane.”


  “Thanks to your care.”


  Itsuki was worried to see Amane half-dead the previous week when they were headed home. He had waited for Amane at the school building entrance, wanting to check on him. Over the weekend, he sent Amane a message, “You ain’t dead right?”


  Amane messaged back, saying he was fine, but Itsuki remained skeptical. It was only after seeing Amane all lively did he sigh in an exaggerated gesture.


  “Well, even I would be worried seeing you like that. You’re better now, but you should pay more attention to how you live. Start from cleaning up.”


  “Sounds like what someone else said.”


  “Nn?”


  “Ah, it’s nothing… I knew that over the weekend. Will be cleaning up these days.”


  No, you get down to it now, went the retort, but Amane ignored that.


  That probably could not be done within half a day.


  So he shook his head, and Itsuki did not pursue the matter further, instead looking dumbfounded.


  “Well, it’s your house, so do as you please. Make sure there’s enough space to step on the next time I go there.”


  “… I’ll see how it goes.”


  While Amane frowned as he changed into the indoor shoes, he heard a commotion in the neighboring classroom, and inadvertently looked over.


  He looked through the window, and found Mahiru showcasing her usual beauty, surrounded by both boys and girls.


  She was smiling calmly as she responded to them, yet she looked a completely different Mahiru from several days ago, so he thought with a wry smile.


  And Itsuki, having seen Amane’s expression, looked over as well, understanding once he caught sight of Mahiru.


  “Ahh, Shiina-san? Still as popular as before. She’s a pretty girl after all.”


  “Well, she’s the angel after all…you find Shiina cute too, Itsuki?”


  “Of course. I have Chii around, so she’s just there to be marveled at.”


  “Stop flexing already.”


  To be precise, the ‘Chii’ Itsuki spoke of was his girlfriend, Chitose Shirakawa.


  Those two were a lovey-dovey couple, and whenever they were together, it was just too bright for Amane’s eyes.


  Stop flexing over here, Amane gestured towards Itsuki, but the latter did not look unhappy. After all, it was normal for them after all. “This guy’s hopeless,” he laughed.


  “What about you, Amane? Don’t you find Shiina cute?”


  “She’s a beauty. That’s all.”


  “That’s boring.”


  “Well, she’s a flower on a peak we can’t reach. There’s no reason for us to get involved with her; all we can do is look.”


  “You’re not wrong.”


  Due to some coincidence, Mahiru took care of him days ago, but they were living in different worlds after all.


  Amane did not foresee a future where he would get along well with Mahiru. Outstanding humans would only mesh well with other outstanding humans.


  And Amane, painfully self-aware of how useless he was, could not possibly have anything to do with Mahiru, so cute and capable she was.


  Yes, Amane himself assumed he would have nothing to do with her anymore.


  “…What are you eating?”


  And that notion was turned upside down when Amane was at the veranda, sipping his jelly juice as he looked outside.


  6 - The blessing from heaven


  Amane found it a hassle to go down to the convenience store, and was slurping at the jelly drink he usually kept at home, leaning on the railing as he breathed in the air outside. It was then that Mahiru appeared on the veranda herself.


  Once Mahiru spotted Amane, she leaned over the veranda, noticed the jelly juice he was drinking, and frowned a little.


  Amane never expected to be approached, and could only remain momentarily rooted.


  “You understand, right? It’s jelly that replenishes my energy in just dozens of seconds.”


  “…Are you planning to eat this for dinner?”


  “What else then?”


  “…A high school boy with a big appetite is eating this?”


  “Stop being a busybody.”


  Typically, he would have lived on bentos from the convenience stores or sides from the supermarket and not eat that little. He was not in the mood to cook dinner, nor have cup ramen, so he decided to have jelly juice instead.


  It was unlikely he would have sufficient food, and he might have some snacks or sweets thereafter.


  “…What about cooking?”


  “Can’t do, and won’t do. You know that, right?”


  “…And you cannot tidy up. It is amazing how you are living alone…”


  “Shut up. That has nothing to do with you, right?”


  The scathing truth hit him, so he frowned and finished his jelly juice.


  He had suffered days ago, and was planning to clean up, but being told this for days turned his determination to the opposite direction.


  Amane, in turn, was curious as to why Mahiru was being a little naggy; she stared back at him and let out a little sigh.


  “… Please wait for a moment.”


  Before he could respond or deny, Mahiru returned from the veranda to her apartment.


  Upon hearing the windows clatter shut, Amane asked. “What was that?”


  She said to wait, but what did she want him to wait for?


  He looked towards Mahiru’s apartment with surprise, but naturally, there was no response.


  Guess I’m cooled down. Time to go back.


  He waited for her as told, but the winter night was colder than he thought. A sweater was insufficient.


  In any case, he did not know why he was waiting so obediently.


  The temperature was so cold, he was breathing white air. He exhaled, and there was an electronic buzzing sound from the corridor.


  He immediately turned towards the door once he heard the bell.


  There was only one visitor he would expect to arrive.


  He did not know why she would appear, but he avoided the messy pile of clothes and magazines as he went towards the corridor.


  He knew who it was even without looking through the peephole. He dragged his sandals towards the door and unchained it. As expected, slightly beneath his eyes was flaying flax-colored hair.


  “…What are you doing?”


  “I had enough seeing how poorly you live… these are leftovers, but here.”


  Mahiru retorted tersely as she stretched her hands outward.


  The hands, which were much smaller than Amane’s, were holding a tupperware container. The translucent lid gave Amane a sneak peak of  the cooked food inside.


  The contents were still warm, and there were some water droplets on the lid. It was hard to see, but there should be some cooked food inside.


  He blinked a few times, and once she saw that his eyes were trying to comprehend why, Mahiru let out a deep sigh.


  “You do not eat properly. Supplements are simply supplements, not to be taken as the main course.”


  “Are you my mom?”


  “I do think what I insist here is normal. Also, you should be cleaning up your apartment, no? It is difficult to stand in there.”


  Mahiru glanced behind Amane, and narrowed her eyes in exasperation, leaving him speechless.


  “… I can still walk through.”


  “Not at all. Clothes typically should not be on the floor.”


  “Well, they just dropped.”


  “They will not if you wash them, dry them, and fold them properly. Please pack up all the magazines you have read. It will be troublesome if you slip and fall.”


  There was some spite in the words, but Amane knew well that Mahiru was concerned for some reason and could not retort to every point.


  It was true that the last time she took care of him, both of them nearly slipped because the room was too messy. It was no wonder he was being told off.


  Grrr. Amane, unable to retort, grimaced and pursed his lips together as he received the tupperware container from Mahiru.


  The warmth slowly spread through his palm, and it was comforting amidst this cooling weather.


  “So, can I eat this?”


  “I will discard it if you do not want to.”


  “No, no, no, I’ll eat it. It’s not often we get an ordinary dinner made by the Angel herself.”


  “…Please do not call me that. Seriously.”


  He tried to get back at her by using her nickname at school, but her white face was clearly starting to turn red.


  It seemed calling her ‘Angel’ was truly embarrassing. Looking from her viewpoint, Amane too felt uneasy about it, and it was to be expected.


  Her cheeks were flushed, and she glared at him with a teary look, which Amane could only grin at.


  “Sorry. I won’t call you that again.”


  Any more, and he would really ruin her mood, so it would not be appropriate for him to joke anymore about this. Plus, they were not on such familial terms that they could joke about, and it would be better not to go overboard.


  It appeared Mahiru really did not want to be called such, and she cleared her throat, regaining her composure.


  Her cheeks remained strangely red however, and she looked not too different from before.


  “Well, I’ll be accepting this graciously. You don’t have to be sorry about me getting sick.”


  “Not at all. We are even now after I had taken care of you. I am doing this for self-satisfaction… but I am relatively concerned by how you are not living a proper lifestyle.”


  “I get that.”


  Amane had always been in a hapless state whenever she saw him, and her decision might be expected from a certain perspective.


  Even at this point, the entrance behind Amane was a complete mess, and Mahiru had seen it all when she took care of him. There was no point hiding.


  “… Do eat proper meals and live a proper lifestyle now, will you?”


  “Are you my mom?”


  While Mahiru lectured away with a completely serious look, Amane retorted back in exhaustion.


  He brought the gift handed to him back, frisked for disposable chopsticks from the supermarket, and sat on the living room sofa.


  How would the food Mahiru shoved to him taste?


  He was thinking that the porridge from before tasted good. His tongue was insensitive due to the cold, but the taste of the porridge, cooked from uncooked rice, did enter his stomach gently.


  Given the prior experience, Mahiru’s cooking skills were fine. How would it taste this time?


  Harboring some expectations, he opened the tupperware lid with some apprehension, and drifting out was undoubtedly the fragrance of cooked food.


  It contained some root vegetables and chicken. The soup was mild in color, the bright colors of the carrots and the green bean garnish stood out.


  Food of various colors were chopped into bite-size, whetting the appetite of Amane, who had only consumed jelly.


  He quickly split the chopsticks and brought the carrot to his mouth first.


  “It’s nice.”


  The taste was obvious at once.


  As to be expected of the health-conscious Mahiru, the seasoning was mild, but the fish stock was rich. This was not the powdered stock that was usually bought from the supermarket. It was stock boiled from bonito flakes and kelp. The taste was completely different.


  He slowly chewed, savoring the flavor of the stock, seasoning, and vegetables spreading in his mouth.


  The freshness of the vegetables was thoroughly emphasized while the soup flavor was absorbed. Amane himself disliked eating vegetables, but even he could enjoy it.


  Do eat more vegetables, so the message implied, for there was little chicken inside. The chicken was really fresh, tender, not overdone. There was nothing to nitpick about it aside from quantity.


  The ingredients were relatively plain for a high school girl’s cooking, yet it clearly emphasized her skills.


  One could say it demonstrated a stark difference from those who had just learnt how to cook.


  It would be better if there was some rice or miso or soy sauce, so he thought, but unfortunately he did not cook any rice… or rather, he had finished his supply of rice, and this little wish was left unfulfilled.


  It was too late for him to say so, but Amane regretted not going out to buy two packets of rice.


  “The Angel’s really amazing.”


  So Amane praised the superhuman who was perfect at studying, sports, and housework, yet terrified and unhappy about being called that. He continued to savor the ideal taste of these root vegetables.


  7 - The Angel's naggy


  “I’m returning this. It’s really delicious.”


  The following night, Amane brought the borrowed tupperware along as he visited Mahiru’s house.


  Though Amane was truly bad at doing housework, he was fine with washing. It was proper etiquette to wash and return after all. So he thought as he brought along the thoroughly washed and dried tupperware.


  He could not say that he had a tough time washing it however.


  Mahiru might have expected Amane to ring the bell at this time, for she opened the door without checking.


  She was dressed in a bordeaux red knitted one piece dress, and narrowed her eyes slightly.


  She glanced at the tupperware container and said, “It is impressive that you washed it well.” She praised him as she would to a child, causing him to frown unconsciously.


  “Thank you for doing this much. This is for you.”


  Mahiru received the tupperware, and that would be fine, but she then passed another tupperware container to Amane’s hands.


  As expected, or so it seemed, it was warm.


  Inside it was probably fried pork and eggplant. It was a little colder, so the lid was not covered in steam. He he could see the eggplants, the cooked meat, and sesame seeds sprinkled on top through the lid.


  Looking at the color, it seemed the sauce was made from miso. The slightly charred eggplant and glossy meat looked appetizing.


  This really looked delicious, he thought.


  But he could not understand why she brought him food again.


  “…No, erm, I’m just here to return the tupperware.”


  “This is tonight’s dinner.”


  “I know that, but,”


  “Just to ask, you have no allergies, right? I do not care about your food preferences.”


  “Not really? But if I keep taking more from you…”


  How would it turn out if he was to have two consecutive dinners from her?


  Amane was utterly grateful, especially given his improper balance in nutrition, and Mahiro’s cooking skills were far superior to girls her age. The taste would be remarkable.


  So too would the food inside the tupperware container be delicious.


  But it would be an utter tragedy if the people from his school were to see this. Of course, the tragedy would befall Amane’s calm high school life.


  Each apartment here was designed to accommodate a person, but the rental was expensive considering the facilities and geographic location. He never saw any schoolmate aside from Mahiru nearby, and he did not need to worry about them being spotted, but he was apprehensive about such a relationship being exposed.


  “I made a little too much for myself. I will be glad if you accepted some of mine.”


  “…Well, I’m glad to accept this, but usually, this gives others a wrong impression that you like them.”


  “You think so?”


  “Nope, not at all.”


  Are you an idiot? Given that she was making such a face, Amane had no reason to think that much.


  Furthermore, it was impossible to imagine the beautiful prodigy Mahiru showing any goodwill after witnessing how useless Amane was at cleaning up.


  It was true that receiving dinner from a cute neighbor would be fitting for a romcom manga plot, but there was no love or comedic elements. No love, no comedy in their conversations. Just to note, Amane had no rice at home.


  The only aspects present were the Angel’s vicious words and her pitiful compassion.


  “It should be fine then…You are planning to buy some bentos from the convenience store or some side dishes at the supermarket, no?”


  “How do you know?”


  “The kitchen did not look appear to be used properly, and there were a lot of disposable chopsticks from the convenience store and supermarket on the table. Also, anyone can tell without thinking, given how unhealthy you look.  Your face clearly looks unhealthy.”


  She saw through everything with just a single trip to his house, and Amane’s face twitched. It was an undeniable fact however, so he could not say anything.


  “…Now then, I shall be returning.”


  Thud! Once she was done with what she wanted to say and give, Mahiru closed the door.


  Clank. The chain behind the door was latched up, and Amane looked towards the tupperware in his hands.


  Within his palms was the still-warm dinner, and he let out a sigh before returning to his apartment.


  The eggplants and pork with sesame seeds were really delicious, and he had a craving for rice.


  Thus, every day, he would exchange an empty tupperware container for one with food, his food nutrition taking a drastic turn for the better.


  Mahiru’s cooking was not particularly heavy in flavoring, but it was extremely appetizing, so every dinner, he would prepare pre-cooked rice to eat with these dishes.


  There were different dishes every day; whether they were Japanese, Western, or Chinese, they were all delicious, impossible to refuse, whetting Amane’s appetite.


  The opportunity to eat these every day had Amane looking forward to them. He was apologetic about it, but it seemed he was being domesticated, melancholic if he never got to eat her food.


  Perhaps the Angel’s cooking was truly addictive. While thinking this was not a good thing, Amane obediently accepted the tupperware container, and indulged himself in the food.


  “…You’re looking great recently. Got your food sorted out?”


  Amane was looking a lot better, probably due to having sufficient nutrients from dinner. It was lunchtime when Itsuki stared at his face.


  Amane was having udon at the cafeteria, and was shedding cold sweat in the face of the perceptive Itsuki.


  “Itsuki, I think you’re looking scary.”


  “What, did I hit the bullseye?”


  “No…well, I had to reflect on that.”


  He would be told off whenever he met Mahiru at the apartments, and given that he was receiving dinner from her, it was to be expected that his quality of life had improved.


  He wanted to express his thanks to the Angel, but at the same time, he felt she was somewhat a busybody.


  So he confirmed ambiguously, and Itsuki gleefully giggled.


  “Of course. Your old unhealthy look was because of your living habits after all.”


  “Shut up.”


  “But you managed to get it fixed just like that?”


  “… I was forced, sorta?”


  “Haha. Your mom knows?”


  “… Not exactly, I would say.”


  Mahiru’s tone was similar to his mom’s.


  She was way too young and cute to be called his mom, but Amane did not want to reject Mahiru who had been taking care of him for some reason.


  “Say Itsuki. Did I look really unhealthy?”


  “Yeah. Mostly because you looked too pale. You’re tall but skinny, and your face just looked unhealthy.”


  “But my face’s like this.”


  “I know. You can be livelier in your expressions though.”


  “That’s impossible…I see, a dead-looking face…?”


  As he hardly checked his face in the mirror, Amane hardly knew how he looked, but to others, he appeared to be utterly sickly.


  Perhaps Mahiru was worried about Amane because he usually looked dead.


  “Amane, you should pay attention to how others look at you. You won’t look like this if you sort it out.


  “Are you just rubbing it in?”


  “No, what else can I do without saying it plainly that you look dead?”


  Itsuki took the opportunity to coax Amane into focusing on his health and appearance. “None of your business,” he said, and looked aside.


  8 - The Angel is an ecofriendly plebian


  “Ah.”

  A silvery bell-like voice rang behind him.


  It was a sound Amane was recently familiar with. He was not at his apartment however; this was the snacks section of the nearby supermarket.


  There were usually people there, but Amane never expected Mahiru to react to him, so he turned towards her awkwardly, seeing her standing there, wide-eyed.


  She was holding a basket, which contained radish, tofu, chicken thigh and milk, ingredients for tonight’s dinner.


  Looking at this situation, it appeared she happened to encounter him at the snacks section.


  “Let me say this first. It’s a coincidence, I wasn’t stalking you.”


  “I know that. This is the closest supermarket here. I do understand this”


  He preemptively stated, “Why do you think that?” and Mahiru groaned. She then looked towards the notebook in her hands.


  It truly was the impeccable Mahiru’s style to write all her needs down.


  Once she checked the contents on the cute floral patterned notebook, she looked away from the snacks corner, towards the seasonings corner on the opposite side.


  “Soy sauce and mirin,” she muttered with an adorable voice as she searched for home necessities. She was truly acting cute, but Amane found it incredulous.


  “The mirin’s here. Hey.”


  “Ah, that is not the mirin I want. Underaged people cannot buy that.”


  “This is considered alcohol?”


  “It is treated as sweet wine. The seasoning type cannot be drunk directly when salt is added, so underaged people can buy this.”


  He wanted to pass the mirin to her, but she shook her head, and put the mirin seasoning into the basket instead.


  It was the first time Amane, who hardly did any housework, heard of this. “Heh,” he answered as he saw her deft movements from behind.


  Mahiru stared intently at the rack of soy sauces, paying close attention to the price labels, and muttered with a frown.


  “… Special discount limited only to 1 bottle per person…”


  It appeared she wanted to buy another one, for she sighed with pity and looked towards him..


  “I’ll buy one, okay?”


  “Thank you for understanding me.”


  He picked up the meaning in her words, and gave a wry smile as she held a bottle of soy sauce. Mahiru curled her lips into a satisfied smile.


  “… You’re unexpectedly frugal.”


  “Frugal, or I should say, save as much as I can. We should not be spending excessively.”


  “Sounds like a Japanese characteristic… but I guess that’s a given when we live off our parents’ money.”


  Amane too lived alone and relied on his parents.


  He was born to a well-off family, and was able to live in such a clean, safe apartment. He also had ample living expenses and did not need to scrimp. Thus, he was really grateful for his parents. He had to pay for school expenses, and had to spend quite a bit on living expenses, so he would try to avoid pointless spending.


  “… I guess. We are still reliant after all, so it is very important to save.”


  Mahiru responded tersely as she sorted the contents of her basket. Her cold voice was devoid of warmth.


  It was scary hearing her tone shift to monotone, but when she lifted her head, her expression was as before.


  The fleeting look of her dull eyes were no longer to be seen.


  “…Anyway, are you buying this?”


  Mahiru tried to change the topic, it seemed, as she stared at the vacuum-packed rice and potato salad in the basket.


  While the portions he received from Mahiru were truly delicious, that quantity was insufficient for him. As usual, he would buy some rice for the main course and salad as side dishes.


  “For dinner.”


  “These are not healthy.”


  “Come on. I bought salad, see?”


  “But it is potato salad… how have you not ruined your body living like this…?”


  “You’re worrying too much.”


  You should be eating more vegetables, so Mahiru narrowed her eyes as she exerted silent pressure on Amane, who turned aside and paid no heed.


  While they continued to talk, Amane finished paying  and stored his items in the plastic bag. Mahiru in turn took out a recyclable bag and stored her items inside it.


  She truly was a plebian Angel who cared for the environment.


  However, while she had put her items in, the quantity left him a little worried.


  The milk, soy sauce and mirin seasoning totaled 4 liters, and while they were slightly different from water in terms of density, it was still 4kg. Furthermore, she had purchased some ingredients, especially the radish, which would be really heavy.


  She did pack them all nicely and zipped it up, but it would be physically taxing for her to carry it back to the apartment.


  So she bought this much seasoning and ingredients because of me.


  It seemed she would cook more than usual and share some with him. All this while, Amanue had been receiving a portion’s worth of food. She said she had been cooking too much, but it appeared she had been deliberately cooking excess food recently.


  It seemed Amane caused her much trouble. He would be worthless as a male to not do anything for her.


  Once he saw that she was done zipping, Amane tried lifting it, and while it was not too heavy for him, it would be considerably taxing for a girl to carry a long distance.


  While Mahiru was really athletic, her physical strength was another matter. One could tell that beneath her clothes, her slender arms did not have much strength.


  Amane’s gesture had her caramel-colored eyes blinking.


  She seemed grateful rather than shocked.


  “… I’m not stealing yours.”


  “I am not worrying about that… I can carry that much, at least?”


  “You’ll be cuter if you just accept this honestly, you know.”


  “You are making it sound like I am not cute.”


  “Compare how you act at school to how you treat me.”


  She might have some self-awareness; she flinched a little.


  Everyone agreed that she was so cordial, kind and humble at school, but she acted nothing like that when it came to Amane.


  To be precise, while she did treat Amane well, she was blunt towards him. She never cared for any courtesy when it came to him, and always said what was on her mind.


  It was much better than lying, however, so Amane did not really mind.


  While Mahiru remained silent, Amane seized the opportunity to carry the recyclable bag chocked full of ingredients along with his and hurried towards the exit.


  There seemed to be some frantic movements behind, but Amane paid no heed as he ignored their increasing distance, heading straight towards home.


  He did not bother to slow down enough for her.


  They were already together at the supermarket, and if anyone was to see them walking home side by side, things would get out of hand.


  For them, this would be the ideal distance.


  So Amane pretended not to have any relationship as he hurried on. “… Thank you very much,” a little whisper behind him echoed.


  9 - The Angel's cleaning operation


  Amane was bad with all kinds of housework, the worst of which was cleaning up.


  He could cook, if the definition of ‘cook’ was getting injured and willfully ignoring the appearance and taste.


  He could cook, if he went with the idea that he could just heat it, and put it into his stomach; it would look and taste unappealing however,


  Of course, he did not want to cook or eat such things, and naturally would never attempt to do so.


  He could at least wash clothes, for if he could not, he might not be able to live at all.


  Worst case scenario, there was a coin laundromat nearby, and he could simply dump his clothes in, add some detergent and water, and let it spin. He could handle his laundry.


  However, he was completely hopeless at cleaning up.


  “What do I do with this?”


  It was the day off, and Amane, having been nagged at by Mahiru and Itsuki, finally decided to start cleaning, but he did not know where to start.


  He knew it was his own fault, but there were too many things, resulting in him unsure how to begin.


  For the time being, he washed his futon sheets and dried them.


  And then, he had no idea how to start cleaning.


  His clothes and magazines were all over the place, and he practically had no place to step on.


  The silver lining here was that since any food-related rubbish would smell foul, Amane would dispose of them promptly. Thus, the apartment did not have any oil stains or foul stenches. Well, the room was still in a mess.


  Despite that, the mess was the matter most troubling him.


  And while he sighed, there was a chime from the entrance.


  “Ah!” he blurted.


  At his door would be the visitor he was familiar with, or rather, the blessing from Heaven, the courier-like existence who would leave after each delivery. She was a savior in his eyes.


  He hurried towards the entrance, nearly slipping as there was no place to step foot on, and supported himself off the wall as he opened the door.


  “Sorry, I am here to retrieve the last tupperware…what are you doing?”


  “… Getting ready to clean up.”


  Mahiru saw him on the verge of tumbling over and stared exasperatedly at his face.


  “Thought there was a loud sound.”


  “… I nearly fell.”


  “I guessed so. You have not started cleaning, no?”


  “Didn’t know where to start.”


  “I assumed as much.”


  It is really difficult to start when it is so messy, so Mahiru noted bluntly as usual. Amane’s face twitched, but he could not deny it.


  If he really argued with her until the very end, he really would have no idea how to start cleaning.


  But how would he ask?


  He wanted to ask her for tips on cleaning, but was she truly willing to provide… So he stared at Mahiru tentatively, and she looked behind him, towards the messy entrance.


  Uwaah… She looked towards the devastation behind him, her eyes basically screaming such. To her, it appeared the entrance was already a mess in itself.


  “Goodness…please allow me to clean the apartment completely.”


  “Huh?”


  Amane thought it would be brazen for him to ask Mahiru to help, so he merely intended to ask her for cleaning tips.


  But he never expected Mahiru to offer her assistance.


  “It is unbearable to think my neighbor has such a dirty room.”


  Her words were always so blunt, so he was not angry. After all, she was telling the truth, and he had no room to refute.


  “And you are living alone without being capable of doing your housework? I suppose you spend your days with the optimistic mindset, thinking you will get used to it. Right now, you do not know how to do anything. How about you reflect a little on your lifestyle?”


  He had nothing to say.


  His mother had said it would be easy if he had done his housework studiously, but he always left it be, resulting in this situation. He too realized he reaped what he sowed.


  “Furthermore, this would not have happened if you had cleaned up daily. This is a result of your daily laziness.”


  “… ou’re right.”


  One reason he was not angry despite Mahiru’s words was because she had been taking care of him, which he was indebted to her for. After all, she did correctly guess his past trains of thought and deeds.


  It all ended up like this because he never took it seriously, thinking he could finish it later. He could only quietly nod away at what she said.


  “May I clean up this apartment?”


  “… Can I ask you to do so?”


  “Of course, since I suggested it. I shall begin preparations then. It is best if you lock away any personal items you wish to hide any personal items or valuables in the storeroom.”


  “You don’t have to worry about that.”


  While her words were blunt, she was very earnest in offering to help. He had no reason to worry about her stealing anything.


  After all, she, a busybody who always abided by common sense, could not possibly harm others.


  “… Are you not worried?”


  “You’re not the kind of person to do that anyway.”


  “Not that… are you not worried that I will see the things you will want to hide as a boy?”


  “Sorry about that, but I don’t have such stuff.”


  “Well, if you say so. I shall change my clothes and bring my cleaning tools over… I shall clean this apartment thoroughly.”


  Mahiru shrugged and returned to her apartment. From behind, Amane watched her leave with a wry smile on his face.


  10 - The Angel is a grand commander overseeing the sweeping operation (of trash)


  Mahiru returned to Amane’s apartment in different clothes, a long white T-shirt and khaki cargo pants.


  The T-shirt clinging to her body emphasized her defined, curvy body.


  She tied her hair in a bun, revealing her pale nape, which left Amane a little uncomfortable.


  She would usually wear a one piece dress or a skirt, so this was a new sight for him.


  He always wondered if this boyish look would be suitable for Mahiru, but it seemed he was overthinking it.


  It was then he thoroughly realized that beauties would look good in anything they wore.


  Nevertheless, while this clothing looked easier to move in, it was also passable as casual wear. He wondered if she was fine with it getting dirty.


  “Are you fine with it getting dirty?”


  “I intend to dispose of it some time later. It is fine even if it is dirty.”


  So Mahiru said as she looked towards the devastation that was Amane’s apartment, and sighed.


  “Just to say this, we are doing this thoroughly, understand?”


  “…Got it.”


  “If you do, let us hurry. I am not going to hold back, nor am I going to let you compromise.”


  Is that alright? Mahiru implied silently. “Yes.” And Amane could only abide.


  Thus began the cleaning operation launched by the Angel.


  “First, put the clothes into the laundry basket. Cleaning should go from top to bottom, but we need to sort that out if we want to use the vacuum cleaner. The floor is all covered. There are many clothes, so we need to separate them in batches. Also, split those that you have worn and those that you have not. We can wash them all, right?”


  “Ahh, I’ll do as you say…”


  And as expected, even though they had a vacuum cleaner, they had to start at the mess on the ground.


  “…You do not have any undergarments lying around, no?”


  “I do keep them in the closet at least.”


  “Good. We will deal with the clothing later. Even if we wash and dry them now, the dust will fly when we clean it up. There is insufficient space to dry. If you are not really in need of them, we can wash them once we are done cleaning.”


  “Yes.”


  “… The magazines can be discarded. It would be one thing if you are collecting them, but I am assuming not, given how they are all over the place. Cut out the pages you want to keep and deal with the rest. Tie them up and bring them to the waste collection area.”


  Mahiru quickly got down to cleaning, instructing Amane to keep his clothes in the laundry basket as she stacked the magazines up one by one.


  She had asked if he had any magazines he really wanted to keep, but Amane shook his head as he was not really bothered with that. Seeing that, Mahiru bundled the magazines with the vinyl string she had brought from her house.


  “Once you are done with the clothes, please come here and sort out the other items on the floor. Same goes for them. Sort out what you want and do not want, and discard the ones you do not want. Understood?”


  “… Oh.”


  “If you are unhappy about something, do say so.”


  “No, not exactly… just that it seems very orderly.”


  “We will not have enough time otherwise. I do not wish to see your room in a mess.”


  “You’re right.”


  It was their day off, but time was limited. They could only work during the day, given that the noise of the vacuum cleaner would disturb their neighbors.


  And the work before the vacuuming was laborious as it was. Mahiru understood this and told him to hurry with the packing.


  He was apologetic about having to trouble Mahiru this much, but thanks to her, there was more space for footing. He was truly impressed.


  “Instructor Shiina…”


  “Since you are addressing me as ‘instructor,’ hurry up and learn. I cannot determine which are your personal belongings, so please sort out those that you require.”


  “Yes sir.”


  “Please do not treat me like a boy.”


  The grim-faced Angel retorted as she cleaned up with her nimble hands, sorting out the things she could.


  Amane himself had the urge to keep anything and everything, and thus he was grateful and envious that she could be so decisive.


  It was another person’s room, but Mahiru really spared no efforts in cleaning up. She was truly acting like a homemaker.


  Her brisk movements made it seem that she could have easily cleaned this apartment herself.


  But she might have been too hasty, for she did not notice her footing.


  What happened next was undoubtedly Amane’s fault, for Mahiru stepped on his clothes on the floor and lost her balance.


  “Ah!” Mahiru blurted, and at that instant, Amane instinctively slid towards the floor she was about to fall upon.


  He felt a soft sensation and a sweet scent flooded his nose along with some smell of dust, probably caused when he hurried over.


  His buttocks felt a blunt pain as he landed, but it was still bearable and he only grunted softly. At the same time, he could feel her weight boring upon him.


  He was fortunate that he was able to stop her at that instant.


  “…… Fujimiya-san.”


  Mahiru lifted her face, staring at him with a stunned look. She did not appear to be fuming, but it appeared she had many words on her mind.


  “Sorry for falling over. Well, we are cleaning the house because this could happen.”


  “My sincerest apologies. I’m reflecting about this… you hurt anywhere?”


  “I am fine. Thank you for catching me. I should be the one saying sorry.”


  “No, this is my fault…”


  She had already been supplying him with dinner, and now she was helping him clean. It would be unspeakable for him if she was to be hurt because of this.


  One might say he was so apologetic, he dared not look at her face.


  If Mahiru was willing, he would have considered knotowing towards her, but it seemed she had no intention of blaming him for her falling over.


  “We are cleaning up to prevent this from happening, you know?”


  “I know. I’m really sorry.”


  “…No, you do not have to be so sorry. I came here to help after all.”


  She seemed to panic as she looked up at him.


  Her eyes appeared uneasy while she clung onto him, and he found it very difficult to calm down.


  Amane, who had no luck with women, was already having a cardiac arrest at this distance…let alone with a pretty girl in close contact with him.


  Neither of them were in love with each other, but he found it really inappropriate.


  Mahiru herself seemed not to have noticed her posture, so Amane gently grabbed her shoulders, splitting them apart, and stood up before the shame overtook his face.


  “… Shall we, continue?”


  “I guess.”


  Luckily, it appeared Mahiru did not notice Amane faltering, and she held his hand, standing up.


  Her face remained stoic like usual, not caring that they made contact.


  Amane himself was thinking that a girl like Mahiru would not be so bashful given that so many boys showered her with affection, brushing this matter aside.


  He looked towards her with a wry smile, apologetic for having her help. So he motivated himself and got down to cleaning again.


  “… That shocked me.”


  Cleaning was truly a hassle for him, given that he was unfamiliar with it.


  And thus, he never noticed her little whisper and the slightly reddened eyes hidden by her faint colored hair.


  11 - The Angel's first time


  “… Fuuu, it’s finally clean.”


  They spent an entire day cleaning up Amane’s house.


  For several hours, they cleared the personal belongings on the floor, and then washed the clothes, wiped the lights, the windows, vacuumed the floor, and the sun was setting by the time they were done.


  The sun was visible when Mahiru entered the house; this was sufficient proof of how long they toiled on this.


  But it was this reason that Amane’s house looked pretty once again.


  The floor was cleaned thoroughly, cleared of discarded items. The windows and sills were cleared of dust, and so were the lights, looking brighter than before.


  Amane’s room too was cleaned, so there was nothing scattered on the floor. Finally, he could comfortably rest in there.


  “We spent an entire day on this.”


  “Well, it’s that messy…”


  “All thanks to you.”


  “You’re right.”


  Amane could not lift his head towards the Angel/savior, and could only look towards Mahiru with respect (he wanted to kowtow, but she refused), given that she had helped him so much.


  Mahiru, having spent her valuable day off on this, “Goodness gracious,” muttered so as she tied the trash bag.


  She might have sounded brutal, but she did not look displeased, and instead looked accomplished. Nevertheless, she was a little lethargic, and that was to be expected given that she had toiled an entire day.


  He could not allow her to make dinner after this.


  Leaving aside the issue of whether she would cook for him, he would feel sorry if he let her work in such a tired state.


  “I don’t want to go out and buy dinner now, so let’s order some pizza for dinner. I’ll pay for today, since I’ve taken much from you.”


  “Eh, but.”


  “If you don’t want to eat it with me, you can take a slice back to eat.”


  He could not stop Mahiru if she did not want to eat with him, but he could let her bring some home.


  More than wanting to eat with her, he wanted to thank her, so he was fine eating alone.


  “… Not that. I have never ordered pizza before though, so I am a little shocked.”


  “Eh, you haven’t?”


  “I have not ordered pizza before since I live alone… though I have made it myself.”


  “It’s amazing how you thought of making pizza yourself.”


  Typically, one would order pizza either as a take-out, or as a two for one.


  There might be a mere few like Mahiru who would spend the effort to start over from the dough.


  So this is the mindset of those who really can cook, Amane thought.


  “It’s normal to order a takeout. I often do it for myself. Wait, you’re not the type to go to a family restaurant alone?”


  “I have never been there once.”


  “It’s rare to hear that. I do go alone, especially when my parents are too lazy to do so. Do your parents dislike going out to eat?”


  “…Our housekeeper would cook for us.”


  “A nanny? Guess you’re loaded.”


  It would be expected if she was a rich person.


  Her etiquette, clothing, and belongings looked posh.


  Given how she had the refined vibe to her, it would not be strange to assume so.


  And once she heard Amane say so, she showed a faint smile,


  “Yes, relatively rich.”


  The smile on her face was neither delighted nor proud, but self-deprecation than joy and pride. Amane started to regret saying too much when he saw that smile.


  Her response was muted when he mentioned about her parents, so it seemed she was on bad terms with them.


  It seemed that this was not a matter she really wanted to talk about, so he had no intention of probing.


  Every person had one or two things they would not want to mention or let others know. Not asking about certain things might be courtesy towards a person he was relatively unfamiliar with.


  “Well, just think of it as an experience. Here, choose what you want.”


  He decided not to talk about her parents, and showed her the pizza advertisement instead.


  It was the shop Amane frequented, the best-tasting of the delivery services he knew of in this area.


  It certainly was not as good as one baked in a pizza kiln, but the toppings ranged from standard to kid specials. Surely, there would be some matching Mahiru’s tastes.


  Seizing the change in topic, Mahiru took the menu and quickly scanned her eyes over it.


  The transparent-looking roasted tea colored eyes stared at the photos of various pizzas.


  Those eyes, always devoid of emotion, seemed to be sparkling with life.


  …Wait, is she actually looking forward to this?


  Perhaps he was thinking too much, but she appeared a little excited, for once she had a look at the menu, she pointed at a four-topping pizza typically found at parties, “This is what I want.” she said.


  Mahiru peered over to him, seemingly hiding behind the menu, and once he agreed, her eyes began to glow.


  He smiled wryly at her obviously elated face, and with a single hand, he dialed the number listed on the advertisement.


  About an hour later, the pizza arrived, and Mahiru quickly ate it.


  There were four flavors, and she seemed to have trouble deciding which one to choose from, before she started with the bacon and sausages.


  Not unexpectedly, she showed a princess-like side as she chewed on the pizzas in small bites.


  She was holding it in her hands, but there was some elegance to how she ate. It was likely she was raised to do so.


  But at the same time, he found her as adorable as a little animal.


  She narrowed her eyes at the stretching cheese strands, the relaxed cheeks of her smiling face looking strangely adorable.


  Typically, she looked really mature, poised even, but right now, she was acting her age.


  And as she munched down on the pizza in little bites, Amane had the urge to pat her on the head.


  “… What?”


  “Nothing. Just that you look like you’re enjoying this.”


  “Please do not stare at me.”


  But her displeased frown was not cute in the slightest.


  “… Well, to say this, you aren’t cute at all.


  “That does not matter. After all, you will be uncomfortable with me acting like I would at school, no?”


  “Sorta. I’m more used to you being like this than at school.”


  He never interacted with Mahiru at school, let alone talked to her.


  All he could see was the flawless, genial, beautiful smile that everyone else saw.


  And in contrast, she was showing no heed to others this time.


  This might have been the true Mahiru, and her gestures at school were simply her ‘going outside’ mode.


  “For me, this part of you right now isn’t that tiring.”


  “The un-cute part?”


  “Don’t be so vindictive…but well, I don’t know what you are thinking of at school.”


  “Mostly about dinner, and lessons.”


  “You’re still playing the fool?”


  Amane was implying that Mahiru was hiding something, but the latter merely took him literally.


  It appeared she was not pretending, and she looked at him with a displeased look.


  “No, that’s not what I mean. I mean that I can’t see your heart, so like, I don’t know what you’re thinking at school, and you’re still unfriendly now, but it’s easier to interact when you can express your feelings honestly.”


  “… Is my behavior at school inappropriate?”


  “That’s how you deal with things, and I don’t think that’s bad. But you’re not tired?”


  “No. I have been like this since young.”


  “Guess it’s ingrained.”


  If she was ingrained with that mentality since youth, her etiquette was understandable. However, this meant that she was consciously acting like ‘an ideal child’ and was doing so because she had no choice.


  But he could not bring himself to ask more about such family details she had vaguely hinted at.


  “Well, it’s good to be able to relax though? I managed to relieve some of your stress.”


  “… I cannot relax when you are so hopeless.”


  “Sorry about that.”


  He shrugged in an exaggerated manner, Mahiru giggled happily.


  12 - Friend's visit


  Ever since that cleanup, it seemed the wall between Amane and Mahiru had eroded just a little. The distance between them did not close much however,


  At school, they were akin to strangers, and even after school, they would merely exchange a few words while sharing dinner.


  A few days ago, Amane was reminded to maintain the cleanliness of his house. She was harsh, but he understood very well she was a girl who loved to care for others.


  Thanks to the timely reminder and cleaning advice she gave, Amane’s house remained clean.


  “Ooh, it looks a lot better.”


  Once he heard the apartment was looking better, Itsuki came running over on the weekend. He could only marvel in amazement at the sight of this rejuvenated house.


  “Never thought it would become so clean, especially when it was so messy. I did help you clean up the last time, and not even two days later, it got dirty.”


  “Shut up.”


  “No, I don’t want to nag at you, but think about how long it has been since you last threw something all over the place.”


  “Don’t worry, it’s a new record. Two straight weeks.”


  “Can you please be ashamed that your new record is only two weeks?”


  You don’t usually throw your stuff onto the floor. Itsuki nagged, Amane frowned, but could not refuse Itsuki’s earnest pleas of common sense,


  In fact, he was actually troubling Itsuki before Mahiru helped out, so he was unable to retort harshly.


  Grrr. As Amane clamped up, Itsuki chirped happily.


  “But well, since it’s so clean, I want to bring Chii here.”


  “Don’t. Why do I have to see you two flirt with each other in my house?”


  “You don’t have to be so courteous.”


  “Don’t treat my house like a dating spot.”


  How tragic was he for him to see his friend flirt around with his girlfriend?


  Having seen what others called the idiot couple being all lovey-dovey, he hoped that they could show some consideration for him.


  He could not laugh despite knowing Itsuki was joking, given that he had been seeing them every day.


  He hoped they would do it at their own place.


  “Well, enough with the jokes. I guess it won’t be dirty now that it’s so clean, right?”


  “I’ve been dealing with it.”


  “So I say… whatever. It’s good to have the habit of putting back the things you took out though.”


  “Are you my mom…?”


  “Seriously, Amane, you have to start cleaning your house more often, you know~?”


  “That sounds disgusting, and also scarily, disgustingly similar to my mom.”


  Amane felt a chill up his spine when Itsuki made a falsetto impression of his mother.


  While Itsuki had never seen Amane’s mother, it was scary how much he resembled her.


  Furthermore, a boy faking a woman’s voice was really disgusting, and Amane really had the urge to stop Itsuki there and then.


  He stuck his tongue out in a pretentiously repulsive gesture, and Itsuki kept laughing away.


  “So your mom’s like this, Amane? My mom’s pretty hands-off.”


  “Guess I’ll say that I envy you. My mom’s the type to keep talking.”


  “Just a good mother worried for her son, no?”


  “But the kid won’t become independent.…”


  “No, you’re being so terrible that your mom can’t leave you be.”


  “Shut up. She’s still being too much of a busybody to her son.”


  It might have been because he was an only child, but Amane’s mother really cared for him.


  She did not dote on him, but rather, she was the type to interfere with everything and worry about everything. While Amane himself did not hate it, it was a hassle dealing with her.


  She said lots of things when he chose to stay alone near his high school, often dropping by to check on him. She was quite the hassle.


  “Well, that at least means that she really finds you important, right?”


  “This love is too heavy.”


  “Just give up. One day you’ll understand how precious that is.”


  “You’re the standard rebellious kid, and now you’re sounding so mature.”


  “Hahaha. Can’t do anything when it comes to Chii.”


  Itsuki had quite a few disputes with his father because of his girlfriend, so these words really sounded unconvincing, but what he said did make some sense, so he listened to him..


  Guess he has his own problems to deal with after all, so Amane thought as he let out a long sigh. Itsuki himself remained optimistic, not looking weary in the slightest. “Those who dare get between Chii and me can get run over by horses.” He did say such scary stuff before.


  “Anyway, I’ll do something about my dad. You need to spend your days well Amane?”


  Itsuki grinned, saying, “I know that without you telling me that.” Amane retorted with some frustration. He then realized Itsuki’s words were exactly the same as a certain person, and made a wry smile.


  But Itsuki visited Amane’s house… not because he wanted to check on the latter’s living habits, but just to play games. The topic of the house soon ended, and they started playing.


  They were supposed to be reviewing for the exams that were to be held the following week, but before they knew it, they were playing video games.


  “Hey, stop wasting healing items man. We might not have enough later.”


  “We’ll figure it out.”


  “No, not that, you haven’t increased your level. It’ll be problematic later…”


  While Amane was wondering how he should retort at the thrill-seeking Itsuki, the doorbell rang, creating an entirely different problem.


  “Hm? A visitor?”


  Itsuki paused the game, showing the menu as he lifted his face.


  He knew Amane hardly informed others of his address, and hardly any friend would visit. Even if there was, they would be stopped by the apartment block gates and press the speakers instead.


  “I don’t know. The neighbor maybe? Probably got some news on the notice board.”


  “I see.”


  “I’ll go check for a moment.”


  He restrained his facial muscles from twitching as he tried to pull a fast one over Itsuki before hurrying towards the door.


  It was fortunate that she did not call out after ringing the bell.


  He opened the door without checking, opening a little slit just in case he was seen, sneaked out, and closed the door.


  As expected, Mahiru was outside the door, and she blinked away upon seeing how Amane was being out of character. “Shhh.” he made this gesture with his index finger.


  “… Please be quiet. Itsuki’s in my house.”


  “Itsuki?”


  “My friend. He’s here to play.”


  “Ahh, I see.”


  She understood why he was being so stealthy, nodded, and did not pursue the matter further. She handed the tupperware over to him, as usual.


  It appeared she had been preparing this since morning. Inside was oden; it was the perfect dish for the soon-to-be chilly season.


  Amane accepted the tupperware graciously, letting out a sigh as he looked at Mahiru, who looked as though it was to be expected of herself.


  “…ERm, well, I’ve always been grateful of the care you showed me, but I never had the time to express it. Sorry.”


  “I am not doing so to be thanked by you…but it is impressive, your place is presentable enough to invite your friend.”


  “Do I have to prostrate and express my thanks?”


  “Not at all. Please do not.”


  Stop making me look like a bad girl.’ She gave such a dumbfounded look, and Amane could only give a wry smile.


  He really was indebted towards her, so he was somewhat serious with what he said. After being in her care for so long, even a dogeza might be insufficient.


  She brought quite the ample portion of dinner, and he was sorry about being a freeloader. He intended to find a chance to talk about dinner money.


  “…Since your friend is here, I shall not disturb you for long. Please excuse me.”


  “…Thanks for all the help. I won’t tell Itsuki about you.”


  “Please do so.”


  “Well, even if I do, he’s not going to believe me.”


  “I guess.”


  Amane felt conflicted that she affirmed his statement so readily, yet looking from Itsuki’s perspective, he would have wondered if Amane was delirious if he said, Shiina is actually cooking for me.


  After all, the Angel herself was a flower at an unattainable place.


  It would be one thing if he was a talented, handsome guy, but it would have been impossible to assume a lazy, useless bum like him could have her cooking for him.


  “… May I ask you something?”


  “What is it?”


  “Since you cook for me every day, are you planning anything?”


  Labor cost money, and such free meals typically would be impossible. Amane himself would not have done so if he was in her shoes. While he had no expectation of a one-in-a-million chance that she liked him, his curiosity got the better of him.


  Mahiru lifted her head a little as she pondered. “Just for self-satisfaction,” she said without changing expressions.


  “It is not difficult at all. It is easier for me to cook two servings instead of one, and I simply like to serve others.”


  “So you just like to cook?”


  “That may be one reason. I too feel relieved that you do not have any strange misunderstanding, just expressing what you think. I worry whenever I see what you eat, so I am doing so for self-satisfaction.”


  “…Is that so?”


  “Of course. You do not have to worry about it. Do think of it as fortune falling from above.”


  “Fine, fine.”


  It appeared Mahiru had no intention to talk further. “Please excuse me,” she bowed courteously and returned to her house.


  …Is that really the case?


  Amane did not think it would be enough reason for free dinner, so he muttered as he too returned to his house.


  “Who was that?”


  “Just a neighboring sharing some food. I’ll put it in the fridge. Don’t continue without me.”


  “Ah sorry, I finished off the boss.”


  “Damn you.”


  13 - The Angel and the cliche development


  The park Amane and Mahiru first met was along the road home.


  Amane’s apartment was more suited for fewer people, and it would be a little difficult to house a family. Thus, there were few children in his apartment block, and it seemed the other apartments nearby were the same.


  Thus, the little park not too far away looked a little forlorn.


  It was an empty place the children would not come to play at…and it was there that he spotted Mahiru on her way home.


  “What are you doing here?”


  “…Nothing.”


  Mahiru was seated still on the bench, and narrowed her eyes once she spotted Amane.


  Unlike the last time, they were more familiar. Amane could comfortably talk to her, but her answer was terse.


  She did not seem wary, and instead, it seemed she was unable to say something.


  “If it’s nothing, don’t just sit there looking helpless. What happened?”


  “… It is nothing…”


  While curious about how she appeared to be in a crisis, the latter did not say her reason.


  There was a silent agreement that they would not get involved outside their apartments, but once he saw how troubled she was, he could not help but talk to her.


  Mahiru might have hoped for him not to be a busybody.


  It’s fine if she doesn’t want to talk about this, so he thought as he stared at her stiffened face, only to notice a few white strands on her blazer…to be precise, fur.


  “You got fur on your uniform. Did you play around with a dog or cat or something?”


  “Not at all. I just saved a cat that was unable to climb down a tree.”


  “This old cliche… ahh, I get it.”


  “Eh?”


  “Sit there, don’t move.”


  He immediately understood why she was seated on the bench. He made a long sigh and left for a moment.


  Mahiru would definitely stay still.


  Or rather, she could not move at all.


  She’s always acting tough for strange reasons, so he sighed. He went to the nearest drugstore, bought a damp cloth and bandage. He then went over to the convenience store, and purchased ice typically reserved for coffee. He returned to Mahiru and found her at the same place.


  “Shiina, remove your tights.”


  “Huh?”


  Mahiru glared at him icily once Amane stated so bluntly.


  “Eh, even if that’s your response… look, I’ll turn away so that I’m not looking at you. Just cover yourself with my blazer and remove your tights. Cool the painful area, and stick the wet cloth on it.”


  He shook the grocery bag in his hand, indicating that he took no pleasure in seeing her remove her tights, but her face clearly froze.


  Bullseye.


  “… How did you know?”


  “You removed one loafer, there’s a slight difference in size of your ankles, and you don’t want to stand up. It’s so cliche how you twisted your ankle while saving a cat.”


  “You talk too much.”


  “Yes yes yes. Now remove your tights. Stretch your leg out.”


  It was obvious, but she never expected Amane to notice her injury, and grimaced away.


  She, however, took the blazer and laid it over her knees, probably intending to do as told.


  And so Amane turned away from Mahiru, took the cup of ice from the convenience store, and poured water into it.


  He sealed the opening, preventing water from leaking out, and took a towel from his bag, making an ice pack on the spot before he slowly turned around.


  As told, Mahiru removed her tights, showing her bare legs.


  Bare before him were the taut, soft, curvy legs devoid of useless fat, along with an unnatural swelling of the ankle.


  “Looks like it’s not too bad, but it’ll worsen if you move too much. Let’s ice the injury for the time being. You may find it a little cold. Once it’s not so painful, I’ll put the cloth on you. Just rest.”


  “… Thank you very much.”


  “Next time, just be honest and ask. I’m not helping you because I want you to owe me a favor.”


  Amane himself was hoping to at least repay some of the favors she showered him with.


  Mahiru put her leg on the bench and cooled her ankle. There was no change in facial reaction, but she did not refuse Amane’s intent and merely sat still.


  “Is the pain subsiding?”


  “… A little better.”


  “I’ll get you a wet cloth… don’t get angry at me and think I’m a pervert or stalker okay?”


  “I will not say that to one I owe gratitude to.”


  “That’s good.”


  Amane once again emphasized that he had no impure thoughts as he knelt down to Mahiro’s position. He wrapped the damp cloth over Mahiru’s red swelling ankle.


  He asked her how much pain she was in, and she said she could stand up and walk. But she remained seated to prevent the injury from worsening. At the very least, it was still a minor injury.


  Once he sealed the damp cloth with the tape he bought, Amane found Mahiru looking down at him.


  “You are unexpectedly useful here.”


  “Well, I can treat some injuries here and there. Cooking’s impossible though.”


  He shrugged in a joking manner, and she too giggled back.


  All this while, she had maintained a stiff look. It would be great if she could relax because of this.


  Seeing her a little relaxed, Amane was relieved, and took out a pair of jersey pants from his bag.


  “Here.”


  “Yes?”


  “Don’t give me that look. Your legs are exposed, and you can’t wear your tights when there’s a damp cloth. I haven’t worn this. Relax.”


  A large bundle of tape was wrapped around her ankle, and it would be difficult for her to wear her tights, let alone unnatural. It was better if she wore his pants to shield against the cold and exposed upskirt.


  Once she realized he did not mean anything else, she took his pants obediently.


  Mahiru put on the pants, and Amane took back the blazer he had lent her. He removed the parka he was wearing, and handed it over to her.


  “Here, wear this.”


  “No, why?”


  “You want others to see me carrying you?”


  He could not let an injured person walk back alone, and he did intend to carry her back.


  After all, they were returning to the same place. It would be efficient to carry her back, and beneficial to her injury.


  “Ah sorry, you mind carrying my bag? I can’t carry my bag if I carry you.”


  “Is there an option to not carry me?”


  “You twisted your ankle, so just do as I say. It’s one thing when there’s no one around, but since I’m here, just make use of my good legs.”


  “Legs?”


  “What? You want me to carry you in my arms? Carry you like a princess?”


  “Do you really have the strength to carry me home?”


  “Are you underestimating me? … Well, I don’t have confidence about that.”


  He was fine with the idea of carrying Mahiru horizontally, but it would be taxing for him to walk her back to the apartment while carrying her. Also, it would garner too much attention, and thus, it would be better not to do so.


  He knew Mahiru was making a little joke, and did not get angry just because he was belittled. He chuckled, seeing that she should be fine given how she was in the mood for such a joke.


  “Look, once you’re done, put on the hood and the bag. Also, I’ll carry your bag once I lift you up. I can’t do that right now.”


  “… Sorry.”


  “It’s fine. As a guy, I’m not so despicable as to leave an injured person behind and go home.”


  He knelt down, turning his back on her, and she cautiously shifted her body onto him.


  Even through the parka and so many garments, Mahiru’s body felt so soft and delicate.


  He made sure her hands were latched onto him tightly, but not strangling him, slowly stood up, and lifted her up.


  As expected, she was really light.


  While she had always nagged at him about this and that, her body was so petite, one would worry if she ate well. Well, it might because she had a petite figure to begin with.


  He could smell a faint sweet scent, and was starting to be overwhelmed with anxiety as she continued to latch onto him nervously. He did his best to remain steadfast though as he went home.


  The sight of a person carrying someone on their back would attract lots of stares, but luckily for them, Mahiru’s face was hidden and lowered, and Amane did not attract much attention.


  “Alright, we’re here.”


  He carried her to her entrance, and intended to only go this far as he heartily walked away.


  She probably was not that injured since she was able to support herself off the wall and stand upright, her injury probably was not bad. Luckily, the following day would be their day off, so a few days of rest should be sufficient for her to recover and walk properly again.


  “You don’t have to worry about my dinner today, so just rest well. How about you live on some supplements too?”


  “No need. I do have some leftovers.”


  “That’s good. Bye then.”


  Luckily for him, he did not have to worry about her dinner. Also, it was great that she could walk on her own.


  Amane saw Mahiru go to her door and open it, and he too frisked for his key.


  “… Erm.”


  “Hm?”


  He looked towards her as she spoke to him. She was clinging onto her bag firmly, timidly looking up at him.


  Her slightly faltering eyes left him a little skeptical. Her eyes wandered around, looking a little awkward, but it seemed she made up her mind as she stared intently at Amane.


  “… Thank you very much for today. You really helped me out.”


  “Ahh it’s fine. I just did it because I wanted to. Take care of yourself.”


  Amane himself would be troubled to be too concerned about Mahiru, so he merely brushed the matter aside. He saw her lower her head towards him, and unlocked his door.


  He then remembered that his parka and pants were still with her, but assumed that she might return them in a few days, so he entered his apartment without looking back.


  14 - The Angel and the class' prince


  “Oy, are you now the energetic type who likes to wear shorts all year round?”


  Amane was feeling a little melancholic during Monday’s gym class. He was bad at that, and in this freezing weather, all he could do was wear a pair of jersey shorts.


  Long sleeve jerseys were commonplace in this season, but everything beneath Amane’s knees were exposed, and thus, he stood out.


  “Not at all. I just forgot.”


  “You’re an idi.”


  “Shut up.”


  He did not meet Mahiru during the weekend, and did not retrieve his pants from her, thus the situation. But he could not say this to Itsuki, so he said he forgot.


  He could take being laughed at, but when Itsuki gleefully slapped him on the back, he retaliated.


  Itsuki groaned like usual, and Amane merely sighed as he looked aside.


  They were at the grounds, but the girls were at the same area running their own activities , so they could spot the girls around. There were more people around, for there were two classes attending lessons together.


  They were having a track meet or something and appeared to be waiting, so they were looking towards the boys.


  “Do your best, Kadowaki-kun!!”


  Typically, the boys and girls would have separate classes, but the girls’ presence had the boys riled up… the girls were looking towards the famous handsome boy, Amane’s classmate Yuuta Kadowaki.


  Amane never really talked to him, but he knew Yuuta was really popular, had good grades, and was the ace of the track team. Also, he was really popular with the girls.


  Amane felt that yeah, maybe the heavens would bless some with a few talents here and there, but the other boys did not take it well, a few of them scowling away.


  “Ohh ohh, he’s still as popular as ever.”


  “I guess.”


  “You’re not interested?”


  “We don’t really have anything going on. Even as classmates, we don’t talk. It’s fine.”


  Amane felt that Kadowaki was not hurting him in any way, and since they had nothing going on, he would care less about the latter.


  He understood that he was in the minority, but he was not jealous of Kadowaki as the other boys in his class.


  No matter how perfect Kadowaki might seem, he felt there was no point in feeling jealous.


  “You don’t seem very jealous there, Amane.”


  “What, you want me to say, gosh I’m so jealous of his popularity?”


  “That’s not like you.”


  Amane gave a snickering Itsuki a bored look and looked towards a smiling Kadowaki, still basking in the cheers of the girls.


  To the boys, he had an ideal body, a sweet looking face, and truly resembled a prince. In fact, his nickname was the Prince, because there was no obvious flaw to him at first glance.


  He waved his hand in the face of their passionate eyes and shrill voices, and Amane thought to himself that Yuuta was truly a socialite.


  “Well, the Prince’s really popular.”


  “Of course. I can’t make such a smile.”


  “The girls sure are getting excited.”


  Itsuki himself had no apparent interest in the other girls, because he doted on his girlfriend Chitose dearly. He spoke as though it had nothing to do with him.


  Chitose herself seemed to have no interest in Kadowaki, and Itsuki probably did not worry that Kadowaki would have such feelings for Chitose either.


  This school has way too many embarrassing nicknames like Prince and Angel.


  Speaking of the Angel Mahiru, Amane wondered if she was resting well.


  It appeared she did not leave her house on the weekend and probably rested quietly. He did not know how her recovery was going.


  It so happened that they were having gym class with Mahiru’s, so Amane scanned around, and spotted the outstanding, beautiful girl in a corner of the grounds, despite her being amongst the crowd.


  She did not change into her gym clothes and was not among those attending the lessons. She was probably just watching.


  So she sat there quietly, watching, and garnered the stares of quite a few boys.


  Those they were far apart, Amane and Mahiru’s eyes met, and he awkwardly looked aside, while her lips curved to form a faint smile.


  And because the smile was directed at Amane…or rather, the group of boys, “Was she smiling at me?” “Of course it’s me!” everyone else just exploded.


  “This is a good chance. I must showcase my good points for Shiina-san.”


  “Can’t have the Prince steal the show.”


  A simple smile triggered so many reactions, and one had to wonder if they were amazing or mere simpletons.


  “… They’re simple-minded.”


  Itsuki echoed the same sentiments, and Amane chuckled.


  “Well, this affects our grades, so let’s do our best here.”


  “What, are you working hard after seeing the Angel too, Amane?”


  “No, I said I don’t have any interest in her.”


  “Well, of course, you don’t have interest in anything after all.”


  My girlfriend’s great right? As Itsuki began to boast about his girlfriend again, Amane brushed him off with a few affirmatives as he gave a wry smile in Mahiru’s direction.


  


  15 - The Angel's grace?


  “Thank you very much for the previous day. Here, the parka and pants you lent me.”


  Mahiru delivered dinner in the tupperware as usual, along with a paper bag.


  He could see something inside the bag…probably the parka and jersey pants he lent her the previous Friday. It seemed she had folded them neatly.


  “Hm, how’s your injury?”


  “It does not hurt anymore. I shall not do heavy exercise until I am completely healed.”


  “That’s fine. I remember you were sitting by the sidelines during gym class, right?”


  “Yes.”


  As a precaution, Mahiru watched them from afar, which was the right thing to do. She did not seem to be in pain, but she was a little mindful of that ankle, so it probably was not healed completely.


  Amane nodded in agreement, and then recalled the smile back then.


  “But well, I guess the Angel’s really popular. One smile got all the boys enthusiastic.”


  “I told you not to call me that… I too was troubled. Was it something worth being that happy about?”


  “Well that’s what happens when a beauty smiles at them. Didn’t you see the girls squealing when Kadowaki waved at them?”


  “… Kadowaki… ahh, that really popular one?”


  Mahiru looked disinterested, or rather, she had no interest at all. She could not remember him, and only recalled him after Amane’s explanation.


  He was no Angel, but Kadowaki was a relatively famous boy in school, so it was surprising that she did not recognize him just from hearing his name.


  “You don’t have any interest in him?”


  “No. We are in different classes, and there are not very many chances to get along.”


  “Hmmm? But the other girls look interested in him, saying that he’s cool.”


  “He is good-looking after all. I have not spoken to him, and never got involved with him. He does not matter to me.”


  “You’re pretty blase about this.”


  “If people can fall for each other just because of looks, how have you not fallen for me?”


  “Oh, so now you realize how cute you are.”


  But Mahiru’s words hold weight.


  A beautiful appearance was a reason to harbor feelings for someone, but not so much to like.


  Having agreed that, he had to admit that Mahiru was a pretty girl, though he was a little surprised that she had some self awareness of that, and would actually agree with that sentiment.


  “There is always a commotion around me, and I will know even if I do not want to. Objectively, I understand that my looks are passable, and I have not been neglecting them.”


  Mahiru said as a matter of fact, not a hint of arrogance in her voice.


  In fact, she probably did everything she could to maintain her beauty.


  Her face itself was pretty, but she was not satisfied with just that.


  Her hair appeared to have a halo befitting her moniker as the Angel, and her skin was perfect and unblemished. She was always doing housework, but her hands did not coarsen, and she did trim her nails.


  She had a fine, curvy body, and that was not something attainable within a single day.


  “You’re right, what you just flatly said is the truth, and I’m not uncomfortable with that. So, does that mean that you’re not embarrassed to be praised?”


  “I will find it annoying if others praise me too much.”


  “A beauty sure has her troubles.”


  “Along with the rewards that come with that, so it is not all bad.”


  “You’re making it sound like someone else’s business…”


  “What? Is it better for me to answer ‘that is not the case’ with a bashful look?”


  “No, I know it feels really awkward for you personally.”


  “I guess so. I do also feel it is pointless to put up such a facade with you.”


  “Yeah.”


  He would feel gaudy if Mahiru was to correct her unfiltered manner of speech, and would feel some goosebumps if she treated him as she did to others at school. He hoped she would remain the way she currently was.


  Habit sure is scary. If she acted like the Angel at school here, he would find it surreal.


  The Mahiru Amane knew of was the one present before him, not the one at school.


  Both of them concluded it was for the better, so Amane looked towards the tupperware brought towards him.


  It was a larger portion than usual, containing several dishes. It was more of an early-bird bento box than mere leftovers at this point.


  “Quite a lot today.”


  “You took care of me after all.”


  “Didn’t I tell you that you don’t have to worry about that… ooh, there’s a croquette.”


  One should never underestimate the croquette.


  It was often sold as a side dish and commonly sold, but it was tedious to make, and infamous for being the most tedious dish to cook at home.


  One had to steam the potatoes, fry it, add ingredients like beef and onions, shape it, cool it, coat in batter and deep fry it… It was a bunch of ordinary, yet tedious steps.


  Amane, who could not cook, saw how much of a hassle when his mother made it.


  Thus, his mother was often unwilling to do so whenever he asked of it.


  “I simply fried the frozen stuff together.”


  “So you made fried chicken too?”


  “Yes.”


  The only fried food Amane ate while living alone were the side dishes from the shops, and he was really grateful to receive handmade ones.


  If he were any greedier, he would have asked to eat it when it was fresh and crispy together with rice.


  “… I do want to eat something freshly made though.”


  Out of hygienic concerns, she would cool the food before putting them into the tupperware, and he had to reheat it before eating. An oven could replicate the crispiness, but it was nothing like the texture fresh out of the pan.


  Of course, that too would be delicious, but the best would be if he could eat it fresh out of the pan.


  He merely blurted out his own wish without any other intent, but he might have been a little too loud, for Mahiru frowned.


  “You want me to enter your house?”


  “I didn’t say that. You shared food with me, and it’ll be too much if I ask you to do that.”


  To shake off all suspicion, he shrugged and denied so. Mahiru put her palm under her chin, looking down.


  She seemed to be thinking of something and did not look at Amane in the eyes.


  “… Half.”


  “Hm?”


  “If we each contribute half of the ingredients’ cost, I will consider cooking for you at your house.”


  Mahiru finally said so, and the vigor in her words left Amane’s flabbergasted.


  It was merely a joke…or a notion he accidentally blurted – but he was taken aback by how she seriously considered and agreed to it.


  Typically, would anyone cook in the house of a boy she was not well acquainted with?


  Even if that was more efficient, he was still of the opposite gender, and they were not on close terms. Surely she would be uneasy.


  “Look, I’m more than happy to share half the costs, since I’m getting too much from you… won’t you find it dangerous?”


  “If you do anything, I will crush you. Physically. Irreversibly.”


  “Woahh, you scare me.”


  “After all, even if I do not do so, you will not try anything. You do understand my position at school, no?”


  “If I do anything to you, I’ll be dead meat.”


  There was a vast difference in popularity between Amane and Mahiru, the latter a weak girl at that. If Mahiru said that Amane did something to her, there was no doubt Amane would never be able to step foot into the school again.


  He knew the consequences of social suicide.. After all, he was no fool, at least not one without restraint.


  Or rather, he himself had no such intent.


  “And also.”


  “And also?”


  “You do not seem interested in people like me.”


  The conclusion, coupled with the serious face, had him smiling wryly.


  “What if I say you’re my type?”


  “You would have talked to me incessantly, and I would keep my distance.”


  “So I guess you recognize that.”


  “Well, I do know you are a safe person for now.”


  “Thanks for the compliment.”


  I guess that’s fine,’so he thought, but he really had no intention to do anything to Mahiru, so he did not deny it.


  Naturally, he would seize upon this opportunity for dinner fresh off the pan. While putting on the title of the harmless boy, he also gained the privilege to eat together with her.


  16 - Apron and homecooked food are a man’s romance


  When Mahiru agreed to cook at Amane’s house, she raised the following conditions.


  ・Amane was to pay for half the ingredients, along with labor costs.


  ・If they could not eat together, one was to notify the other a day in advance.


  ・Both of them would have equal responsibility buying ingredients and cleaning up.


  The labor costs in the first condition was suggested by Amane, who was sorry about taking advantage of Mahiru’s time. The latter compromised on this, and there was not much dispute about the rest, so they managed to work out these details.


  It was established that she would be the one cooking, so there was nothing to worry about.


  On the day after it was decided, Mahiru arrived early with a grocery bag in hand, or rather, two hands as she prepared to cook.


  “…It really is new and unused…”


  “Shut up.”


  A girl was dressed in an apron, standing in his house. Amane was practically living in a man’s romance, but for some reason, he was on tenterhooks.


  One reason was that he was not used to that sight of Mahiru with a ponytail. The main reason however was that she pointed out that the kitchen was unused.


  “You have so many good things here, and you let them rust away.”


  “They won’t rust when you use them, right?”


  “That will be the outcome. These utensils are crying from being unused.”


  “So use your cooking skills to get them to stop crying.”


  I can’t do that, so he bluntly admitted, and she gave him a dumbfounded look. She might have expected that however, for she merely sighed and did not grumble much.


  “So do you have any seasoning lying around?”


  “Of course, you think I’m an idiot? No issues with storage and expiry here.”


  “Oh that is surprising.”


  “They’re still sealed, that’s why.”


  Most of the seasonings remained sealed in a cool, dark place, so he probably did not need to worry about that.


  He bought them, but he never had the chance to use them. In fact, Amane never once touched them since he never actually used the kitchen. Truth be told, the seasonings were in good hands given that someone like Mahiru would be cooking.


  “That is not something to be proud about. If there is insufficient, I can just go back to take them.”


  “Thanks for the assist.”


  “I should be able to cook something with the basic seasonings. Ah, I decided on the menu myself. That is fine with you, right?”


  “I don’t really get all these things, so I’ll eat whatever there is. I’m not that picky either.”


  “I see. I shall get started then…please tell me where the seasonings are.”


  “In this basket.”


  “They really are unopened…”


  She glanced aside at the seasonings, and frowned in bewilderment, but she quickly reverted back to her usual expression as Amane had briefed her beforehand, and she went to the faucet to wash her hands.


  “I shall get down to cook. You can wait in the living room or the bedroom.”


  “Sure. I’m useless here anyway.”


  “That was really honest from you. But it is true that I will find it difficult to cook with you walking around.”


  “You’re pretty blunt yourself.”


  “That is a fact though. I have no need to be discreet about that.”


  As Mahiru had said, Amane would only be a hindrance, so he went straight to the living room, and watched her from behind as she cooked.


  After she washed her hands, Mahiru hurriedly got down to seasoning.


  He did not know what she was about to make, but looking at the ingredients, it was probably a Japanese dish.


  He was incredulous that he could invite Mahiru to his house to cook those delicious dishes, and wondered if he was dreaming. Once he saw her hair swaying in a ponytail however, he knew it was reality.


  …Why does it feel like I have a wife?


  They did not have such feelings for each other, but the current situation seemed that she had made this place her home, and he could only imagine so.


  He truly did not have an inkling of interest in Mahiru, but with such a pretty girl cooking in his house, the situation would have caused his thoughts to run wild.


  As expected, whether he had feelings for her or not, the sight of a cute girl being willing to cook for him caused his heart to throb a little.


  “…You are not thinking of something weird now, are you?”


  “Don’t make any wild guesses.”


  She asked without looking back, and his face twitched as a result, but as she did not look back, his ruse was not blown.


  She’s a sharp one, so he marveled, a shiver ran up his spine as his still innocent heart of a man watched her from behind.


  17 - The Angel and the finest dishes


  An hour or so later, dishes started to appear on the table.


  Mahiru decided the dishes on this day, and they were all Japanese foods favoring her preference for healthier food.


  “These utensils and seasonings are somewhat useful, and I do not have to take much. I should be able to make more exquisite dishes starting tomorrow.”


  “Well I’m grateful that you’re willing to cook for me.”


  Mahiru was unsure of how many utensils and seasonings she could use, so the dishes were relatively simple. Nevertheless, they were colorfully vibrant and well plated.


  There was steamed fish, vegetables with toppings, omelettes with miso, and various Japanese dishes laid out that he would not have dreamed of making.


  Amane himself was not really a picky eater, but he liked Japanese food. Once he saw how apologetic she was, he had the urge to blurt that this was what he wanted.


  “…These look really good.”


  “Thank you for the compliments. Let us eat before it gets cold.”


  Mahiru said as she sat on the chair. Amane then took the chair opposite her.


  The dining table for one was pretty small, and the duo were seated very close.


  Luckily, he had two spare chairs for guests, but there was something indescribable about a pretty girl seated before him.


  Once he started eating however, Mahiru’s beauty did not matter.


  Itadakimasu, so he said, and first tried some miso soup.


  The moment his lips touched the soup, he savored the miso and the fish stock in his mouth, the tastes spreading upon the tongue along with the fragrance.


  It was a gentle taste different from instant miso soup, and was definitely achieved after much effort and deliberation.


  The miso was not too rich, and the taste of the fish stock remained even with the saltiness.


  The first taste was a little mild, probably because Mahiru considered it would be eaten with other dishes. Only after one drank the soup completely would he find it sufficiently concentrated.


  More than lacking, it was a relieving taste that piqued his appetite for rice and other dishes.


  “It’s delicious.”


  “Thank you very much.”


  He honestly admitted his feelings, and she was relieved, narrowing her eyes.


  While he had been praising her for her dishes, she might be nervous about him stating his thoughts directly to her.


  Mahiru, who had been worried about Amane’s reaction, started eating, and the latter too reached for the chopsticks.


  After tasting all the dishes on the table, he found Mahiru’s cooking to be really palatable.


  The steamed fish was really delicious, while preserving the moisture in the flesh.


  Moisture would be lost if she heated it for too long, wanting to get the flavor. It would have made the fish too dry, but the steamed fish was really tender and smooth.


  The omelette had the flavor he really liked.


  Lured by the bright yellow color, he took a bit, and tasted the gentle fish stock flavor.


  There were some who liked their omelette sweet, someone who liked it salty, but the one here was made from fish stock, a little sweet.


  The faint, soft sweetness might have been honey.


  Not a lot was added, it seemed, but the lingering sweetness added to the richness of the flavor.


  Of course, Amane did not dislike either sweet or salty omelettes.


  However, he loved those with stock, with a little sweetness, and the perfect amount of seasoning. He was so moved that he was able to eat such an ideal omelette.


  Delicious, so he muttered to himself, talking another bite.


  The fire control was perfect. He slowly chewed on the soft omelette with the fish stock, savoring flavor.


  Definitely better than my mom’s, so he quietly thought to himself these insolent things to his mother as he chowed down. Then, he noticed Mahiru staring at him intently.


  “…Looks like you are enjoying it.”


  “It’s delicious after all. I should be grateful for good food.”


  “Yes, that is true.”


  “And well, it’s better to eat with a honest look than just scowling away. We’re both happy here, right?”


  Even though the food may be delicious, the cook would feel uneasy and curious if one did not express his feelings honestly. Sometimes, saying it was delicious with a frown would leave the chef wondering he was sincere.


  More importantly, it was better for both of them to express their feelings on their faces. The one thanking and the one being thanked do like to be in a good mood after all.


  “…I guess so.”


  Mahiru seemed to have accepted Amane’s explanation as she showed a little smile.


  The gentle smile seemingly expressed relief, and she was so adorable, he found his mind space out for a moment.


  “Fujimiya-san?”


  “Ah…no, it’s nothing.”


  He was mesmerized by her…but naturally, he could not say this. He suppressed the rising shame within him as he continued eating, not wanting to be found out.


  “…Gochisousama”


  “Glad that you like it.”


  Amane finished the food on the table, indicating he was full, and Mahiru tersely answered.


  Nevertheless, she looked calm, probably elated that Amane finished the food completely, not leaving a grain of rice.


  “It’s great.”


  “I can tell from that.”


  “Better than my mom’s.”


  “I think it is taboo to compare a girl’s cooking to one’s mother.”


  “Only when I’m trying to insult, you know? Anyway, are you curious about that?”


  “Not at all.”


  “That’s fine then. It’s a fact that it’s delicious.”


  Mahiru’s cooking skills were not honed simply with some experience.


  Amane’s mother had more cooking experience, but she had a different taste palette, and was blase about it, so there was no way she could have fine tuned the taste like Mahiru did.


  His father might even be better than his mother, let alone her.


  “…Well I think I’m very fortunate here. I do get to eat it every day after all.”


  “Only when both of us have nothing else going on.”


  “…Are we seriously okay with eating together every day?”


  “I would have suggested so if that is not the case.”


  “Well, that’s true.”


  He knew very well that a straightforward person like Mahiru would not have suggested so if she disliked it, but despite that, he was wondering if this was fine.


  He paid for half the ingredients, along with labor costs, but he was worried that it would be too taxing on Mahiru.


  “…Do you normally cook for guys you don’t like?”


  “You are living too unhealthily. Also, I do enjoy cooking, and I do not dislike seeing you enjoy the food.”


  “But,”


  “If you are still concerned about that, I do not actually have to cook for you?”


  “No please cook for me thank you very much.”


  He instinctively answered, and it showed how much her cooking was a necessity, something he liked.


  For him, getting Mahiru’s cooking was a matter of life and death.


  He had some awareness of his own stomach, but the problem was that her cooking was too delicious. It was likely that if he went back to eating side dishes, every day would seem bland, and that scared him.


  Once she heard his instant answer that was easy to understand, Mahiru showed a wry smile.


  “Please accept this.”


  “…Oh.”


  Amane had to sigh with elation, anticipation and guilt, thinking about how the days of eating together with this great merciful Angel would continue.


  18 - The Angel's grades are perfect too


  “Amane～, how is it?”


  The term end exams finally ended, and the students were finally liberated from the hellish tests, huddled with more enthusiasm in a few groups in the classroom.


  Amane and Itsuki were relieved as their exams too ended, appraising their performances this time.


  “Hm? Normal, not too bad.”


  Amane naturally responded to that question, but there really was nothing much to say. The questions were all within the testing scope, and it was not too difficult if he had revised properly.


  He did not feel any different writing this year, and had no thoughts in particular.


  While Amane was one who hated the hassle, he would not slack in his revision.


  He understood most of the lessons, and could perform as usual during exams. He might have difficulty getting full marks, he could get at least 80-90%.


  “You’re probably going to be in the top 30…intelligent, aren’t you.”


  “Just revise daily.”


  “You’re boasting about what you do daily?”


  “I don’t want to hear it from you when you’re being all lovey-dovey and not studying.”


  The difference between Amane and Itsuki was not in brains, but because the latter had been spending too much time on his girlfriend Chitose.


  Itsuki himself was no fool, and could have gotten a high ranking if he applied himself. Unfortunately, he prioritized most of his time on Chitose, and was ranked lower than Amane.


  “…A girlfriend’s nice though?”


  “Yes yes yes.”


  “Say Amane, you should look for one.”


  “I guess men have shed tears of blood wanting girlfriends.”


  There were hordes of people wanting partners, and to certain people, Itsuki’s careless words might have been infuriating.


  Amane did not intend to be angry, and at this point, he had no desire for a lover, so he merely intended to listen.


  “Anyway, how do I go about asking for a girlfriend?”


  “A double date.”


  “So am I supposed to be dazzled along with my imaginary girlfriend?”


  “Then show off to us!”


  “You think I have the personality for that?”


  “…Impossible huh?”


  “Of course.”


  Amane too had self-awareness of his own bland personality.


  He was one to avoid hassles as much as possible, and was overly honest. Some might find him aloof, and would have a poor impression on him. It was impossible for such a personality to find a lover.


  And if he somehow got a girlfriend, the relationship between them would have been really bland. At the very least, it would not be as eyecatching as Itsuki’s.


  “No but, Amane, you should find someone you like. Anyway, the girls will have a different view of you if you cut away your bangs, look a little more refreshed, and straighten your back.”


  Amane felt he had an accurate opinion of himself. He was not super handsome like Kadowaki, or the fine cool looking type like Itsuki, but he was not exactly ugly.


  If he had dolled himself a little, and watched his habits, he would be no inferior to a typical high school boy.


  But even if he did doll himself up, Amane was not the type to simply approach others.


  “Those that latch to you just because of appearances aren’t really the loyal type.”


  “You say that, but if she shows no interest in you, you can’t understand her personality, right?”


  “…Even then, I’m not in the mood to look for a girlfriend.”


  And even if he did, her illusion would be broken seeing his daily life.


  Amane was a human with zero ability to live independently, and was callous to others. Even he would grimace to himself, thinking that he would want to meet a girl who would be attracted to him.


  After all, he hated interacting with others, his personality was unsuited for this, and he had no thoughts of getting one.


  With Mahiru cooking at his house, it would be a tragedy if he somehow had a girlfriend. He had no intention of getting one, and was not worried by that, but that one reason alone was dissuading him from doing so.


  At this point, his priority was ‘Mahiru’s cooking ＞ getting a girlfriend’, and that would not change easily.


  “You really are boring, aren’t you…want Chii to introduce some of her friends?”


  “Don’t be a busybody. Most of Chitose’s friends are noisy, and just having one as a girlfriend is enough of a headache.”


  “You’re gloomy after all, Amane.”


  “Shut up.”


  “Well, if you say so, I’ll leave it be for now. But isn’t it unbearable not to have a girlfriend, just spending your time alone during this wonderful high school life?”


  “No need, and it sounds troublesome.”


  What do you think school life is about? He did not exactly have such a thought, but a girlfriend was not entirely a necessity, and he had no thought to find one.


  Besides, it was not easy to find one, and not easy to fall in love.


  “…That’s a pity.”


  “Yes yes.”


  “But well, you’ll change when you have someone you like, Amane?”


  “Where’s that self confidence coming from?”


  “It’s because you’re such a person that you’ll end up doting on your girlfriend like a kitten.”


  “Whatever you say.”


  He felt that he definitely would not become such a sickening sweetheart, and could not imagine himself in such a situation, so he brushed Itsuki’s words aside as he went away.


  Itsuki in turn stared at Amane dumbfoundedly…and looking aside, he seemed relaxed.


  “Ikkun, you going homeー?”


  “Ohh, Chii?”


  It so happened that Chitose popped by, and both of them seemed to have agreed to return home together. Amane’s conversation with Itsuki was merely for the latter to kill time.


  So he turned around, and found a tomboyish girl with bright reddish brown medium length hair, beaming as she waved at them, or rather, Itsuki.


  The lively vibe and hearty smile was a little too dazzling for Amane. As befitting her appearance, she was friendly, lively, and was always the type to cause a ruckus no matter good or bad. She had a different personality from Mahiru.


  She ran over to them, grinning.


  Amane really hoped that she would not talk to them, because whenever she showed up, he would get bullied.


  “Say, Chii, don’t you think Amane’s the type to dote on a lover?”


  “Enough with that.”


  “Eh, what? Amane has a lover?”


  “No.”


  “Ehhhー, whatー. I would have wanted to get along with her.”


  Tch, so she clicked her tongue, looking disappointed.


  “That getting along of yours is overaggressive skinship. Even I would feel sad for my imaginary girlfriend if I have one.”


  “Eh, so you have an imaginary girlfriend?”


  “I said if I have one, okay!?”


  “Just joking~”


  “It’s tiring dealing with you…”


  “It’s because you lack stamina, Amane.”


  “Even if I have, it’ll be worn out by you…”


  More so than physical stamina, he felt his mind would be tired instead.


  Amane typically would not speak to anyone other than those he was familiar with, and would rather kept a low profile, and lived a listless school life. It would be really difficult for him to talk to a hyperactive person like Chitose.


  Despite the aloof reply, Chitose did not mind at all, “You aren’t looking good.” so she said to a tired looking Amane, beaming happily.


  “Hurry up and get used to it.” Itsuki too randomly tossed in this advice, and all Amane could do was to make a long, tired sigh.


  “…What are you doing??”


  Amane returned home, had some of Mahiru’s homecooked food, and after washing the dishes, he found Mahiru laying out the exam papers on the living room table.


  Washing dishes was a rotational task for them, but Amane took the chance to wash them first, not wanting to add more to Mahiru’s workload, and so Mahiru spent her time in his living room. She said that if she left it all to Amane and returned home, she would feel a little sorry.


  “Checking the answers.”


  “Well, I can see that.”


  She appeared to be going through the answers, checking the textbooks, seeing if she did make any mistakes.


  “So how is it?”


  “If I did not write the wrong answers, full marks.”


  “To be expected of you.”


  Her reply remained dull as she mentioned that she had full marks, and Amane too showed no extreme reaction.


  The lack of surprise on Amane’s part was because Mahiru was always first in the year for their school grades.


  He felt that Mahiru could have done so, and thought that she would get nothing less than full marks to begin with.


  “I do not hate studying to begin with. After all, I have studied through everything that is to be taught a year ago, so all I need to do is revision.”


  “Wooahh, as to be expected of you…”


  “Are you not good at your studies too, Fujimiya-san?”


  “So you know my grades?”


  “I have some impression when you were listed on the rankings.”


  It appeared she had already known about him somewhat before he first talked to her.


  He had assumed those who were not in the single digit ranks were worthy of her attention, but she mentioned his previous ranking, so it appeared she was paying attention.


  Amane would spend some effort in studying not because of a serious thought like…a student’s duty is to study. It was a condition his family gave.


  “Well, it’s the condition for me to live alone. Maintain my grades.”


  When he was allowed to live alone, he was told not to let his grades slip.


  There was also the condition of him half to return home once every half year, but that could be arranged over a long vacation, so his family would not meddle if he maintained his grades.


  “I’m just working hard enough for them not to cause me trouble, but I can’t best you. You really work hard.”


  “…It is important to work hard.”


  Mahiru muttered, looking down,


  The bangs covered her expression, obscuring it, but surely she was not happy in the slightest.


  Nevertheless, she quickly lifted her head, regaining her usual expression, so he missed out on the opportunity to point this out.


  And even if he did have the opportunity, he would not have asked. She seemed to be enduring pain after all.


  From time to time, Mahiru would show such an expression.


  She never would say why she was feeling so painful, so disgusted, but it seemed she was bound by certain things, struggling in them.


  It was not hard to imagine the cause of it being her family environment.


  Thus, it was inappropriate for him to interject.


  He knew very well it was an area he as an outsider should not interfere with, so he kept the distance as her neighbor all this while.


  Amane too had things he did not want others to talk about. He too often sensed that outside interference was really a rude thing, and found himself more grateful when others pretended not to notice.


  Mahiru did her best to hide the emotions she had, “I shall be leaving now.” She said with her usual chirp, and then kept her textbooks and question papers into the bag.


  He did not intend to stop her, “I see” and answered tersely as he looked towards her while she did so.


  She was done packing all the things she took out, and stood up from where she was seated when Amane noticed there was something not belonging to himself behind an empty mug.


  He reached his hand over, and found a plastic case containing the student ID, which every student would have.


  It appeared she had taken it out along with her textbooks, and forgot to pack it back.


  He scanned her face along with her name, student number, birthday and blood type, simple information, and called out to her right when she was wearing her shoes at the door, about to return back.


  “You forgot this.”


  “Ahh, sorry to make you bring it to me. Good night then.”


  “Good night.”


  She bowed courteously, and left his apartment. As he watched her leave, he gently sighed.


  He recalled the full date written on the student ID…especially the month and day, and put his hand on his forehead.


  “…Four days later?”


  If he had not seen her student ID, he would never have known about Mahiru’s birthday. If only I had known earlier, so he sighed again.


  19 - What the Angel wants


  “So, you have something you want?”


  The next day, Amane took the opportunity to raise this issue to Mahiru over dinner.


  He decided to give her a present, a birthday present per se, but he did not really mean anything, and just wanted to repay her favors.


  But that would have sounded really suspicious.


  Even he found his question to be indelicate, brutish even, and started to regret it. But Mahiru stared at him in surprise.


  “Why ask this out of a sudden?”


  “Well, it looks like you have nothing you want, so I’m just asking because I’m curious.”


  “That is still too sudden…”


  He felt he could have done better trying to misdirect her, but he could not take back the words he had said.


  Luckily or not, it appeared Mahiru did not notice it was about her birthday.


  Ultimately, she felt he could not have known about his birthday, and never thought about that.


  “I see. So what do I need now…r what I want?”


  “What do you want?”


  “A whetstone.”


  “…Whetstone?”


  He asked again without thinking, for the answer was completely beyond his expectations.


  Or rather, nobody would have expected a high school girl to want such a thing.


  Typically, they would have wanted cosmetics, accessories, bags, and such stuff. Amane could not imagine that she would have asked for a tool to sharpen metals.


  “Yes, a whetstone. I do have a few of them, but I do wish for a finer polishing whetstone.”


  “Hey, you’re a high school girl now.”


  “Please do not ask of me to be an ordinary high school girl.”


  Her words left Amane unable to retort.


  No matter how lightly they put it, Mahiru truly could not be called an ordinary high school girl.


  She was already famous as the Angel in school, equipped with brains and brains, perfectly capable of housework and cooking.


  Her taking care of Amane, who was completely hopeless at housework, would have one assuming she was a girl already married off.


  But who would have imagined her wanting a whetstone?


  It appeared Mahiru would be the only high school girl who would have wanted a whetstone.


  “You’re not buying for yourself?”


  “Not that I cannot, but I do not often have the chance to, and it is relatively pricey, so I have not. Also, I have a few polishing whetstone, so I am in no real need for them.”


  As she mentioned how she had a few with her, he really could not imagine how she would be in the future.


  “…We have a high school girl sharpening her chopper here.”


  “There are though.”


  “Even if there are, you’re the only one I know of, never mind someone who wants to have a whetstone.”


  “Sounds like a rare thing. Not bad.”


  “What do you mean, not bad…”


  It was really rare to see a girl with such likes, and so he did not know what she wanted.


  Amane himself was at his wits end, and Mahiru tilted her head incredulously.


  “Say, Itsuki.”


  As he did not know what kinds of things Mahiru wanted, he could only go with his last resort, to ask Itsuki.


  He had anticipated that since Itsuki had a girlfriend like Chitose, he would have an inkling of a girl’s thought process, a rough gauge of what a typical girl would like.


  He did not know if Mahiru was ordinary, but he deduced that at the very least, Mahiru would not hate anything a girl would like.


  “What?”


  “What present did you give Chitose?”


  He thought it should be fine if he asked what Itsuki gave, asking so, but the latter gave him an astounded look.


  “Eh, you want to give a present to a girl you like?”


  “You think I’m the type to do that?”


  “Nope.”


  “See?”


  “So why do you ask?”


  “Someone I know has a birthday. Just for reference.”


  He would have taken this reference to the next level, and go off to buy one, but he did not want to say that.


  “Uh~ huh. The best thing would be something she likes. Anyway, you usually should be investigating this. This is the trick to keeping a great relationship.”


  “I said she’s not my girlfriend.”


  Amane could imagine how dangerous it would be if Mahiru was his girlfriend, in various ways (mostly the killing intent around him however), and was terrified by that notion.


  It was true that he felt at ease being with her, but these two were simply together, with no desire to get attached. It was not love at all.


  While he certainly found her cute, he did not intend for the relationship to end up like that. Such was the feeling he had for Mahiru.


  “What she wants…what if I don’t know?”


  “Got to look at how close you are to her. If you’re on good terms, some accessories should be fine, but if you’re not that close, a few small items or consumables; she should be happy with flowers, but sometimes that makes things complicated.”


  “…You’re really well versed in that.”


  “I learned my lesson after all.”


  Initially, Itsuki and Chitose were not the lovey-dovey couple they became. It appeared they got closer slowly during middle school. Amane was in a different middle school from them, so he did not know the details, but it seemed they went through lots of hardships before they started dating. Even at this point, he heard rumors of their past.


  Itsuki must have brooded quite a bit choosing a present for Chitose, so the choices he raised might have been made after much deliberation.


  “Ah, some hand cream should be fine.”


  “Hand cream?”


  The unexpected choice had Amane pondering. With a gleeful look, Itsuki explained.


  “It works for whatever age groups. Students use textbooks and notebooks every day for classes, and their hands dry easily; working adults too get their hands dry typing in an aircon room; housewives usually soak their hands in water, and their hands get coarse easily. It’s really usable as a present.”


  “Hmm…it’s disgusting how much you know.”


  “Well you’re the one asking.”


  Pak, so Amane was slapped in the back, but they merely laughed it off, for it was a joke.


  Hand cream?


  It was true this probably would not trouble her.


  Amane had made it his duty to wash the dishes after dinner, but Mahiru would surely be washing things in her house. Her hands would surely turn coarse.


  It was certain, looking at her silky hands, that she often took care of them. In that case, buying such skincare products should be fine.


  “Well, I take that in mind.”


  “Go ask Chii later. Those of the same gender might have a different idea.”


  “……Ehhh.”


  “It’s about time you get used to her already, okay?”


  He did not hate her, of course, but he found Chitose to be the type he could not handle, and was unenthusiastic about the prospect. Itsuki merely smiled away, patting Amane on the back.


  20 - The Angel and her birthday


  Once he was done asking Itsuki and Chitose for advice, Amane finally chose the present, and on Mahiru’s birthday, he looked at her back, feeling really tense.


  His payment to Chitose was the special crepe from the shop before the station (the winter limited berry berry special), and having convinced her to buy something else, he added that to his present…but at this point, he was wondering how to hand it over to Mahiru.


  The one who was supposed to celebrate her birthday was making dinner as usual.


  He did not know what the menu was, but it seemed she was making Japanese food. She was acting naturally as usual, nothing too different about her.


  He could not sense any birthday vibe from her. The way she acted so calmly, one would wonder if she remembered it.


  Even after dinner was served, nothing changed. They did converse over dinner, but ate as normal.


  He really did not know when he should give her the present, so he looked towards the paper bag with the present hidden behind the sofa, frowning.


  After dinner was over, he cleaned the table, and returned to the living room, finding Mahiru at the two seater sofa. It seemed she brought a book here.


  Even when reading a book, she was pretty like a painting. Truly she befitted her moniker of Angel.


  He was wondering if he should sit next to her…but he could not simply remain tentative. So he raised the bag placed there, and sat next to her.


  She suddenly lifted her head.


  She probably noticed his presence and the ruffling of the paper bag, and her caramel-colored eyes looked towards him, and then towards the paper bag he was holding.


  She seemed a little confused. It appeared that at this point, she had yet to notice it was her birthday.


  “Here. have it.”


  Amane nudged the bag onto Mahiru’s knees, leaving her all the more flabbergasted.


  “What is this?”


  “Isn’t it your birthday?”


  “It is…but how did you know? I do not remember mentioning it to anyone else.”


  She had a wary glint in her eyes, “You left your student ID on the table the last time”, but once she heard that, she might have accepted this explanation, and reverted back to her usual look.


  “You do not have to worry. I do not celebrate my birthday after all.”


  Amane might not have mistaken the sudden cold, callous voice from her.


  Looking at her eyes, it appeared the word birthday itself was a taboo to her.


  I see, so he thought.


  Even though it was her birthday, she had no change in attitude not because she did not remember it.


  She probably forgot about it because it was troublesome to her, probably.


  If not, there was no way she would have used that tone.


  “Ah I see. Just think of it as thanks for the daily stuff. I just wanted to repay you somehow.”


  So he handed the present to her, with the rationale being that, fine, you don’t have to celebrate your birthday, but a gift for your usual care. Take this as my thanks, and not a birthday.


  He ate such delicious food every day, and she even helped him clean up from time to time. These were trivial things, but she really took care of him. Even if it was a small thing, Amane wanted to repay Mahiru.


  While he easily accepted her rationale, he insisted on giving her the present, which left her somewhat confused. So she frowned a little, receiving the present.


  She looked towards the item in the bag that was wrapped in paper.


  “…May I open it now?”


  “Yeah.”


  He nodded, and Mahiru nervously reached her hand into the bag, pulling the box out. She carefully peeled the wrapping paper, and undid the ribbon.


  Amane himself felt extremely nervous to have someone else open his present before him.


  Inside it contained the hand cream Itsuki recommended. He bought it in a set, so the large box contained some snacks too.


  Just to note, it was an odorless one suitable for housework, not a scented trendy one. It was gentle on the skin, its selling point being that it keeps the skin moist.


  He checked the reviews on the internet, and it seemed he did not need to worry about the effects, probably.


  “Sorry that it’s not something valuable. I think your hands will become dry when you do housework. There are those without scent, but I guess you already have them. I heard it’s gentle for the skin, effective even.”


  “A practical item.”


  “Actually, you emphasize much on practical items.”


  “I guess. Thank you very much.”


  You understand me well, so she smiled, and his lips relaxed.


  It seemed she did not have a bad impression of him.


  There was one other item…but it was embarrassing to open it before her. He wanted her to notice it before she returned home, if possible.


  Unfortunately for him, Mahiru seemed to have noticed something else in the bag, and peered into it.


  “…Why is there another?”


  “Ah, no, well, actually. It’s a selfish, subjective add on.”


  “Add on?”


  “…Add on.”


  He averted his eyes, merely answering so. Mahiru tilted her head, not understanding what Amane meant, but she felt it would be faster to open the bag, so she took the item out.


  He used a packaging of similar color to the bag, so that it would not stand out, and stuffed it to the bottom. This item was too big and noticeable however. There was no way she would not have noticed it.


  It did not contain a box, but a polyester bag. It was just large enough for Mahiru to hold in both hands.


  Mahiru carefully undid the dark blue ribbon, can I get away from here now, Amane wondered as he stared at her…she cautiously removed the content.


  With two hands, she cautiously lifted the item, and looked rather surprised as her eyes widened.


  “…A bear?”


  What Mahiru muttered was the true identity of that thing.


  It was a doll not too big, large enough for an elementary school girl to huge.


  It had faint colored fur similar to Mahiru’s hair. On its neck was an aqua blue ribbon tied like a necklace. It showed an innocent look, dark glossy buttons sewn as eyes, reflecting Mahiru.


  She might be thinking, a doll? In high school?


  No matter the age, girls often do like cute things. But this was what he chose after hearing Chitose’s advice.


  It was really embarrassing for a boy to go buy this thing alone, so he had Chitose buy this for him, the payment being the crepe from the station shop.


  Chitose kept laughing at him from the choosing part to the very end, and perhaps he would have felt less ashamed if he went alone. Well, bygones be bygones, it was pointless to mention it.


  “…I think girls will like this.”


  He scratched his head, muttering with an explanation to no one in particular.


  He really was bad at this.


  After all, he had never given a present to someone of the opposite gender, except to his mother when he was young. He never expected himself to do this.


  Would she feel disgusted to receive such a cute doll from a boy…he glanced aside discreetly at Mahiru, and saw her staring intently at it.


  Nobody could tell if she was happy or sad, she merely stared at it stoically.


  “Well, I can throw it away if you want.”


  Can’t be helped if she doesn’t like it, he joked, having determined so. Mahiru scowled as she turned her face around.


  “I will not do such a thing!”


  “Y-yeah. Given your personality, I don’t think you’ll do that, Shiina.”


  Her reaction was stronger than he expected, and he nodded while stumbling back. Once again, she looked at the bear.


  “…I will not do, such a cruel thing. I will, treasure it well.”


  The thin wrists were clinging onto the bear doll firmly, embracing it.


  She resembled a kid who did not want her  favorite toy taken away, and like a mother embracing it lovingly.


  One could say that she really treasured the bear from the way she embraced it.


  Gyuu, there seemed to be a fitting sound effect as she embraced it firmly, and looked down at it.


  The expression on the face was not the usual aloofness, and not the usual shock whenever she was startled by Amane. It was one of relief, kindness, love, and affection.


  Her innocent smile was so pure. He stared at her with bated breath, finding her so beautiful, so adorable.


  …I shouldn’t be looking at this.


  He inadvertently had such a realization as she stared at her expression.


  While he was not in love with her, this absolute beauty was showing such expression, which only he saw, and even his heart was beating wildly.


  He saw her treasure the doll greatly, showing a faint smile, look so adorable that anyone else would be mesmerized. Even he, who knew his own bland personality, was nearly mesmerized.


  He put his hands on his face, affirming how hot his face was, and it definitely felt much hotter as usual.


  He was obviously too bashful, “…Damn it.” and so he cursed with a volume Mahiru could not hear.


  Luckily, she was not paying attention to him, for half her face was buried into the bear doll as she embraced it lovingly.


  That sight of her was similarly adorable, and Amane restrained himself greatly to avoid squeeing.


  “…I’m glad that you like it so much.”


  He wanted to say something, but he eked out these words, and the eyes stared back at him.


  “This is the first time I received such a thing.”


  “Eh, given your popularity, I thought it would be normal for you…”


  “What do you think I am…”


  She sounded a little dumbfounded as she gave him the look, which relieved him a little, for he no longer had to see that face again.


  “…I never told anyone of my birthday. I dislike it, and I never said it”


  Dislike, so she said as she looked towards the bear.


  The eyes she had when she looked at the bear was so calm, completely different from her words, and Amane felt a dissonance there.


  “I feel scared receiving presents from people, even those I do not know, or those that I have no relation to, so I would not accept it.”


  “But you accepted mine.”


  “…You are not something I do not know, Fujimiya-san.”


  So she whispered as she buried her face into the bear as she looked at him. He started to regret staring at her directly.


  She unwittingly looked up at him, showing a relaxed innocent face befitting her age. Truth be told, she was adorable.


  She was so adorable, he inadvertently had the urge to pat her head, and the moment he was about to, he hastily reeled it back in.


  “…What is it?”


  “No, it’s nothing.”


  Mahiru tilted her head in confusion, either having noticed Amane’s hand that had twitched, or the anxiety that was exploding in him.


  With that alone, his eyes were seized. Pretty girls are truly terrifying things.


  But if he were to admit bluntly that she was cute, even he would be ashamed. “Huh?” and he was sure this would be her answer.


  And if he said such words, Amane would die in many ways, so he decided to contain this impulse for now.


  “…Thank you very much, Fujimiya-san”


  Amane averted his face, and Mahiru’s soft voice entered his ears once again.


  21 - Friend's inquiry


  “Hey hey Amane, did it go well with the one you gave the present to?”


  Given that they went shopping together, he would have to report in. The following day, Chitose was grinning away as she went to hear out from Amane.


  He was fine with the fact that she, who was in a different class, came looking for him. However, that kind of smile was something he really did not want to deal with. He really had the urge to just go bye there and then.


  “It’s not the relationship you think of, and that development didn’t happen.”


  At the very least, he did not choose the present out of romantic feelings, nor did he have any other thoughts.


  There was no doubt he was delighted, but there existed none of the development Chitose looked forward to.


  “No, but well, is there really nobody that makes your heart flutter? She’s definitely not just an acquaintance, and she’s a girl. Come on, some gossip here.”


  “We don’t have an unspeakable relationship.”


  With Itsuki backing Chitose up, Amame could only deny vehemently.


  Mahiru was happy, yes, but there was still some trouble, and he did not want to discuss this with others.


  He did not want to feed into their curiosity, so he answered as callously as possible, and Itsuki pondered a little as he had his hand by his mouth.


  “…Hmm. Hey Amane.”


  “What is it?”


  “Did you give it to your neighbor?”


  Truly, Itsuki’s high awareness and EQ was disastrous to him.


  “…Why do you think so?”


  “If we consider those you know, or those you took care of you, the only one that fits that bill is the neighbor. You ain’t a local, you hardly interact with girls, and someone has been feeding you recently, so you’re grateful to her, right?”


  “Who knows.”


  “Hmm…Amane, you’ve been looking better recently.”


  “Ah, I think so too.”


  “So, she’s been giving you food often, and you wanted to give her a birthday present as thanks?”


  Itsuki was completely correct, and Amane did his best not to let his cheeks twitch.


  And that was why Itsuki was terrifying, for his deductions seemed as though he witnessed it all. He might appear frivolous, but he was serious and attentive, and also rather popular. However, Amane really hoped Itsuki would shower these aspects to Chitose only.


  “You’re coming up with wild guesses now?”


  “I don’t know the truth, so I’m just imagining it. So is it true?”


  “Who knows?”


  “You’re petty.”


  “Petty~”


  “Shut up.”


  No matter what they said, he was unwilling to be honest.


  If he accidentally blurted it just a little, he would have to spill the beans. Itsuki was one thing; the current high school girls who loved their gossip would have interrogated him like no tomorrow.


  In this world, there were magical creatures who could turn anything unrelated to love into something involving one. Troublesome they truly were.


  Goodness, so he sighed as he packed his bag, lifted it, and returned home.


  It was a tactical retreat, and also an evasion against their bombardment of his heart.


  “Bye then. Go do your lovey-dovey things and ignore me now.”


  “We’ll do that without you saying that though?”


  “…Ikkun, let’s go stalk him and find that lady…”


  “Who in the world says that before the target? And you don’t have that thought at all. The most you’ll do is to come to my apartment gates.”


  “Tch.”


  Her cute lips formed a pout, but Chitose’s eyes were serious.


  At this point, Amane felt a shiver realizing that Chitose was not joking, and would really do it, so he left the duo behind and hurriedly left the classroom.


  “…That was close.”


  “What was?”


  Once he returned home, Amane blurted out, and Mahiru asked him with intrigue.


  Mahiru arrived immediately after buying the ingredients, but it was a little too early to make dinner, so they had a little rest. It seemed Amane’s little whisper was overheard.


  Just to note, she was being the same as usual.


  That smile she showed the previous day was no longer to be seen. Her usual expression would have him doubting if the events of the previous day actually transpired.


  This should be the norm, or rather, Amane hoped she would be like this. If she was to show the same expression she did the previous day, he would feel a heartache.


  “No, well, Itsuki and the others were gossiping about the present.”


  Because I went to discuss this with them, so he quipped, and sighed. It seemed Mahiru had remembered Itsuki’s name, “Ahh, I see.” and she too sighed.


  “Well, those did not look like things you would buy, Fujimiya-san.”


  “That’s not what I meant.”


  They already felt it was impossible for Amane to give a female a present, and that was why they wondered if he was in love.


  In fact, neither of them had the sweet, sour, or bitter feelings that came with falling in love.


  “Just my own issues. Goodness, what were they guessing?”


  It was true that Mahiru was cute, and he had the desire to touch her. He could not deny that.


  But he felt every youth would feel this way, and after all, his heart merely jolted a few times when he once again realized Mahiru was a real pretty girl. There was no way it was love.


  Even if he did like her character, he did not think of the extraordinary, to form such a relationship with her.


  He glanced aside, and saw her usual pretty face.


  However, his heart did not palpitate as it did the previous night. Once again, he affirmed that he had not fallen for Mahiru, and sighed.


  One had to wonder what she would say if she noticed him watching her, so he turned his eyes towards the phone, only to see an unread number on a chat app icon.


  It’s probably Itsuki, so he thought as he opened the app, but the name on the new message was beyond expectation.


  Once he saw the name Shihoko, he frowned.


  Amane had only three female contacts in total.


  To be precise, they were Chitose, Mahiru, and…his mother.


  What now? So he thought as he opened her chat. It contained the agitated text he really was bad at dealing with, things like how his exams went, if he had any difficulty in life, and so on.


  The reason why he was bad at dealing with Chitose was because there was someone like Chitose…or rather, an older Chitose in his family. Amane did not hate her, and could not bring himself to, but his own mother’s personality was too much for him.


  “Your grandpa sent fruits, so I’m sending some to you. Will be delivering on Saturday. Do stay at home in the afternoon! I’m not going to forgive you if you refuse or aren’t at home, you know?”


  “You just decided on my schedule like that…?”


  He had no real plans for Saturday, and was fine staying at home, but should she not contact him earlier?


  “What is the matter?”


  Mahiru might have heard the mutter as she looked towards him with her usual expression.


  “Mom’s delivering fruits she received from grandpa. Probably apples.”


  “Do you know how to peel them?”


  “…With a peeler, maybe?”


  “You may…but it is a waste of nutrients to peel off the skin.”


  My mom says the same thing, so he thought, but he swallowed that notion.


  “I’ll just eat with the skin then.”


  “That is barbaric of you.”


  “I’m lazy, you know.”


  “That is lazy of you.”


  He could only show a wry smile at her usual blunt honesty, and shrugged away.


  While Mahiru looked stupefied, “Well, it will end up in the stomach after all.” but she somewhat relented.


  “Oh yeah. I don’t know if I can finish them all before they rot. You want some, Shiina?”


  “I shall have some then. Fruits are expensive after all.”


  Her words might seem a dampener, but these words were truly befitting her.


  “Saturday, is it? I shall prepare lunch as thanks.”


  “I’m the one who’s always being taken care of.”


  “It is fine. I do not dislike cooking for you, Fujimiya-san.”


  She made a sincere little smile, giggling.


  Amane averted his eyes awkwardly as her smile reminded him of what happened the previous day, “…I’ll leave it to you then.” so he tersely responded.


  22 - The peaceful land, and the enemy’s attack


  Amane planned to deliver the fruits immediately after receiving them, and that might be a mistake when


  “A–mane.” Once he heard the doorbell and the cheeky, high pitched voice, he realized the situation, and clutched his head.


  He was grateful that Mahiru would drop to cook lunch on a Saturday, and thought it was a blessing from the heavens.


  In fact, the carbonara she made was really delicious. The thick sauce and the black pepper matched perfectly, and it was really delicious.


  It was not Mahiru’s fault, actually. Yes, she really was not at fault.


  The fault was that he was told to stay at home, and did not notice why…along with this blood-related lady who loved pulling her surprises and the extraordinary.


  “…Erm, Fujimiya-san? It’s not the delivery…”


  “Nope. Mom took the key and went past the gates…”


  In hindsight, he was at fault for taking his mom’s words at face value when she would have wanted to observe him no matter what.


  There was no way his mother would not be up to something.


  “…Eh, mother??”


  “Most likely, mom wants to see if I’m doing well these days…she’s not telling me in advance because I’ll try to slip it past her.”


  “Ahh…”


  “I feel conflicted by how you look like you agree, but this isn’t important.”


  The problem was, how would he deal with Mahiru who was here.


  If she was at the gates, he could have Mahiru return home. However, since she was at his door, he could not let Mahiru return.


  If he let her in, she would surely meet Mahiru, and there would be a misunderstanding. Mahiru too would not wish for the same.


  What shall I do? While he wondered, the intervals between the doorbell rings shortened.


  …Ahh goodness.


  “……Sorry Shiina, go into my room. Please.”


  “Eh, ye-yes?”


  “Hold this. I’ll try to get my mom outside, and then you go home. Sorry about this, but please.”


  He really had no choice but to hide her.


  Lunch was made, but they had cleaned up the place, so that was fine.


  The shoes could be hidden inside the shoe cabinet, and he would bring her blanket and other personal belongings into the room.


  While she was in his room, he would offer some food once his mom was done inspecting, and she probably would agree to that. He would however refuse her if she demanded to inspect the room.


  He would ask to make dishes using ingredients not in the fridge, and they would go shopping together. That would be the moment Mahiru would escape, or so he planned.


  I don’t have a choice here, so he told Amane, handed her the extra key and begged her. “Y-yes.” She nodded, despite looking troubled.


  They were not using the storeroom, for it would be really cold without the heating during this season.


  There was heating and a fluffy cushion in Amane’s room, so she would not be sitting on an empty floor, aching all over in the cold.


  “…I shall leave it to you then. I’ll deal with my mom…”


  Amane was already mentally tired before he even met his mom. Once he went towards the entrance, Mahiru silently slipped into his room.


  Once he was sure she entered, he opened the door unwilling.


  “Oh my…Amane, you’re late. I thought you were sleeping, but you look very lively.”


  Immediately appearing before him was his mom, whom he had not seen since summer vacation.


  She was his mom, but her appearance defied her age, and she was still wearing that usual cheerful look back home. One would say that it was not simply her appearance defying her age, but her actions too.


  “Yeah yeah I’m lively so can you go back now?”


  “Is that how you treat your mom…? I spent hours to arrive, you know? How about some reward?”


  “Thank you very much for taking the long trip here, please go back.”


  “Still saying such things now? You really aren’t cute, unlike Shuuto-san”


  “I’m a guy, why do i have to be cute?”


  Ack, he made a nauseous sound, but his mother Shihoko did not have her mood dampened, as she merely giggled away, accepting it as Amane being in his rebellious phase.


  “May I come in?”


  “Wait, I haven’t said anything.”


  “The rental is paid by Shuuto-san and me, you know?”


  He had no room to refuse once she said that, and he could only open the door with a scowl, inviting Shihoko in.


  Of course, he walked along the wall where the bedroom was, stopping her from entering as he led her to the living room.


  “Say mom, call before you drop by. I’m an adult.”


  “Oh my, if I didn’t drop by for a sudden spot check, I would not have seen if my son’s doing well, you know?”


  “Grr…you see, it’s fine here. All packed up.”


  “Of course. It shocked me. You don’t do this at home, Amane, but you’re pretty capable yourself. I never expected that.”


  Shihoko scanned the living room, nodding away as though she was marveling.


  Of course, it was all neat and tidy because he worked together with Mahiru to clean up the apartment, and maintained this thanks to her advice and reminders. It was all her contribution, but he could not mention it to Shihoko at this point.


  “Your skin looks good. Looks like you’ve been taking proper nutrition.”


  “…Yeah.”


  He averted his eyes, for that too was thanks to Mahiru.


  “Looks like you’ve been cooking…huh, two persons’ worth?”


  She pointed her manicured finger at the cutlery.


  Two people ate lunch, so there were two plates. He was careless not to have noticed it, but Shihoko seemed fine with that.


  “A friend visited.”


  But that was not a lie.


  He was uncertain, but they were already on the level of friends, so his words were not wrong, it seemed. He never said the gender though.


  He tried his best not to look rattled as he answered. “Oh~” So Shihoko answered, seemingly unconvinced as she looked over to the living room.


  Somehow, he managed to bluff her, but he was dripping cold sweat.


  “Well, passable…it does not feel like a boy is living alone.”


  Shihoko looked around, asked a few questions, got a few answers, and surmised thusly.


  In a certain sense, it was to be expected. Mahiru had her hands in most of these things.


  “There’s nothing to worry about now right, mom?”


  “Yes. It really shocked me. You couldn’t do anything when you’re at home. Looks like you’ve grown.”


  “…Well I can grow.”


  From whose mouth do those words come from anyway, so he quietly reproached himself as he answered. “You’ve worked hard there.” so Shihoko beamed.


  He did not appreciate the compliments, for it was not him who did so.


  But he could not say the truth, and could only endure and beg her to return home.


  At the very least, she was done checking on him.


  Maybe she’ll go back without asking me to cook for her…but right when Amane had this thought.


  “And now I’ll check the bedroom.”


  The final bombshell landed, and he widened his eyes.


  Check the bedroom. In other words, his room…the bedroom.


  Of course, Mahiru was inside it. If she was found, he could easily imagine how his situation would end up much worse than his initial plan for them to meet.


  “Hey what. You can’t go in even though you’re my mom.”


  “Oh, is there something unsightly in there?”


  “Normally, a high school boy would have one or two unsightly things in there, right?”


  “You’re admitting to that, huh.”


  “Yeah I admit it, so don’t go in.”


  He had to stop her here with all he got. Even if his pride was shattered, he had to hide Mahiru’s existence until the very end.


  At this point, if Mahiru was spotted in Amane’s room, Shihoko would surely be having happy delusions, and that was something he wanted to avoid no matter what.


  He was stubbornly refusing to let Shihoko through, basically shouting no as he stood before the door. Shihoko quickly deduced that there was something hidden inside the room. “You’re hiding something from mom~.” she beamed as she loomed on.


  I’m really sorry, but I need to stop you even if I have to be forceful, such was his stance as he faced off against Shihoko.


  But there was a thud in his room.


  “Amane.”


  “Yes?”


  “What are you hiding inside?”


  “…Nothing to do with you, mom.”


  “So you say. I see.”


  The smile got wider.


  It had a irresistible pressure, and whenever he saw this smile, Amane found himself in much discomfort, his desire to refuse greatly worn down.


  It was a force of habit, something he could not change.


  Grr, while he groaned, Shihoko seized the opportunity to put her hand on the door.


  And it was too late to regret.


  Shihoko went around Amane to check on the sound, and opened the door.


  And beyond the door………was a pretty girl leaning by the bed, cupping a cushion on her knees.


  Her eyes were closed, her breathing steady…basically, Mahiru was asleep.


  23 - The Angel was overwhelmed by vigor


  Napping was a common instance.


  She was in a warm room with heating on, and just had lunch. These two conditions were prime for her to fall asleep.


  Does she usually sleep in a boy’s room? For a moment, he had such a thought, but since she had deemed him as a harmless person, Mahiru might have accidentally fallen asleep.


  She could not be blamed for this though. It was boring to wait foolishly without making a sound, and some things just happened.


  The reason why he had his head cupped was because his mom Shihoko barged into his room at this moment, and witnessed her in this state.


  Truly, there was a misunderstanding.


  If he was in someone else’s shoes, Amane too would have misunderstood, thinking that they were on such good terms, she could be sufficiently careless to sleep in his room.


  His face twitched as he glanced aside at his mom, and found her eyes dazzling as she stared at Mahiru. “Oh my oh my.” so her heart started to blurt out, or perhaps he was just over imagining things.


  “Oh dear Amane, you found such a cute girlfriend! You really can’t be underestimated!”


  Kyaa, she squealed with a voice unfitting of her age, and his head started to ache.


  She had completely misunderstood, and was completely excited.


  Typically, no parent would be that excited to see her son bring a girlfriend home.


  But she was being so excited, and one reason was definitely because she loved cute things.


  Well, it was true Mahiru had the appearance of a really pretty girl.


  She was completely defenseless as she slept, her usual facade shed, and most importantly, her expression and actions clear to see.


  The speckless face was in a relaxed, peaceful state.


  He was used to it, but every time he saw Mahiru, he found her pretty face exquisite, extremely adorable.


  The innocent sleeping face was so defenseless, so adorable that he had the urge to pat it.


  The way she hugged Amane’s cushion strongly whetted the kind of desire Amane really did not want to openly talk about.


  The girl was so pretty that Amane, who was on familiar terms with, had to admit so, and Shihoko assumed she was the son’s girlfriend (for the moment).


  It was likely this was the reason for her excitement.


  “So you didn’t want mom to enter because your girlfriend is inside? Goodness, you’re becoming a man before I know it!”


  “Not at all! Absolutely not! She’s not my girlfriend, not anything!”


  “Ahh, you don’t have to find excuses now, you know? Mom’s not going to object to anyone you choose, Amane.”


  “Eh no that’s not the problem here! We’re not dating! Not at all!”


  “You say you’re not, but she’s in your room, you know?”


  “That’s because you suddenly popped by! You would have misunderstood even if she’s in the living room!”


  “Well, the main issue is that if you never intended to, you wouldn’t have invited a girl into your house. If the girl doesn’t like you, she wouldn’t be in your house, right?”


  Upon being pointed out, he tried to retort, but could not think of any.


  As Shihoko had mentioned, Amane normally treats his house as his own territory, and would not willingly invite others in.


  Initially, he let Mahiru in because of the turn of events, but ever since that, leaving aside the cooking, Amane let Mahiru into his house because he was interested in her personality.


  Well, I can say that I like her.


  Her appearance aside, Amane really was fond of the girl Mahiru.


  She had a conflicting personality she typically would not show in school, vicious, blunt, and yet dishonest; she looked aloof, yet she loved to care for others; she never minced her words; whenever the unexpected was pointed out, she would panic and show a look befitting her age; a few rare times, she would show an innocent smile. At this point, Amane felt these were all of Mahiru’s charms.


  It could not be described as love, but at the very least, he found her to be a really attractive girl.


  “I like her as a friend, but don’t think it as love for the opposite gender. Also, she doesn’t have interest in me.”


  They were not so close for him to agree with Shihoko. To be honest, Mahiru might not be happy about being misunderstood, that she had feelings for Amane.


  “Oh my, you can’t say that though? You’re not getting a little uppity just because you think you understand the complex feelings of a girl, are you?”


  “How many times, mom, must I tell you we don’t have that relationship…Shiina, please, wake up…”


  Even after saying all he could, Shihoko kept talking about romance, and Amane could only put his hand on his forehand.


  He really wished Mahiru could wake up earlier, really.


  “Nn…”


  Amane’s prayer might have worked, or perhaps she woke up because of the commotion.


  Mahiru slowly lifted her eyelids, making a sweet sound as she lifted her face.


  Her flax-colored hair slid off her shoulders.


  Her caramel-colored eyes were blurry and moist, such defenselessness left Amane unable to stare at her.


  She looked up at Amane with sleepy eyes, probably aware that she was not completely awake, and he averted his eyes slightly.


  “Shiina, forget about how you fell asleep, please help me clear up this misunderstanding.”


  “Misunderstanding…?”


  “Hey hey, girlfriend, your name?”


  A fluffy looking Mahiru reflected on the meaning of those words, and Shihoko approached her without restraint, grinning away like a goody-goody.


  Mahiru herself was confused after waking up, and faced with such an unfiltered smile and cordialness, her eyes were looking flustered.


  “Eh, e-erm.”


  “Nice to meet you. It’s important to introduce each other, you know!”


  “Eh, M-Mahiru Shiina…”


  “My, Mahiru-chan, such an adorable name! I’m Shihoko, you can call me by my name.”


  Mahiru was pressed into giving her name, and she looked towards Amane, giving the “Save me, Fujimiya-san” look. Amane himself was hoping that someone else would save him however, and because he could not help, he shook his head to refuse.


  He knew his mom really well, that once she lost control, there’s no stopping her.


  Seeing how there’s exceeding interest, it appeared she wanted to have a full conversation with Mahiru for the first time.


  Though she might not have noticed that the important Mahiru was looking troubled.


  “E-erm, mother.”


  “Oh! So you’re recognizing me as mom?”


  “Fujimiya-san！”


  “Fujimiya may refer to Amane and me. Hey, Amane.”


  “Mom, you’re troubling Shiina.”


  “Amane, you can’t be calling your girlfriend by anything other than her name, you know?”


  Amane frowned, for Shihoko really was not listening to him, but Shihoko did not appear to mind as she continued to grin away. She was either a bold one, or thick skinned at least.


  “E-erm, Shihoko-san.”


  “Wha~t?”


  “Actually, Fujimiya and I-I,”


  “Which one are you referring to~?”


  “…I-I do not have that kind of relationship with A-Amane-kun.”


  Mahiru was clearly flustered by Shihoko’s taunting words, but she did her best to deny it.


  With Shihoko prompting, Mahiru said his name after much trepidation, shooting a few looks at him. Shihoko in turn beamed away now that she got Mahiru to call Amane’s name.


  “Oh, will this be how the relationship goes in the future?”


  “Eh, e-erm, that is not.”


  “Oh dear, am I being a third wheel over here?”


  “E-erm, please let me explain! I do not have this kind of relationship with Amane, kun. Just eating together. Amane-kun cannot cook after all.”


  “You make a good bride, Mahiru-chan. Our Amane here has to live alone without knowing how to do housework. If this is so, please continue to support him.”


  “Ah, that.”


  He felt Mahiru was doing her best.


  But it was impossible to fend off against Shihoko’s momentum and explain what was going on.


  Shihoko’s eyes were glittering more than ever once she knew Mahiru had been dropping by regularly, cooking for him, eating together with him.


  At this point, Amane could not stop Shihoko. The only one who could would be his father Shuuto.


  “…Give it up, Shiina. My mom’s not going to listen once she gets all excited.”


  “That…”


  Amane was at the point of enlightenment, and could only give up and explain, staring slightly at his mom who was out of control.


  24 - The Angel’s envious


  “Speaking of which, mom’s shocked to see that you got such a pretty girlfriend, Amane.”


  Both of them remained silent. Amane was too tired to deny it, and Mahirudid not know what to do.


  Shihoko took silence as consent…or rather, no matter what they said, she would think they were hiding their awkwardness. She stared at Mahiru intently with curious eyes.


  “How is it, Mahiru-chan? Is Amane doing well now?”


  “Eh…well actually…I do not think he will die…”


  “Say something nice already.”


  “But when I first came to this house, it was so dirty.”


  “Don’t be so harsh now. Look, it’s clean now, right?”


  “But that is because I helped to clean up.”


  “Well err, yep, got to thank you for everything, from food to cleaning to whatever.”


  He really was thoroughly indebted to Mahiru when it came to these.


  It was because of her presence that he lived a comfortable life till this point, and he would have kowtowed and thanked her without hesitation, but he would not because she did not want that. However, he did intend to work hard every day to repay Mahiru.


  But it was just that Shihoko took these words in a not-too-good direction.


  “Well, Amane, you’ve been letting Mahiru-chan help out all the time, and not just this once? What a troublesome kid you are…it sounds like you’re living together.”


  “That’s not it!! How did you end up thinking that’s the case!? She just lives next door!”


  “Oh my, this is a fated encounter! It’s nice isn’t it, Amane, you have such a pretty and capable girl taking care of you.”


  “I can’t deny that she’s pretty and capable but I have to argue about this being a fated encounter.”


  “Romantic, isn’t it?”


  “That’s not what I mean! I’m saying that we’re not dating!”


  “My my.”


  Shihoko definitely assumed Amane was trying to hide his embarrassment, while the latter’s cheeks were about to twitch.


  She always took events as food for her amazing delusions, and the son who had been tormented by such a mom countless times let out the heaviest sigh in months.


  And Mahiru, overwhelmed by this astounding pressure, looked back and forth between Amane and Shihoko, clearly at a loss of what to do.


  “Mahiru-chan, Mahiru-chan, I may be a parent biased to her son; our Amane here is foul mouthed and dishonest, but he’s really straightforward and gentlemanly here, so you can take it that you bought a good item. He doesn’t have any experience with the ladies, so you need to carefully control him, Mahiru-chan.”


  “What are you saying now mom, shut up.”


  The last half was clearly unnecessary.


  “But I’m saying the truth here. Actually, why didn’t you look for a girlfriend in the first place? It’s nice that you look similar to Shuuto-san; maybe it’s because you look boorish?”


  “Stop being a busybody.”


  “Maybe you should show Mahiru-chan your cool side?”


  “I’m not going to, and she doesn’t want to see.”


  “Here we go again. Ahh, Mahiru-chan, shall I doll him up in a way you’ll like? Amane’s pretty handsome if he cleans up a little, you know?”


  Mahiru saw Shihoko grin away as she nudged at him, and gave a blank, confused smile, probably because she was being hapless


  In a certain sense, Shihoko was truly terrifying to intimidate the usually poised Angel this much.


  “Mom, you’re really troubling Shiina. Hurry up and go back already.”


  “You’re all grown up now, aren’t you? Wanting me to go back. It’s true that I’m disturbing your sweet time with your girlfriend though, so I should take my leave.”


  “Just go back already.”


  He was too tired to deny it, and Mahiru too must be tired from how Shihoko was being all excited.


  He looked over to Mahiru, and found her a little tired.


  It was to be expected, for Mahiru was a fine, tranquil lady forced to participate in such a high strung conversation that left the son was completely worn.


  He made up his mind to comfort her as he waved his hand, ushering Shihoko out of the door. The latter looked a little displeased.


  However, Shihoko did not say she was going to stay, probably out of concern, though in a clearly wrong direction.


  “Ah, Mahiru-chan, let’s exchange numbers. Do tell me of how our Amane is doing later.”


  “Eh, y-yes…?”


  Finally, Shihoko established a relationship that had Amane begging for mercy, and he put a hand on his forehead.


  Mahiru obediently exchanged numbers over the phone, going along with the flow.


  There was no doubt that Shihoko would start to meddle with Mahiru.


  I’m really sorry.” 


  “We’ll leave our Amane to you now.” So she held Mahiru’s hands with a Cheshire cat’s grin, and Amane decided to send a message to his dad, “Please leash mom a little.”


  “I am tired…”


  “Sorry that a tornado dropped by.”


  Shihoko did not stay for long, but they were already worn out, seated side by side on the sofa.


  Amanae was slouched into the sofa, covering his face as he let out a long sigh. Mahiru was a little more cautious, but her usually straightened back too was more arched than usual.


  “I’m really sorry for sending her back without resolving the misunderstanding.”


  “No, well, not much was lost…”


  “No well, there’s damage…it looks like she’s really interested in you, Shiina…she’s going to bother you with lots of things now…”


  He caused Mahiru problems again thanks to that, and was really apologetic to her.


  Shihoko saw her son’s girlfriend (even though it was a misunderstanding), and she really loved cute things, so she was really interested in Mahiru, and would really take care of the latter, to busybody levels.


  “It looks like Shihoko-san really cares about you, Fujimiya-san.”


  “That’s the nice way of putting it, but she’s annoying…”


  Not that she was being a complete idiot, but the affection she showed was something he did not want.


  Amane too was at fault for being too careless, so he could not say much about this, but even he too felt she was a busybody.


  He was really grateful for his mom’s feelings, but to be honest, she was a hassle and someone he wanted to keep his distance from.


  “…That is nice.”


  Mahiru muttered, and Amane looked at her.


  “What?”


  “Your mother is quite boisterous, but she is kind.”


  “That’s just noisy and a busybody.”


  “…But that is fine too.”


  She was not being simply courteous, she was showing an envious look. She muttered with a fleeting tone, and lowered her eyes.


  Looking over, her face was melancholic, on the verge of shattering upon contact. Anyone would have found her fragile.


  She did not simply look tired, but also feeble and fleeting. She seemed to have felt Amane’s stare as she suddenly lifted her head, smiling.


  She regained her usual expression, as though nothing had happened, and in a rare gesture, reclined into the sofa.


  “Mahiru-chan, huh? ”


  “…What’s with that out of a sudden.”


  “No…it has been a while since someone called me by my name. They usually call me Shiina.”


  Amane was surprised to learn that nobody addressed the super popular Angel herself, but it was probably because everyone was too intimidated to call her by her given name.


  She was the flawless Angel at school, and nobody dared to call her so.


  Also, there were a few who called her by her nickname, though she herself hated it.


  “If not your good friends, then your parents, right?”


  “My parents will not call me so. Absolutely not.”


  A frosty instant reply.


  He inadvertently looked over at Mahiru’s face, and found it to be devoid of color.


  It was emotionless, as though they were stripped bare, a non-living thing even. Due to the perfect face before him, he had a moment when he thought she was a doll.


  But that lasted only for a moment, for once she noticed Amane’s stare, she locked away the stoic look, frowning as though something was troubling her.


  “…Anyway, it is rare to begin with.”


  She quietly muttered, and let out a sigh.


  He could tell that Mahiru was on bad terms with her parents.


  She would occasionally show a frosty look whenever her parents were mentioned. She never went out to eat with her parents, hated her birthday, and from what she said, one could imagine she had family issues…but he never imagined her parents not calling her by name before.


  “…That is nice.”


  One had to question her feelings when she muttered that.


  “Mahiru”


  He naturally called out the name he never once did.


  The caramel-colored eyes blinked once.


  It was unexpected, so she appeared to be spacing out, showing an immaturity hidden beneath her usual demeanor and expression. It would be appropriate to say she was taken aback.


  “Anyone can call you by name, right?”


  “…Well, you are right.”


  So he quipped stiffly, and after a while, a faint smile appeared.


  The relieved smile formed ripples in his heart.


  “……Amane-kun.”


  She whispered his name, and the ripples grew wider.


  Just moments ago, Amane did not pay much heed as Mahiru only used it when talking to his mom…but when she addressed him so, he felt a swirling itch, something in his heart.


  “Please don’t call me that outside.”


  “…I know that. You in turn should not let it slip outside.”


  “I get that. It’s a secret.”


  He dared not look directly at a smiling Mahiru.


  “Yeah.” so he tersely answered, looking to the side while pretending to change posture, evading that smile.


  25 - Where the key goes


  Ever since the sudden strike from his mom on Saturday, there was a change in the manner Amane and Mahiru addressed each other, but nothing else really special.


  Neither did the relationship suddenly improve, but as they started addressing each other a little intimately, Mahiru’s attitude had softened, somewhat.


  “…Erm, Amane-kun.”


  Mahiru showed up a little earlier on Sunday evening, her face showing some awkwardness…or worry.


  Amane let her in, but he did not know why she was giving such an ambiguous attitude.


  He wondered if she was having issues with him calling her by name, but she had no hesitation calling his name, so there seemed to be something else.


  Both of them sat on the sofa. Amane looked towards Mahiru, and found her pull out a handkerchief from her apron pocket.


  While he was wondering what was going on, she opened the neatly folded handkerchief, and pulled out a key wrapped inside it, reflecting a dim light.


  He had some impression of this key, for it was the one he gave her the previous day.


  “…I shall, return this key. I did not do so last night. Erm, I forgot about it, so I missed the chance to return it to you…I am really sorry.”


  “I see.”


  It appeared she was concerned about the fact that she took the key home without returning.


  Once he understood why she was acting so strangely, he looked towards the key on the handkerchief.


  Thinking about it, he realized Mahiru would practically drop by every day to cook dinner. While Amane would open the door for her, there were moments when he would take the long road home, and not be at home, or when he was a little busy out there, so she would have to wait outside for a little while.


  It would be too harsh to make someone wait at the entrance in this weather, let alone a female.


  It was said the greatest enemy to a female’s body was the cold, and putting himself in her position, he would not have felt comfortable either.


  Well, since Mahiru would drop by every day, it would be easier for him to hand her the key.


  “Well, I guess it’s fine that you keep it.”


  “Eh?”


  “You can return it when we have nothing to do with each other.”


  Truth be told, if Amane left the key to Mahiru, it would mean she would have to take care of him for a while, but she looked back at him worriedly, for he did not receive the key.


  “B-but.”


  “Or rather, it’s troublesome for me to go open the door every time.”


  “Your true voice is leaking out.”


  “It’s not like you’re going to misuse it.”


  “You say so…”


  At least a month passed ever since he got dinner from her and had her cook at his place, and he thought he understood her personality well.


  She had common sense and a good conscience, and personality-wise, nobody would expect her to do the devious.


  Even though she had the key, she would not hand it off to someone else, or slip in while Amane was not around. She was someone trustworthy.


  “Well, you find it a hassle to press the doorbell every time, right?”


  “Even if you say so, it feels like you are being too careless.”


  “I gave you the key because I trust you.”


  Mahiru’s eyes widened once she heard these words, speechless, and then she frowned.


  The skepticism on her face was accompanied by a different unknown emotion.


  But Amane merely handed the key over to Mahiru, all to save the hassle. If she really did not want to, he was willing to compromise.


  Mahiru in turn looked back and forth between the key and Amane…before she sighed.


  “…Understood. I shall borrow it for now.”


  “Yeah.”


  “Amane-kun, I don’t know if you are being magnanimous or careless.”


  Goodness, so she said with some spite, and Amane responded with a wry smile.


  “That’s my style.”


  “This isn’t for you to say about yourself.”


  Hmph, so she pointed out coldly, only for Amane to smile brighter than before.


  It appeared they were already on sufficiently familiar terms for him to have such useless conversations.


  But since she permitted him to use her given name, it would be strange to say they were not on familiar terms.


  I really had enough of this person, so her eyes implied, but they were filled with some warmth, rather than looking aloof.


  And she knew that Amane was just joking around.


  “I shall take it then. I do not care if anything happens to your house.”


  “Like?”


  “…Like if I pop by to clean up your house.”


  “I’ll be grateful for that.”


  “What if I stuff the fridge full of food?”


  “Then I’ll get to enjoy breakfast, and there’s more things to eat for dinner.”


  Mahiru’s little jokes were really peaceful, or even music to his ears, what he wanted. Nevertheless, the muted reactions had her a little unhappy.


  The threat did not seem like a threat, it emphasized her kindness, and really was something to smile about.


  “I feel that I have been treated as a fool.”


  “I didn’t do that.”


  It appeared if he continued to tease her, she would kick up a fuss. While he really wanted to see her pout, he sheathed his smile and stared at Mahiru.


  26 - Angel and the reward


  “Oh that’s why.” Amane saw a piece of paper with many students’ names pasted on the corridor wall, and muttered.


  The rankings of the prior week’s exams was released, and Amane came to look, along with his peers.


  He was 21st, not much different from usual, not exactly standing out, though decent. He did not feel anything different when he wrote, and was a little relieved seeing that his rankings were as expected.


  On a sidete note, Mahiru remained 1st in their year.


  She truly was an intelligent girl, but he knew she was not lacking in hard work, and could only marvel at how amazing she was.


  He often saw her studying after dinner.


  Well, she was already smart to begin with, but what elevated her to 1st position was the relentless hard work.


  “Shiina-san’s still 1st…”


  “That Angel uses her mind differently after all, to be expected.”


  Amane heard such voices amidst the commotion, and curled his lips unhappily.


  “…What is it, Amane? You look unhappy. Didn’t rank well?”


  Itsuki, who was with Amane, was a little surprised by the latter’s reaction.


  Just to note, the rankings only listed the top 50. Itsuki was merely there to accompany Amane, not to look for his own name.


  “Not really. 21st.”


  “Ohh, that’s a little better than the last time.”


  “Somewhat within the margin of error.”


  “Well, the smart ones always say things differently after all.”


  Itsuki ribbed back as he smirked away. “Fine fine.” and Amane brushed it off, before looking at the rankings again.


  She really worked hard, so he thought.


  She was unwilling to show anyone the effort she put in, and while others would think it was to be expected of her, it was the result of her putting in so much effort.


  Those around her praised her for being amazing, but they knew nothing of her hard work, and could not comprehend.


  Surely that bothered Mahiru greatly.


  “…I’ll make up for that.”


  “Hm? You said something?”


  “Nothing, I’m going back to the classroom.”


  “Alrighty.”


  “Huh, Amane-kun. What is this?”


  Mahiru had changed her clothes, went to the supermarket to buy ingredients, and returned to his house. She intended to put the ingredients into the fridge, only to notice this white box.


  “Hm? Ahh, cake..”


  There was cake inside the white box, and Mahiru might have figured it out when she saw the shape, but she wanted to be sure.


  On a side note, Chitose loved to upload photos of her favorite patisserie on SNS, and that was the place he bought it from.


  “…You like cake?”


  “Not exactly. It’s for you.”


  “Why again?”


  “You’re first in our year, so here’s a little celebration. Congrats on getting first.”


  Mahiru blinked her eyes once she heard it was for her.


  It might have been really unexpected to her.


  “I-I have been 1st every time. It is not something worth celebrating.”


  “But well, you’ve been working hard, so a reward once in a while is fine. You don’t like a strawberry shortcake?”


  “Eh? I-I cannot say that I dislike it…”


  “Hm, that’s good. We’ll eat it after dinner.”


  While he realized she was a little stunned, Amane cut off the conversation.


  Mahiru would feel troubled if he paid too much attention to her, so he should be a little more deliberate.


  To him, she was one who was devoting her utmost to others, but extremely strict to herself. She was the type to not relax unless something drastic happened.


  She would have put her head down and do what she had to do, toiling without rest as long as nobody praised and coddled her. He had a feeling she did not know how it was to fawn.


  While they did not spend much time together, he somewhat understood her personality, and hoped to repay some of the efforts she spared him all these while.


  Amane saw that Mahiru was still rooted in the kitchen, made a wry smile, and sighed as he stared at her until she moved again.


  After dinner, he saw her serve the cake with some nervousness, and burst out laughing.


  “Wh-why are you laughing?”


  “No, it’s nothing.”


  “It does not feel like there is nothing.”


  “Don’t mind me.”


  He was just bemused that Mahiru was acting so tense, and that was all.


  But if he laughed too much, he would have ruined her mood, and his objective to reward her would be for naught, so he stopped after a short while.


  She brought some coffee along with the cake, and placed them on the table, before sitting on the sofa.


  All these actions made her look really unnatural, and he had the urge to laugh. However, the person herself was right next to him, and he managed to endure it.


  Mahiru looked up at Amane worriedly.


  “Nn, congrats.”


  “…Thank you very much. But…”


  “Just accept it. You did work hard after all.”


  “Yes, that is true.”


  “Come on, eat it. You should relax once in a while.”


  I bought it for you after all, so he quipped. Mahiru looked a little apologetic as she nodded away, took the fork and the plate with the cake.


  “I am really grateful.”


  “Go ahead.”


  He waved his hand, and she took the fork, cutting a bite size of cake cautiously, and brought it to her mouth.


  Girls typically had the impression of being picky with sweets, but it should be fine since it was from the shop Chitose often shopped at.


  The proof was that once Mahiru ate it, her eyes widened a little, and her mouth relaxed a little.


  She hardly showed change in her expressions, but recently, she was starting to show some range of common emotions.


  She slowly ate the cake, showing a relaxed expression, and this one eating scene became a painting of sorts.


  “…? What is it?”


  “No, it’s nothing.”


  Mahiru found Amane staring at her, and tilted her head in confusion.


  The expression was gentler compared to usual, and he, who had been staring at her, was looking aside instead.


  Instead, it was Mahiru who was staring at Amane. She then suddenly thought of something, as she took another bite of cake, reaching it towards Amane..


  Ahh, so she ended up trying to feed him.


  “Eh, n-no I don’t really want to eat it.”


  “You do not want to?”


  “…No, well, that…since you’re giving it to me, I’ll accept it.”


  He never imagined this scene to be possible, so obviously, he was looking bashful, accidentally agreeing.


  They were at such an age, and of different genders. Further, it was a really pretty girl feeding him, so in a certain sense, he might be considered lucky…but Amane was not at the point where he could discard his shame and be outright happy.


  “It is something you bought after all, Amane-kun. You have the right to eat it.”


  And Mahiru, the one suggesting this, never realized as she brought the cake to Amane’s mouth with her usual look.


  Amane could only see a perplexed look on her face, so he made up his mind and took a bite of it.


  Spreading in his mind was an unbelievable sweetness.


  “…It’s sweet.”


  “It is cake after all.”


  It was not simply because of the cake, but Mahiru did not seem to have noticed it.


  He took a little nibble, and found it really sweet. His mental state might have affected him greatly.


  “…Feels like you haven’t felt anything.”


  He experienced all of the sweetness, shame, and itchiness in his heart, but Mahiru herself appeared fine.


  Amane found it really vexing, “Give me that.” so he snatched the fork from Mahiru’s hand, doing the same gesture to her, and handed her the cake.


  With this happening to him, how could he not retaliate?


  “Nn.”


  “…Erm.”


  “Eat it.”


  Mahiru looked more perturbed than before, for his tone was a little stiff, and she took a bite of cake in the same manner, like a birdie being fed.


  He stared at her, and found her expression increasingly red.


  “So what do you think?”


  “I-it is delicious…”


  “Not that. I’m asking how do you feel about being fed?”


  “…I would say I am very embarrassed.”


  “Of course, right? You’re going to cause misunderstandings if you do this to others. Do it amongst girls if you need to.”


  Now you understand how I feel, so Amane said as he looked aside, “Yes.” but Mahiru replied with a fading voice.


  She probably did so probably because she treated Amane as a safe person.


  Her subconscious act had him really worried, but it was not a bad feeling, so there was nothing for him to blame her about.


  But the sweetness lingered in his mouth.


  I’ll be in trouble too if she’s too careless.


  He was glad to be trusted by Mahiru, but the unwitting careless act was truly astounding.


  So he concluded as he looked towards a shriveling Mahiru, gently sighing.


  27 - How to spend Christmas


  “Hey Amane, can we hold a Christmas party at your place?”


  “No.”


  The sudden proposal was rejected, and Chitose puffed her cheeks massively.


  Christmas Eve was about to come…but it was not an event related to him Amane, who was living alone and away from his family. Chitose and Itsuki wanted to spend it together with Amane, and invited him along.


  So Chitose came running over to Amane and Itsuki’s classroom during noon break with this idea, but puffed her cheeks with Amane responded so,


  “But you’ll be alone anyway, so what’s the prob…ah, a girlfriend maybe?”


  “No no no no such person exists.”


  “Then it’s fine. Or do you hate it?”


  “Well, if you don’t like it, we’re fine with that, Amane.”


  So they asked, but they were showing concern for their friend in their own way.


  Or another reason was that they wanted a place where they could freely fawn about.


  But their apologetic looks left him a little sorry, and he did not hate that idea anyway.


  The reason why he did not want to was that it would be embarrassing to see their unusually intense skinship at his own place, and he would need to spend much effort explaining to Mahiru.


  To put it a little more extreme, he would have to tell Mahiru not to show up at his house before they left, and he would have to erase all traces of her existence in the house.


  “Not that I don’t want to…right right, 24th? We’ll split before night, so you can just go around making out and such. Just don’t overdo it in my house.”


  He was not intending to refuse them outright, so he promised. Chitose’s face broke into a grin.


  “Guess we have no choice. This will be a compromise.”


  “Who do you think you are?”


  Chitose was getting a little too carried away, and so Amane pinched his cheek, “Owwieee Ikkkunnnn, Amane is buullllyyinngggg~” she started begging for help in a slurred manner.


  “Come on Amane, stop bullying Chii. Only I get to pinch her cheek.”


  “Yes yes, just pinch her for me.”


  “Leave it to me!”


  “Don’t leave it to himー!”


  He thought this would be a good chance for them to make out, so he gave Itsuki the chance to pinch her. And as expected, they ended up pinching and fooling around.


  While being pinched, Chitose was really grinning away, and Amane merely shrugged at this sight.


  “…Can I go back now?”


  He said that, but they were in their own classroom, and he wanted to pull his own distance from them.


  “No can do. We need to plan our stuff. Got to prepare cake and food!”


  “I can’t do that.”


  Of course, Amane could not make any food appropriate for Christmas.


  Mahiru probably could make a few dishes as usual, but he could not simply go to her for help.


  Amane waved his hand, insisting that he could not do it, but for some reason, Chitose stared at him.


  “What?”


  “It’s like, you can’t cook, but how are you so healthy?”


  “Don’t sweat the little details.”


  “Well Chii, Amane has his own issues too.”


  “Ehh, you know something too, Ikkun?”


  “He said he’ll tell me later.”


  “I didn’t say that.”


  Don’t make promises like that. He glared at Itsuki, but the latter merely laughed out loud.


  A good thing about Itsuki was that he would not press matters, a bad thing is that he could come up with the most outlandish things like an instant inspiration.


  “Goodness…well, we can order a take out for lunch, though we need to book in advance.”


  Amane ignored the probing look as he came up with a realistic proposal.


  Of course, it was without saying that Amane could not bake a cake, and could not cook, so he could only suggest food that was already cooked.


  “Ah, then I want pizza! Let’s go to my usual place to order cake. Should be able to order in advance!”


  “We’re not eating chicken?”


  “But you prefer pizza, Ikkun.”


  “Well of course, you understand me after all, Chii.”


  “Eheheー”


  They said on their own that they wanted to order pizza, but Amane himself did not dislike that idea, and he too found it fitting for a party.


  At this rate, it was likely they would be ordering pizza from the shop Amane and Itsuki usually ordered from.


  But once he heard of pizza, he suddenly thought of Mahiru.


  The sight of her munching it down like a little animal was truly adorable, for it was because he usually saw her eating elegantly.


  He recalled the moment when he tried to feed cake to her days ago, and felt his cheeks searing somewhat.


  I’m never doing that again.


  It would be impossible to do such a shameless act of feeding each other again. They were not the lovey-dovey couple like Itsuki and Chitose, and probably would not have the chance to do so again.


  “…Amane, what’s wrong?”


  “Ah, nothing, nothing at all. I’ll leave the cake preorder to you.”


  For a moment, Amane was lost in his own thoughts, and a surprised Chitose leaned over at him worriedly. He hurriedly purged that notion from his mind, and reverted back to his usual expression.


  “Yay~! Let’s order pizza too~!!”


  Chitose let out an excited squeal, and hearing that, Amane decided to ask Mahiru for her Christmas plans.


  28 - The Angel and her Christmas plans


  “Christmas plans? None at all.”


  Once she was done washing the dishes, Mahiru sat on the sofa, and answered immediately.


  He had expected her to have a girls gathering or something, but it seemed she had no such plans.


  Perhaps it was due to the surprised look on Amane’s face, but Mahiru stared back at him, looking dumbfounded.


  “Most of the girls I interact with have their own boyfriends, and I refused any male who invited me out. I do not have any plans at all.”


  “The guys cried huh?”


  Mahiru’s defenses were exceptionally stubborn when she was outside, and those boys who had some faint hope in inviting her out could only swallow their tears against it.


  Amane felt amazed that they dared to invite her out. He would not have dared to invite out the Angel if he had no self-confidence. He was really impressed with the optimistic fellows for trying their luck.


  “…Do they really want to spend time with me?”


  “If they’re lucky, they can get closer to you.”


  “For what reason?”


  “To put it, well, dating?”


  “Why do they want to date me?”


  “…They want to do this and that with you after that.”


  “Impure motives?”


  He quietly said a prayer to all the rejected boys, “Ah, but.” and added on,


  “Not all the guys are like that, so don’t be too suspicious. You should be able to tell what kind of stares they’re giving you.”


  “I guess so. Not all are being so uncouth. You are not one of them, no, Amane-kun?”


  “I’ve never looked at you with impure eyes.”


  While he often thought she was cute, and did have thoughts of patting her head at least, he had no intention to do anything more.


  After all, if he wanted to, Mahiru would have realized way beforehand, and ostracized him.


  He got to sit next to her because he was a harmless boy. If he showed even the slightest bit of lechery, she would leave him.


  He never really had a wish to have a girlfriend, and to him, his hunger was more important, so he had no intention to ruin this relationship.


  “I guessed so. You did not have interest in me from the beginning.”


  “Well.”


  “And so you can be trusted.”


  “Really grateful for that.”


  For a boy, he could not accept how he was trusted like this, but he was not displeased to be deemed a safe boy for the time being.


  “…So, since you are asking about my Christmas plans, what about yours, Amane-kun?”


  “Hmm? Ahh, Itsuki and co will be here on the 24th. Not too different from usual, but we’ll be a little late for dinner, so I want to tell you this beforehand.”


  Finally, they got back to the original topic, so he explained once again. She nodded in apparent understanding.


  “I understand. Do call for me once the Christmas party is over, and I shall drop by to cook dinner. I shall make preparations before then.”


  “Oh, sorry about that.”


  “I am fine. Please have fun.”


  “…You won’t feel lonely?”


  “I am used to, living alone.”


  He felt his heart ache a little when she answered as though it had nothing to do with her.


  Her face showed a bitter smile of self-reproach, probably because she was suddenly reminded of her parents.


  “…Ah, erm.”


  “What is it?”


  “…It’s a really rude request, but even if you can’t make it on the Eve, can we stay together for Christmas, like this?”


  For some reason, this proposal had him really embarrassed.


  He had no special intent, but a typical invitation for Christmas had a special connotation to it.


  Amane really did not mean anything.


  He just did not want to see Mahiru looking alone with her head lowered.


  In response, Mahiru blinked her eyes.


  “Together? To do what?”


  “Eh? Ah, nothing special actually, sorry.”


  Once this was pointed out, Amane could not bring himself to invite her.


  There was no way they could have gone out together, considering the troubles caused if he was spotted by others.


  The only option would be to stay at home, but there was nothing that could really pique Mahiru’s interests.


  They could only choose to stay together and do nothing, but the vibe would be extremely awkward.


  I guess it might be better for both of us to spend our time away from each other…right when he was about to retract his previous thought, Amane found Mahiru staring at him silently.


  “…Then, I want to play, that.”


  Unexpectedly, Mahiru was looking really enthused.


  Her slender finger was pointing at the television.


  Or to be precise, the game console inside the TV board.


  Mahiru had been around the past few nights, and Amane never switched on the game, but she looked really interested, “Well, I have never tried that…” She muttered her little wish.


  It was utterly surreal for a boy and girl to spend Christmas together, playing games, when they were not lovers.


  “No, well, it’s not like you can’t…I guess some games are fine.”


  “We cannot?”


  “No, not that we can’t.”


  “Then, that should be good.”


  “Y-yeah.”


  Is that nough…so he wondered, but since this was her wish, he decided to do whatever he could to fulfill it.


  At the very least, he hoped to bring a little joy to her. He had been in her care all this while, and she never actually requested anything. He was fine with letting her play some of his games.


  “Well, who cares about Christmas, let’s just spend the time as it is.”


  “I guess.”


  Mahiru made a little smile that Amane dared not look at directly, and he nodded, nonchalantly turning his face aside.


  29 - The Angel and the unplanned encounter


  “Merry Christmas!”


  And so it was Christmas Eve.


  It was already winter break, and on this day, every person spent the time in their own way. Itsuki and Chitose brought their belongings as they gathered at Amane’s house.


  It was 1pm or so.


  Pizza and juice from the usual shop were on the table. They only started at this time however because there were too many orders, and it was pointless to make preorders, as the delivery was really late.


  But it was not too late to have lunch. They showed up after noon had passed, and did not wait for long. Nobody really minded.


  “Yesyesmerrychristmas”


  “Amane, you’re not getting into it! One more time!”


  “Merry Christmas.”


  “The pronunciation is correct, but you’re still so lethargic, you know?”


  Amane really wished he would not be compared to the already hyperactive Chitose.


  Itsuki noticed that Amane was already somewhat enthused, so he coaxed Chitose as he showed his usual hearty, somewhat frivolous smile.


  “Well that’s good enough. Let’s just eat, play and sleep, okay?”


  “Don’t sleep in my house, you idiots.”


  “Just joking. Of course I”m going to sleep at Chii’s house.”


  “Make sure her parents aren’t in.”


  “Ehh~, are you thinking of something H, Amane~?”


  Chitose leered away, and Amane ignored her as he went to the kitchen to take out the cutlery and cups.


  While she pursed her lips and looked displeased, I’ll help out, she chimed in, and followed him.


  Of course, the kitchen was really clean and tidy, since it was already Mahiru’s territory, and the utensils and seasonings already arranged as she pleased.


  “It’s unexpectedly clean.”


  “Thanks for the compliments.”


  He answered her casually, and took some small places and cups from the utensils, passing half of them to Chitose, only to find her staring at the cupboard.


  “…What?”


  “Nothingー?”


  Nimaa, he had a feeling she was going to pester him when she grinned away, a chill rising up his spine, but he insisted on ignoring her.


  He noticed she had some grave misunderstanding, but he could not figure it out as she did not say what it was.


  She looked happier, and his cheeks stiffened. They returned to the living room Itsuki was in.


  “But this house sure is clean. It’s so big and tidy.”


  Christmas songs were being played from the room’s speakers. Chitose was almost done eating, looked around the living room with only three people, and muttered.


  The vast room was due to his parents renting this place, and the tidiness was due to Mahiru helping to clean up this place. “Thanks.” Amane had no comments about it, so he could only answer thus.


  “Well, there was a period when it was really messy~. It’s amazing you got it clean.”


  “Shut up.”


  “Yep yep. Has a female smell to it~”


  “What makes you think that?”


  Amane had no idea how the room being cleaner had anything to do with the presence of a girl.


  “Hmm? Nothing specific. Given your personality, Amane, it doesn’t feel like you’ll be the type to clean the house. There’s also how you arrange the books, the cords, and how you put the things in a way to avoid damaging them. Some utensils aren’t exactly the type you likeー”


  “…My mom’s.”


  “Hmmm?”


  He did put those things furthest in, but it appeared Chitose noticed them when he took out the cutlery


  Amane himself had insufficient cutlery, so Mahiru brought a few from her own house, but he never expected the crude chatterbox Chitose to notice such fine details.


  “Well, it’s fine anyway? Right Ikkun?”


  Amane made a strange pause, and Chitose stared at him with some intent, before grinning as she leaned towards Itsuki.


  The latter did not mind as he was probably used to it, and he reached his hand out, having her sit on his thighs, and hugged her. Amane himself really could not bring himself to look.


  “Stop flexing in someone else’s house.”


  “Are you jealous~?”


  “Not really.”


  Rather than envy, he might say that he would have enough, so he really wanted them to rein it in. Considering that this was their usual selves, it was unlikely such advice would be heeded.


  Chitose continued to cling onto Itsuki’s chest delightedly, looking up at the ceiling and his face.


  “…Is everyone else so touchy feely now?”


  “Don’t forget the folks crying tears of blood right now.”


  It was impossible to think everyone was doing this same thing. Some would surely be spending time with their families, and their friends. And there were some spending their time alone.


  There were many who viewed being single as a humiliation, and Chitose’s words might be dangerous if they went public.


  “Do all boys want lovers?”


  “Probably. I don’t really want one though.”


  “But that’s because you’re a weirdo, Amane.”


  “Shut up.”


  “Well, everyone’s looking uneasy before Christmas. Especially the single guys. Speaking of which, there’s a lot of guys who went to the Angel and invited her for Christmas, but she rejected them all. There’s a mountain of corpses. She said she has an appointment with someone, so no.”


  “Heh, is that so?”


  Amane realized that the one she made a promise to was him.


  While he felt he became the reason they were rejected, he did not mind her using this excuse, considering the guilt she would have when refusing them. At the very least, she did not use his name, so that was fine.


  “The despair those guys had on their faces were really something. It’s rude, but I just laughed.”


  “Don’t laugh at them.”


  “But well, it’s impossible when they don’t have any relationship, and out of a sudden want to act cool during this event, you know? It’s too late when they never established a proper relationship, and how is it possible to say, we ain’t really close, but let’s spend time together and improve our relationship. Also, there’s the kind of people who say let’s party and seek out the chance for two of them to be alone. That’s scary to any girl, you know?”


  There is no way she is a loose person who accepts any invites~, so Chitose spat her tongue, probably thinking of some bad memories as she clung onto Itsuki.


  While Chitose and Mahiru were different, the former was a beauty herself, so she too had her own troubles. Once he considered that popular girls would be troubled by relationships, Amane started to pity her.


  “Well, that Shiina’s not doing well either, given the many invites she got.”


  “…You really don’t have any interest in the Angel huh, Amane?”


  “Sorta.”


  “Amane’s neighbor is the true angel after all.”


  “Want me to chase you out?”


  “Don’t wanna.”


  You’re annoying. Amane glared at Chitose, “Scary.” and the latter said with a silly gesture, clinging onto Itsuki.


  “But you can’t pretend that the neighbor hasn’t been taking care of you.”


  Guh, he was speechless, and she chortled heartily.


  “Stop glaring~. sorry.”


  Chitose did not sound apologetic, so Amane glared at her again. “Kyaa~” She made a cute voice, clung onto Itsuki…and looked towards the window behind Itsuki.


  Amane saw her freeze, and wondered what was going on as he too diverted his eyes over. There was a trail of white fluttering down the blue skies.


  “…Ah, Ikkun, look! Snow!”


  “Ohh, a white Christmasー?”


  It was late December, snow itself was common.


  It was rare to see snow fall while it was sunny out there, but perhaps it was something to be happy about to the lovers.


  Night had not fallen, but looking at the temperature, it probably would last into the night, a Christmas Eve night coated with snow.


  Guess the couples are going to be excited, so Amane thought as he silently watched the couple next to him open the window and get onto the veranda, thinking that they were going to make out for a while as he stood up…only to hear abnormal noises from the veranda.


  “Heh? Wh-why are you here?”


  “E-eh?”


  “Ah.”


  The last voice he heard was one he was used to recently, the sweet, cool voice.


  He sensed a bad premonition.


  He sensed the duo at the veranda looking startled, and hurried over…only to see Mahiru at the veranda, probably looking at the snow, and encountering the duo.


  30 - The Angel’s feeling disturbed


  This is terrible. Amane looked towards Mahiru who was seated properly next to him, and sighed.


  He had no choice after the tragedy at the veranda, and could only invite Mahiru in.


  After all, if he tried to bluff the couple, those two would have strange ideas on their own. It would be better for him to be honest, and prevent unnecessary guesses and misunderstandings.


  And if he did not shush them properly, what would happen next would be really terrifying.


  “…Erm, I am really sorry.”


  “It’s not your fault.”


  Mahiru sounded apologetic as much as she could, but this was the one thing she was not at fault at.


  It was a White Christmas, the first snow of the season, so she could not help but go to the veranda to see the snowfall.


  If Amane had heard the window open, he would have hurried over to stop the couple, but there so happened to be music blaring, so in fact, he did not hear it.


  Mahiru herself probably did her best not to make a sound, and he did not notice.


  Looking at the duo who were reflecting upon their actions, Chitose’s eyes sparkled as she brought her face close.


  “So, your neighbor’s the Angel, Amane!?”


  “Erm, please do not call me Angel if possible…”


  It appeared the Angel did not want to be called so straight to the face, so she refused demurely. Chitose however leered away, and one had to wonder if she was listening.


  Itsuki in turn scratched his cheek as he frowned, looking back and forth between Amane and Mahiru, frowning.


  “Ehh, then…looking at what we know so far, Shiina-san’s living next to Amane, and often cooks for him, am I right?”


  “…Yeah.”


  “We-well…I owe Fujimiya-san a favor, and I saw that he was not eating healthily, so I was worried…”


  Mahiru began to explain how the two of them met, and also how the relationship continued; “I see.” so Itsuki answered, but his face showed that he could not accept this explanation, somehow.


  If he were in Itsuki’s shoes, Amane too would not have accepted this explanation.


  There was no way an ordinary boy like Amane would have an outstanding girl like Mahiru taking care of him.


  “Hmm, I sorta know what’s going on, but it’s incredible that you don’t have other feelings for Amane, Shiina-san. You’re already a commuting wife.”


  “Pfft.”


  The term he usually would not hear caused him to snort.


  A commuting wife…the situation did seem similar, now that he mentioned. Every day, Mahiru would cook dinner for Amane, and during rest days, she would accompany him for lunch, and she would occasionally drop by to clean up. It seemed the case, especially when Itsuki mentioned so.


  The difference was that there was no love between them.


  And when Mahiru heard Itsuki say that, she widened her eyes, only to switch to her outside smile, “I have no intention to, and this is impossible.” she denied it.


  Amane imagined her dealing with Itsuki and Chitose in the same manner at school, and felt an itch in his heart.


  “Well, I have no bad thoughts at all, that’s why Shiina’s helping me out.”


  “It’s fine when you say this, Amane, but this is a strange combination…the prodigy’s cooking for you…wait, was the doll given to Shiina-san?”


  “…Sorta.”


  “Heh.”


  “Shut up.”


  “But I haven’t said anything?”


  “Your face is annoying.”


  “Ow!”


  Chitose was grinning away…or rather, smirking, leaving him uncomfortable while he was really frustrated.


  They were checking the facts, so she was not teasing Amane, but he did not want her to be teasing him, for it would affect Mahiru. If possible, he would want to ignore Chitose.


  “Calm down now, you two.”


  Itsuki already noticed a change in Amane since the beginning, and did not tease him as Chitose did.


  He was one who could stop before things got out of hand, and was an observant guy who could read the mood and put himself in other people’s shoes. Amane hoped that Itsuki would stop before this fact was exposed, but it was pointless at this point.


  After coaxing a slightly glaring Amane and a thoroughly elated Chitose who had solved the mystery, Itsuki turned his body towards Mahiru and lowered his head for some reason.


  “…Erm, Shiina-san, our Amane has been in your care.”


  “Since when did I become your son?”


  “Same to you. Thank you very much for raising Fujimiya-san well.”


  “Don’t add on to that and make it sound like I’m worthless.”


  “But you’re really worthless.”


  “You bastard.”


  He had self-awareness, and Itsuki had critiqued him for being too lazy…but he felt conflicted to be pointed out like this.


  It seemed Mahiru could also play along with this joke as she seized the chance to play dumb, smiling as she watched Amane and Itsuki bicker.


  While the smile was not as genuine as the one she would show only to Amane, it was not completely pretentious, and this too left Itsuki with a dumbfounded look.


  Stop staring when you have a girlfriend, an annoyed Chitose jabbed at Itsuki…no, she was punching at him, which left Amane all the more bemused.


  But once he saw Mahiru tilt her head in confusion, Amane reverted back to usual as though nothing had happened.


  “…Well, we don’t have a sweet relationship like you two, and it’ll be troublesome if the others are to know. You get that?”


  “Of course. We won’t tell anyone.”


  Amane was subtly threatening Itsuki if he ever told anyone else, but was surprised to see the latter heartily agree.


  “You too, Chitose.”


  “I’m not that talkative~ Nobody will believe that such a cute girl’s making meals for you anyway, Amane.”


  “Sorry for being so incompatible.”


  “I wasn’t going that far~”


  Chitose was right, and he had self-awareness.


  Nobody would believe that an ordinary boy was taken care of by the school idol they called the Angel.


  And if they did, they would lambast him for being incompatible.


  He did not want others to know, for he expected so. He really did not want the hassle.


  Being humble, aren’t you? Chitose chuckled as she stared at Amane, but her stare was seemingly attracted towards Mahiru.


  Jii, she stared at the latter with a passionate gaze, sighed, and continued staring.


  Mahiru herself was feeling uncomfortable, at a loss of what to do.


  “Erm, what is it?”


  “…Thinking about it again, how are you so cute, Shiina-san ?”


  “Eh? thank you very much……?”


  Chitose praised Mahiru, and continued to stare at the latter’s face intently.


  “It’s the first time I’m looking at you up close; you really are so beautiful, an Angel. Pretty face, white skin, long eyelashes, silky hair, slender body.”


  “E-erm…?”


  Once he noticed Chitose’s bad habits at it again, Amane let out a huge sigh.


  Amane was bad at dealing with Chitose.


  It was not because he hated her, in fact, he was impressed by her personality…but there were moments when he could not handle her. She got agitated easily, overly concerned at times, and he found it too tiring to deal with. There was another similar person in his household after all, so this awareness was stronger.


  In other words, the similarity to his mom had him unable to deal with.


  Chitose’s personality and likes were similar to Amane’s mom…especially their utter fondness for pretty and cute things.


  Mahiru might seem really pitiful if he did not stop Chitose. Oh goodness. Amane grumbled, and dope slapped Chitose on the head right when the latter was about to return her hand out.


  He did not use much strength as he was just trying to stop and retort, “Owie.” but a shocked Chitose muttered, pulling her hand back from Mahiru.


  “You don’t have to do that.”


  “She’s a shy one. No skinship until you’re familiar with her.”


  “So it’s fine when I’m familiar?”


  “Ask Shiina that. Before that, note which state you’re at.”


  Mahiru clearly looked as though she wanted to run away. It seemed his choice to stop Chitose was the right one.


  And once she saw how Mahiru was…somewhat perturbed, Chitose seemed to have realized the reason why he stopped her.


  “Sorry about that. I got too excited that I want to touch you.”


  “Y-yes…?”


  Chitose’s sudden confession of wanting to touch Mahiru left the latter confused. She did not know what to do, and looked towards Amane, pleading to him for help.


  “AhーShiina, Chitose’s a weirdo, but she’s not a bad person…I think.”


  “Are you even vouching for me? You’re just rubbing it in, aren’t you?”


  “Can you even deny that now?”


  “Not at all!”


  Chitose heartily boasted, stared at Mahiru intently, and with a serious look, reached her hand over.


  This time, she was asking for a handshake.


  “Let’s start from being friends. Please take care of me.”


  “Eh? Y-yes, please take care of me…?”


  Upon being asked to shake hands, Mahiru extended her hand apprehensively.


  Chitose would want to be friends with anyone she was interested in, and given her personality, it felt like Mahiru was going to be at her mercy. Well, since they were going to be normal friends, he had nothing to say.


  He could only hope that Chitose would show some restraint however.


  “Yep yep, a new friendship is born.”


  “Manage your girlfriend already.”


  “I’ll try.”


  Amane retorted at Itsuki, who always let Chitose get away with so much, and sighed again as he saw Chitose grinning away while holding Mahiru’s hands.


  31 - After the storm


  “I’m really sorry about that.”


  It was evening, after Itsuki and Chitose left, and Amane apologized to a clearly weary Mahiru.


  The latter was immediately harassed by people she did not know, and her secret was revealed. It was likely she too felt perturbed and weary.


  Amane had a feeling this was a deja vu from the last time Shihoko visited.


  “No, it was because I was careless.”


  “She’s noisy, isn’t she?”


  “…A real lively person.”


  “You can just say she’s really noisy.”


  “She is just a little energetic, but an interesting one, I think.”


  “What do you mean, a little…….……well, I guess it’s fine if you don’t mind.”


  Amane felt that Chitose was a loudmouth, but the courteous Mahiru was merely being demure about it, it seemed.


  Luckily, it appeared she did not dislike Chitose, but he did not know whether it would be a good thing to be friends.


  They had different personalities…and it might be interesting for them to be friends, probably.


  Of course, if she said anything that left Mahiru troubled, he intended to remind her, but he decided to just watch for the time being.


  “I do not have such people around me, so i am a little happy.”


  “Well, it’s rare to see someone like Chitose…smack her on the head if she gets too aggressive, you know?”


  “Vi-violence is not good. I will try to coax her with words.”


  Both of them felt Chitose would go crazy at times, and there were times she would be passionate about strange things, so such a reminder was necessary.


  So he swore to remind Chitose later in his heart, and turned towards the window, looking at the falling snowflakes.


  If not for this weather, this secret would not have been revealed to that couple…but snowfall might be a blessing to the lovers, so he could not complain too much.


  It appeared Mahiru too liked the snow, and once she noticed Amane staring at the snow, she too enjoyed the sight.


  The sun had set early as it was winter, the scenery darkening.


  It was dark enough to be called night, and little snow fell, so one could faintly see snow from the lights in the room


  “It is a white Christmas.”


  “I guess. But it has nothing to do with us.”


  “But they are pretty. Is that not fine?”


  They were not dating, so the meaning of White Christmas was irrelevant to them…but since Mahiru liked it, perhaps the snow was not bad after all.


  The fluttering little snowflakes founded a white coating to the darkening world. At the rate the snow fell however, there would not be much piled up, even if it snowed the entire night.


  “But if it snows too much, public transport will be paralyzed. Moderation is best.”


  “You’re being realistic now.”


  “People cannot live on romance after all.”


  “I guess so.”


  This little conversation might be thanks to the snow.


  Both of them chuckled, and Mahiru stood up.


  “I shall bring dinner over.”


  “Eh, bring?”


  “I made beef stew just now. Also, two people alone cannot finish a roast turkey.…”


  “I never thought about roasting a turkey entirely.”


  “Well that is because you cannot cook well, Amane-kun. Tomorrow’s lunch will be omelette rice with beef stew.”


  “Sounds delicious for some reason…”


  He knew before eating that it was going to be delicious, so he was already looking forward to the next lunch before he had this dinner.


  “I prefer the eggs a little more cooked.”


  “A coincidence. I do prefer this traditional style instead. I shall bring the pot here.”


  Mahiru teetered out of Amane’s apartment and returned to her own, and as he stared blankly at her back, he recalled the commotion that had occurred in the day.


  It was really unexpected that they were found out.


  Amane himself was being doubted by the couple, and expected them to be increasingly suspicious of him, …but he never expected that Mahiru would show her face at this moment.


  Results-wise, they explained themselves, they got people who understood them…but he was feeling a little conflicted.


  ……If only the secret only to them could last a little longer.


  What am I thinking?


  At the very least, he did not need to play hide and seek with those two, and it would be easier on his life, yet he felt a little gloomy. He too felt perturbed, not knowing what it was.


  It was not a bad result, but he just felt something was amiss.


  “Is something the matter?”


  “…It’s nothing.”


  Mahiru returned with the pot in her hands, tilting her head in confusion as she stared at Amane, but after all, he could not express this ambiguous feeling to her outright.


  As he struggled to maintain the same facade, Mahiru tilted her head in confusion the entire time, not understanding why.


  32 - The Angel and the blissful taste


  “…Haa, it’s delicious.”


  Mahiru’s cooking was delicious, as usual.


  It was Christmas, so the dishes served were a little more intricate.


  The beef stew Mahiru made was converted into a pot pie, and they were slicing and eating it.


  They enjoying cutting the pie, the crispiness matched with the rich sauce of the beef stew could only be said to be a blissful moment.


  It appeared Mahiru bought flour just for the pie, and he was impressed by her outstanding skills, letting out a sigh after eating the second cake for the day.


  Just to note, the cake was baked by Mahiru.


  While baking the pot pie, she used said flour to combine with a sweet dough, making mille-feuille. She was already at the level of a pâtissier.


  “Glad to see you like it…you ate quite a lot.”


  “Nn. they’re really delicious.”


  “Thank you very much.”


  He was getting used to her smile.


  She would smile whenever he praised her cooking, and so it became a daily routine.


  It seemed Amane had a special privilege to see a much tender expression from her, and he felt ticklish.


  .


  “…Omelette rice tomorrow…I’m looking forward to it.”


  “You like that?”


  “Anything with eggs.”


  “You really like eggs, I suppose…I remembered you wolfing down the egg rolls and such.”


  “Can’t help it, it’s delicious.”


  Even though he liked egg dishes, he would not eat them if they were not delicious. He had such an appetite because Mahiru’s cooking was really delicious.


  He felt it was excessive of him to be this selfish, but Amane had no intention of sharing Mahiru’s cooking with anyone else, and would continue to enjoy it until she would stop.


  “…Amane-kun, you look happy when you eat.”


  “Well. I am happy. Your cooking’s really delicious, Mahiru.”


  “Thank you for the compliments, but this happiness sure is small.”


  “No, it’s high praise…understand your own worth…”


  After all, it was that Angel’s cooking, and some boys would have dreamed to have the privilege to taste it.


  “It is something I do every day though.”


  “But I’m still very happy with that.”


  “…Really?”


  “Of course. I get to eat good food every day.”


  Amane himself had little material desire, and a stronger desire for food. His biggest happiness was to be able to eat fresh, delicious food every day.


  “How are you able to make such dishes?”


  “Someone who once took care of me said, if you want someone who can give you happiness, capture the stomach.”


  “Sorry for letting you capture my stomach.”


  “Just think of it as practice.”


  Mahiru smiled, and his heart unwittingly jolted.


  “…But the person who raised you is really amazing.”


  “Yes. That person’s cooking is really delicious, and I cannot beat that. The cooking is filled with the taste of happiness.”


  As he saw her smile gently, looking into the distance, Amane felt a little relieved.


  It appeared that Mahiru really was doted on by the person who took care of her, and it was obvious that she respected that person.


  Mahiru was treated coldly by her parents, and that person took their place to teach her many important things.


  She must have been truly lucky to be next to that person.


  From the sound of it, it appeared to be a lady. Amane felt that Mahiru could live a normal life because of that person.


  “Sounds like it’s really delicious, but for me, yours is the taste of happiness.”


  Leaving aside his mom, his dad’s cooking was good too, but Amane’s tastebuds preferred Mahiru’s cooking.


  Her cooking was one of comfort, the type he would not get sick of, peaceful and yet leaving him with anticipation. He would not get sick of her cooking, and would even demand more of it.


  But it was too much of a burden on Mahiru, so he would not say these words.


  So he nodded away, and saw her freeze.


  One could say that perhaps it was unexpected to her….for she stared back at him, looking immature and dazed.


  “…Mahiru?”


  “Eh…I am fine.”


  Once she heard that voice, Mahiru reeled, shook her head, and looked down.


  She clung onto the cushion she loved, exhaled slightly. Unlike before, he could sense a strange charm from her.


  “What is it?”


  “…I am just thinking, if I can make such a happy taste.”


  “Well, I don’t know why you’re being humble, but your daily cooking’s delicious, and I want more.”


  “Ah, thank you very much.”


  She peeked up at him, looking a little bashful, yet satiated as she smiled. This time, it was Amane who looked down and wanted to bury his face.


  His heart jolted once she showed that extremely rare expression of hers, even though he did not like her as someone of the opposite gender.


  She had removed her usual facade, showing a completely defenseless smile, and all Amane wanted to do was to cool his face down.


  He did not want to expose this slowly rising heat in his heart, and it would be really awkward for both of them to be bashful.


  “Ahh, erm…yeah, Mahiru.”


  “Yes?”


  “We’re starting from noon tomorrow, right?”


  He changed the topic, unable to take this mood, but she did not appear to mind as she considered his suggestion.


  “Yes, we did agree, no? Lunch for dinner, and then the games we promised…right?”


  “Yep.”


  “Erm…you do not like it?”


  “Not at all. Just checking with you…the Eve’s over, but can we really spend Christmas like this?”


  “I would not have said so if I hated it…looking forward to it.”


  Once again, she showed a little smile on her face. Amanee could not look at her, and just mumbled away as he leaned on the armrest opposite her, hiding his own shame.


  33 - Angel and Christmas


  The following day, Mahiru arrived at the house, looking a little apprehensive.


  She was nervous about going to the house of the opposite gender on a holiday…not. Mahiru was earnest in wishing that she got to play games, and she could not contain her excitement.


  It was said this was her first time playing video games, and in this sense, one might call her a Princess oblivious to the ways of the world.


  “I shall begin making lunch then.”


  “Nn, cook the eggs a little more please.”


  “I understand.”


  Even though the customer was being extra demanding, her mood was not dampened as she hurriedly put on the apron, hurried to the kitchen, and began preparations for lunch. Surely she was in a really good mood.


  He felt a little ashamed to know she was really looking forward to this, itchy even.


  Well, she’s just looking forward to playing games.


  Definitely not that she was looking forward to playing games together with him.


  So he gave a wry smile as he stared at the swaying ponytail.


  “…How do I control this?”


  After lunch, they sat on the sofa before the TV, staring at the screen.


  He tried asking her what games she wanted to play, but once he knew she had no idea of the genres, he had no choice but to choose a nationally famous 2D game, and handed her the controller…as expected, she was flailing all over, not knowing what to do.


  “Erm well, first if you want to move, use this stick, and use this button to jump…”


  That Mahiru was usually so poised, yet at this point, she was looking back and forth at the TV and the controller in confusion, controlling it, and Amane found it extremely rehabilitating for some reason.


  She was not used to playing games, but it was the first time he saw someone play so casually.


  After seeing her unable to evade the enemy’s attacks a few times and die, he realized that even the Angel herself had things she was bad at.


  “…I cannot win.”


  “You didn’t beat an enemy, let alone clear a stage.”


  “You are noisy.”


  “Well, just get used to it. It’s all muscle memory.”


  Everything’s a challenge, once she heard those words, Mahiru got down to playing the game again.


  He felt a little encouraged seeing Mahiru challenge an entertaining game with such a serious face, and showed a smile.


  However, she always lost to the first enemy, and once he saw that she never progressed, he started to feel uneasy, rather than bemused.


  She looked towards him.


  Muuuu, he could hear the sound effect from her mouth, but he probably was thinking too much.


  “Ahh see, this is how you do it.”


  If they stopped here, her motivation would be drained, so he put his hands on the controller she was holding, demonstrating to her.


  Amane himself had cleared this game a few times, and easily cleared the areas she had difficulty clearing.


  In fact, she was really terrible at this, and even an ordinary person would not be stuck here…but he kept silent on this.


  “Look, this enemy moves random at the same speed, but once you see it speed up towards your character, just time here and jump…”


  He operated the controller, nearly covering her little hands as he made some explanation, demonstrating to her.


  On the screen, the character did as Amane explained, and evaded the enemy.


  It was not some amazing move, but it was a new experience for Mahiru who kept failing, “Woah.” so she blurted.


  The eyes ornamented by her long eyebrows widened, her expression cheerful.


  He smiled when he saw how delighted Mahiru was, and as they were too close to each other, he discovered that her lower eyelashes were really long, and smiled a little as he saw how elated she was.


  He looked down at her nice sidelong face, and she might have noticed his stare, for she turned her eyes towards him.


  He had leaned over to her before this, wanting to reach the controller in her hands, so they were closer than he imagined.


  Their elbows were already touching, and they were so close, he could sense her breathing through his skin. Thus, her warmth and sweet scent reached him.


  “Sorry.”


  Once he noticed that his hands were about to wrap around hers, he hurriedly pulled his body back, and only then did she seem to realize, blinking a few times, her eyes starting to daze.


  “It…It is fine. I should be the one saying sorry.”


  Once he noticed her face starting to turn red, he felt regret.


  She did not like body contact, and no matter how familiar the two of them were, she might feel displeased about having her hands touched.


  She appeared to be a little bashful, but she did not seem repulsed.


  “I’m really sorry.”


  “Erm, I really do not mind, you know?”


  “You don’t hate it?”


  “…It shocked me, but not that I hate it. You are not someone I do not know after all.”


  It appeared the magnanimous Angel had forgiven his insolence.


  Since she decided to let bygones be bygones, he felt relieved, and they played the game again.


  This time, he decided to let Mahiru play on her own, and looked towards the screen…only to see her die again. At that moment, he was seriously wondering how he should improve her gaming skills.


  The result was that she managed to stumble past the first stage, and he decided not to play this game.


  It was deflating for a complete novice to keep dying, so he intended for her to try a different game to reduce stress.


  “Mahiru, you’re tilting your body.”


  They decided to play a racing game, common in the real world…and Mahiru tilted her body.


  This game was not controlled by gyro forces, and the controller itself had no gyro sensor.


  There was no need for her to tilt her body…but it might be a subconscious act as she tilted left and right while holding the controller.


  She was focused on the game, and did not answer.


  This game seemed easier to pick up, unlike the previous one, for people these days appeared to have fewer chances of riding a car. Her skills were terrible, but at the very least, she could play.


  She swayed her body with a really serious look, trying her best to move the car.


  She’s really cute.


  It was strangely cute to see Mahiru rolling around like humpty dumpty, and the serious look on her face as she struggled to play the game with all her might added to that.


  Once there was a large curb, Mahiru naturally tilted her body greatly.


  Pomf, once she landed on Amane’s thighs, the latter struggled not to laugh.


  “…Actually, you don’t have to turn your body about, you know?”


  “I-I am not doing this on purpose.”


  “Yep, I know that, but you were tilting.”


  He tried his best to stop his lips from shaking, and lifted her up.


  But it was to be expected, given how fluffy and light she was. One reason was that she was petite, but her body was so slender, he felt it could snap at any moment, and he hesitated over whether he should touch her.


  Mahiru, lifted up by Amane, was shivering out of shame with her cheeks red.


  She truly was adorable like a little animal, and he finally ended up bursting out laughing.


  “Are you taking me for a fool?”


  “No no no, I just want to smile.”


  “So you are taking me for a fool.”


  “Do you think I will take a serious person as a fool?”


  “I do not think so…”


  “See? I just find you cute.”


  “…The cute you refer to surely refers to how you want to smile at an adorable child.”


  She appeared to be pouting as she said this, and might be really unhappy if he overdid it, so he decided to stop expressing his thoughts at this point.


  It was fine for him not to show what he was thinking on his face, so he quietly thought.


  She looked a little displeased, and when he smiled at her, she turned aside with a hmph.


  34 - Angel and the Christmas present


  There were a few situations where the Angel nearly kicked up a fuss, but once she got back to gaming, she discarded all these thoughts and reverted to looking serious again.


  She was starting to get used to the game, after stumbling around in the beginning, and finally could play a little, catching up to the pace.


  It was because it was a different game from the one she played at first, a game of controlling a car.


  She often crashed out of the course, into the mud  or into the wall, but she could drive the car forward.


  He was worried that Mahiru, being bad at games, would have driven off in the opposite direction, but she was doing better than expected, and he felt relieved.


  So he split the screen in half, joining in the game, but the subconscious gestures she did left him a little uncomfortable.


  She seemed to have a tendency of tilting her body about, sometimes putting her head near his elbow, and then turning aside, repeating over and over again.


  And whenever that happened, there was a nice smell , leaving him unable to remain calm.


  Well, they were still racing at the lowest difficulty, so he was winning the entire time.


  “…How are you so fast?”


  “Got used to it.”


  After playing a few times, he memorized the track, and the turns were easier. Even when the opponents were trying to obstruct, he could adjust his camera angles or the obstacles to stop them.


  He showed a wry smile while Mahiru looked incredulous, before switching back to single player mode.


  Considering her lack of experience, he felt she should practice more on a large screen. It was better for her to race against the CPU than to race him and lose confidence.


  Luckily, she was still motivated, and kept staring at the monitor intently even in single player mode


  If she kept this up, she should be able to deal with the CPU players, somehow.


  He was relieved to see that her status as a hard work applied on games too, and snickered away. It seemed Mahiru had realized this too, as she slapped him on the thigh a few times.


  The humorous reaction had him chortling, and so she frowned, muttering “Amane-kun no baka”.


  “I won.”


  It took her at least two hours.


  Mahiru stared intently at the glowing words indicating she was first, and looked towards Amane proudly.


  After a long battle against the TV, she won the glorious first place.


  After countless experiences of being last, she kept standing on the race tracks despite coming in last several times, slowly improved her rankings, and finally won. Surely she was really moved.


  I finally did it, so the proud expression on her face, and Amane earnestly applauded her.


  “That’s great. I saw your hard work.”


  “Yes.”


  She was happy to be praised, and looked bashful, her usual expression softening a little.


  It was not a simple obvious, smile, but one filled with utter, faint elation. It was so unimaginably sweet compared to the usual aloofness she showed.


  Recently, her aloof face would show an expression befitting a girl her age, but on this day, this expression was more fitting than usual, and was overwhelmingly adorable.


  It was an innocent, pure smile, eroding away at Amane’s sanity, and the desire to pat her on the head arose.


  His mind unwittingly ordered his arm as it went along with the impulse to pat her like a kitten…before he hurriedly retracted the hand he unwittingly raised.


  “What is it?”


  “Ahh not. Just think that you played too much.”


  “Have I improved?”


  “Yep yep. A lot better than when you first started.”


  “Thank you very much. I enjoyed myself, and started working hard.”


  Fufu, so Mahiru chuckled, but Amane could not continue to look at her as he tried to disguise his motive, taking out a little box from a basket in a cupboard.


  “Here’s your reward for coming in first.”


  “Eh, erm, there is no need for that.”


  “If you don’t want a reward, just take it that you got it from a certain fat white bearded grandpa.”


  Yes, it was the Christmas present he had forgotten to give the previous day.


  It was difficult for him to choose a present, given how close her birthday was to Christmas, but he so happened to fancy an item, and did not suffer as much as he did for her birthday.


  Once she heard the words Christmas present, it appeared she was reminded that it was Christmas as she blinked away a few times, before cautiously receiving the item.


  You can open it now, so he said, and she cautiously unpacked the item.


  Well, it’s not a big deal.


  She opened the box, and slowly retrieved a leather key case.


  She would be troubled if he gave her an expensive item, so he did not choose a branded item, merely an item with a simple design, befitting Mahiru.


  It was a simple item engraved with flowers and vines, one designed to be suitable for daily use. He was unfamiliar with flowers, and did not know what was engraved, but once he saw the fine shapes, he felt it would fit Mahiru, and chose it.


  “Well, I gave you an extra key. You don’t have to use this though.”


  “No, I will gracious use this. You have keener eyesight than I expected, Amane-kun.”


  “What do you mean, expected.”


  “You normally wear a sweatshirt and jerseys, so I thought you have some problems with your fashion sense.”


  “I don’t have any other practical clothing.”


  After all, he never got a chance to show himself being dressed up, and he would avoid doing so given how much of a hassle it was. Thus, the only modes he had been in were in school uniform, and in the warm house.


  Thus, he might have given her a horrid impression of his fashion sense, but it would not be erased, for it really was terrible.


  “…You look handsome when you tidy up a little. You did that back when you were in middle school, Amane-kun.”


  “Mom forced me to…wait, how did you know?”


  “Shihoko-san sent me a photo, saying『he looks like this when he dolls up a little』…”


  “Damn her.”


  There was a moment when he was forced to wear outdoor clothing because of his mom’s work. He never expected her to leak the photo, and quietly harbored loads of complaints towards her.


  “…That dress up doesn’t suit me.”


  “Is that so? I think you are just avoiding other people’s stares and hiding your eyes behind your bangs, Amane-kun, but your face is relatively handsome…”


  Her little hand extended towards Amane’s face.


  Her white palm lifted his bangs, and touched his forehead, his vision made wider than before.


  It had been a while since his vision was so vast, except when entering the bath. His eyes looked towards Mahiru, who looked a little shocked.


  He felt it was not something worth being shocked about, and while not particularly handsome, he had an ordinary face. He was thus incredulous as to why Mahiru was staring at him.


  “…What?”


  “Nothing. I just find your eyes livelier than before.”


  Months ago, Mahiru said that his eyes looked dead, and while it really was rude, he could not deny that. At this point, she was staring up at Amane.


  There was no way he was becoming any handsome the more she stared, but she continued to stare at Amane silently.


  He was abashed to be stared at by someone of the opposite gender, especially a really pretty girl.


  However, he was not one to take his punishment alone, and as payback, he grabbed some of the sidelong hair on her cheek, showing her pretty face.


  While he was apprehensive about touching her, since she touched his hair without thinking, he should be fine. After all, he was just touching her head, and he hoped he was safe.


  But seriously, she’s really a beauty.


  Looking at her once again, he was amazed by how beautiful Mahiru was.


  She might be far prettier than the pretty ladies in the magazines scattered around his house, more attractive even.


  After all, photos could not be trusted.


  They merely captured moments, and could be enhanced. One could publish it as it was, beautify it, or even falsify it.


  At this point, Mahiru’s beauty and cuteness was undoctored.


  As he continued to stare at this pretty face he would not get tired of, her eyes started to blur.


  Why so? So he wondered, but she removed her hand from his hair, and looked down.


  She fidgeted about, looking very uncomfortable. She put her controller down, and lifted the cushion next to her.


  “Erm. Well…yes. I too have a Christmas present for you.”


  “O-oh, thanks.”


  Before he could ask what was going on, Mahiru took out a wrapped item from the bag she covered by the side.


  “I shall prepare, dinner then.”


  “Eh? A-ah okay…?”


  So she said, and hurried to stand up. Faced with this overly rapid development, he was at a loss.


  35 - The Angel and her New Year plans


  Christmas had passed, and the world was now entering the end-of-year mood.


  The night lights remained as they were, but the commonplace Christmas trees had been down, the various vibrant decorations replaced with Japanese ones.


  The shops had begun selling New Year goodies and foods, and all signs of the Holy Night were nowhere to be seen.


  Change sure comes quickly, so Amane thought as he looked at how everyone was preparing for the new year around him, burying his face in the muffler to keep warm.


  The monotone checkered muffler was the Christmas present he received from Mahiru.


  It is important to dress the neck too, or so he was told, before receiving such a great gift from her. It was really comfortable, great at keeping himself warm, practical, and trendy looking.


  Amane was not one to wear mufflers, but seeing as how he had received it from Mahiru, he wore it gratefully.  He checked the contents of the shopping bag in his hand.


  While they were supposedly splitting the shopping duties, it was Amane who typically bought the ingredients according to the note he would bring along, all to alleviate Mahiru’s burden.


  It was extremely cold, and a hotpot appeared to be on the menu, for the bag contained vegetables, mushrooms, meat and the like. There were more vegetables, probably because of Mahiru’s insistence on balanced nutrition.


  Once he saw that he did not miss out on any ingredient, he hurried home, grumbling as the weather got colder.


  “Welcome back.”


  It was evening when he returned, and Mahiru welcomed him back.


  It was a strange situation when an unrelated outsider welcomed him home, but recently, he was getting used to it.


  “Nn, I’m back…you don’t mind that I bought some sliced rice cakes?”


  “You are intending to scrub the pot, no?”


  “Oh. I bought some ramen for later too.”


  “…I cannot eat that much, you know?”


  “It’s fine, I’ll finish off most of it.”


  While Amane was not a big eater to begin with, thanks to Mahiru’s cooking, he was eating lots for dinner.


  Her food intake was sufficient enough for her to not gain fat, for she might have been worried about the calories intake; Amane was a little worried as he would eat more than her, and had begun training his muscles.


  Perhaps Mahiru was thinking Amane should have some extra meat since he was so skinny. He hoped to gain muscles, and not fat.


  “Well, it is fine if you are eating that, Amane-kun. Please give me that, I shall put it in the refrigerator. Do wash your hands, Amane-kun.”


  “Got it.”


  Amane handed the shopping bag over to Mahiru, and went straight to the washroom.


  “Anyway Mahiru, how do you normally spend your New Year?”


  Amane finished the dinner that was really delicious, as usual, and was cleaning up when he suddenly asked Mahiru in the spur of the moment.


  “I find it pointless to head back during the New Year…so I remain here.”


  He realized his miscue when he heard such a flat tone from her, but Mahiru did not appear to mind.


  She was not on familial terms with her parents, so she would always act aloof whenever they talked about her family.


  But in that case, would Mahiru be spending the New Year alone?


  Amane had a promise to meet his own family once semi-annually, and before he met Mahiru, he had intended to take a long vacation at his hometown.


  “You are going back to your hometown, Amane-kun, no?”


  “I guess. They told me to show up anyway.”


  He glanced aside at Mahiru, and perhaps it was just him, but her eyes seemed colder than usual.


  It appeared she had expected to spend the New Year alone, and never doubted that Amane would return to his hometown.


  “…I get the feeling that if I go back, I’ll be questioned about you.”


  “That will be tough.”


  “I just need to explain to my dad, but mom probably wants to hear more about it.”


  “That will be strange given that we are often in contact.”


  “Seriously, since when did you get so familiar with my mom…?”


  One had to wonder why and when Mahiru was on good terms with his mom, and for some reason, they were sharing photos and secrets …he felt a little weary just thinking about it, but it appeared Mahiru was interacting with her willingly , unexpectedly well in fact, so he felt that was acceptable, somewhat.


  Amane would have to hammer the point into Shihoko not to say anything unnecessary, but leaving that aside, he looked towards Mahiru, not knowing what to do.


  He imagined her occasional hollow expression and forlorn eyes, and had the urge…not to leave her alone.


  “Well, you just met mom, so sorry about dad, but I think I don’t have to return to my hometown this time. I’ll go back during Spring break after all.”


  Thus, if it was not trouble for her, he hoped to have dinner with her, like usual.


  “…I see.”


  “Nn, I want your Toshikoshi soba.”


  “You are quite the glutton.”


  “Because it’s your cooking.”


  “…Even though it is sold outside?”


  “That’s good enough.”


  He was fine even though it was just soba bought from the market.


  More importantly was the leisure time they could spend eating together.


  “…You are eccentric.”


  “Shut up.”


  Mahiru curtly blurted, and Amane deliberately responded in annoyance, only to be met with a little smile.


  “…Thank you very much.”


  “For what?”


  “Everything.”


  Mahiru said nothing more, and she embraced her favorite cushion, probably feeling somewhat better than before, her face looking brighter.


  36 - The Angel and preparing for the New Year


  It was December 31st, New Year’s Eve.


  It was the last day of the year, the day to cap off the whole year.


  It was supposedly a frenetic day for many to prepare for the New Year, to do a major clean up—


  “Erm, Mahiru-san, ya?”


  “What is it?”


  “…Is it really fine for me to just laze around?”


  Amane was relaxing leisurely on the living room sofa, watching the back of Mahiru as she stood in the kitchen with an apron on.


  Mahiru arrived since morning to prepare the Osechi dishes.


  Since they decided to spend the New Year together, two people’s worth of Osechi dishes would be a must.


  He had intended to simply buy some from the shops, but she insisted on making them. It was shocking how a fine high school girl could handle something so troublesome even for housewives.


  He was really impressed by her, but she said,


  “We need to order that in advance. It is impossible to do so now.”


  He understood the reason why Mahiru would personally prepare them once he heard her explanation, but he really had to tip his hat to Mahiru for undertaking such a laborious task.


  Of course, Mahiru would skimp on any step she could. Cooking the black beans would take time, and take up a stove, so she bought them at the market instead.


  “Amane-kun, you may feel uneasy about not having anything to do, but do you think you can contribute?”


  “Nope.”


  “I guessed so. It is better for you to remain there obediently than to cause me trouble.”


  So he obediently remained on the sofa after Mahiru stated her harsh viewpoint, but he was restless as he had nothing to do.


  However, it was not that Amane never did anything at all.


  They finished cleaning up the previous day, and they had enough ingredients to last for a little while without having to go outside, including those to be used for Osechi.


  Not that he did not do anything; he did not exert much effort compared to Mahiru at this moment.


  “You should be tired since you moved the furniture and appliances yesterday. Please rest well.”


  Mahiru voiced her concern to Amane, who did the heavy work, as she continued to cook without looking back at him.


  Just to note, it appeared Mahiru was done cleaning her apartment. She said she would clean it up regularly, and it did not take her much time.


  “Well, you say that, but…I feel a little sorry.”


  “I do not feel tired since I do like to cook though.”


  “But then.”


  “It is fine. I really enjoy this.”


  Do not sweat it, so Mahiru implied as she focused on her work. Amane cupped his head, not knowing what to do.


  “Mahiru, I bought lunch.”


  Amane realized it was overbearing to have her prepare lunch when she was cooking Osechi, and bought lunch from the convenience store. A sandwich pack should be fine, given that Mahiru would not eat much.


  Mahiru took off the apron, probably intending to rest, so this might have been perfect timing to her.


  “Thank you very much for doing this. Sorry that I do not have the time to do so.”


  “No actually, I’ll be sorry to ask you to make you do that when you’re making Osechi…here, eat up.”


  It was rest time, and lunch, so Mahiru obediently returned to the living room.


  “A sandwich and café au lait for you?”


  “Yes, thank you very much.”


  She nodded, received lunch from Amane, and sat next to him.


  “How’s your progress?”


  “Some are already done, since they are bought, and I am almost done since I have kept the dishes minimal, most of them are simply waiting to be cooled. Since it looks like you like Datemaki, I decided to make them for you, Amane-kun.”


  “How do you know?”


  “You said you like egg dishes, no?”


  It appeared she had baked it in the oven, for Amane had heard it being used, though he had wondered what it was for. So that was what she was making.


  “You like a little sweetness in that, I suppose?”


  “You really understand me well.”


  “It has been months, I can remember what you like.”


  For some reason, she sounded happy when she said that as she munched on the ham and lettuce sandwich.


  Amane ate the onigiri he bought as he looked over at the kitchen, staring at the Jūbako Mahiru brought and left there.


  That Jūbako would be used, it seemed.


  Amane never expected her to have a Jūbako even though she was living alone, taken aback even when he found it to be posh look, with gold plating on it.


  “Seriously, I’ve to be grateful about this…how do I put it, when I started living alone, I never expected to be so nourished in the latter half of the year.”


  “I myself am amazed that you are able to live till this day.”


  “That’s harsh. I can survive on convenience store stuff and what’s sold out there, you know?”


  “But that is not healthy, goodness.”


  Mahiru sighed while looking dumbfounded, but there was a grimace in the sly dig, her expression clearly going, guess I have to do something, and that caused his heart to jolt.


  “With me living here, I will not allow for any unhealthy eating habits, you know?”


  “Are you my mom?”


  “It is your fault for being so callous about it, Amane-kun. I am making sure you will eat healthier next year.”


  Mahiru appeared invigorated for some peculiar reason, so we’re together next year too? He was a little embarrassed by that thought, and averted his eyes.


  However, Mahiru took that attitude of his as an intent to skimp and live lazily, and she stared back in annoyance. It took him quite a while and lots of effort to explain that he did not mean that.


  37 - The Angel and passing of the New Year


  The sun was about to set when Mahiru was done with all the dishes, and left them in the Jūbako. This time, she began preparing dinner.


  That was the case, but their dinner would be Toshikoshi soba, so all they needed to do was to boil pre-cooked soba, and add ingredients to them.


  The kamaboko was excess leftover that could be added. They just needed to boil the spinach and dice the leek.


  The most taxing work would be to deep fry the prawn tempura, but Mahiru kept deep frying them without annoyance.


  “Since we have extra pumpkin, let us make tempura out of it too.”


  “Ohh…that’s quite the fancy Toshikoshi soba.”


  “It is fine once in a while.”


  Mahiru said as she finished the Toshikoshi soba, and it certainly was fancier than the one he had back home.


  Each had two large prawn tempuras, along with pumpkin tempura, and lots of spinach and leek. The kamaboko was served in a fan shape, giving a refreshing look.


  Also, it appeared Mahiru preferred to put the tempura atop, to keep it crispy; Amane’s tempura was served separately on another plate instead, which left him very grateful.


  “Woah.”


  “Please help yourself.”


  She served some excess Osechi dishes on small plates, probably thinking Amane would not have enough to eat.


  He saw Mahiru sit down, they clapped hands to give thanks, and began eating the soba.


  It was pre-packed, but the fragrance of the soba spread as he bit into it, probably because it was a little expensive. Amane took a bite, and the fragrance of the soba spread.


  The soup too was neither too thick nor too diluted, leaving him at ease. The warmth spread from the belly, the flavor suitable for the harsh winter.


  “Haaー…now this feels like the end of year…”


  He drank the soup…exhaled deeply, and muttered.


  Watching TV at home, eating soba, waiting for the New Year; a nice feeling it was.


  It was a yearly tradition for Amane to spend time back home eating Toshikoshi soba, waiting for the New Year, and watching the contest, and he was grateful to be able to do the same this year. Though, the one next to him was not his family, but an acquaintance girl.


  “You know, eating Toshikoshi soba like this, It does feel like a year’s ending before we know it.”


  “Truly…lots of things happened this year.”


  So they said, but most of these things were his interactions with Mahiru.


  When he started living alone, he never imagined such a pretty girl to cooking for him, not at all.


  “Amane-kun, this is your first year living alone. It must have been tough on you.”


  “You’re rather used to it yourself.”


  “Well, I can handle most of my business. It is a no go for you to live alone without knowing how to do anything, Amane-kun?”


  “Grrr…well, you say that.”


  “You truly are a hopeless person, goodness.”


  Mahiru reproached him with a smile, rather than simply looking bewildered, her face looking tender.


  She maintained a genial smile, not thinking that it would be a hassle to take care of Amane, it seems.


  “…I’ve really been in your care this year.”


  “Of course.”


  It stung his heart to affirm this readily, but luckily, Mahiru herself did not seem unwilling.


  “…Please continue to do so next year.”


  “Understood. You will be completely useless and wasted without me around, Amane-kun.”


  “I can’t deny that.”


  “…If you understand, you should pay more attention to that, you know?”


  “Take it as a next year goal.”


  Even if he had the heart to do so, his determination would wilt after Mahiru had taken care of him so thoroughly. He kept his thoughts to himself however, and never mentioned about it.


  Of course, he would tidy up his stuff from time to time—but it should be fine for him to ask her to cook.


  He found himself enslaved to her cooking, but at this point, it did not matter to him.


  Mahiru told him to change for the better, but he would ultimately be laughed at. He maintained a stiff look, and Mahiru showed a little smile on her face.


  “The new year is coming soon.”


  “Yeah.”


  They finished the Toshikoshi soba, and were seated on the sofa, watching the TV concert. Before they knew it, time passed, and a new day loomed.


  It appeared Mahiru would not watch the TV unless it was necessary, and did not seem familiar with the trendy songs. He saw her enjoy the concert silently, and time passed faster than he imagined.


  The screen then showed the Joya-no-kane, and he was reminded once again that a new year was looming.


  Next to him, Mahiru’s eyelids were falling as she silently listened to the bell.


  And after hearing the 107th bell—


  “Happy New Year.”


  The moment the day changed, she straightened her back as she turned towards Amane, bowing down, and Amane too followed suit with this New Year greeting.


  “Happy New Year…it’s strange, two of us spending the New Year together like this.”


  “Fufu, I guess…please continue to take care of me this year.”


  “Same here…I guess I should be the one asking you that.”


  “I cannot deny that.”


  Amane replied a giggling Mahiru with a wry smile, and then noticed the smartphone on his knees shaking.


  It seemed Itsuki and Chitose had sent a few New Year greetings over, there were a few numbers on the app icons.


  Mahiru too experienced the same, her smartphone was shaking. She had just known Chitose, and never exchanged IDs, so the messages should be from friends Amane knew not of.


  The recent trend of delivering New Year greetings as messages had made things convenient.


  “I shall reply to a few messages.”


  “Same here.”


  It appeared Mahiru had received lots of greetings. For some reason however, he felt she never informed any boy on how to contact her.


  As she began replying nimbly, She’s really like a high school girl here, he thought as he replied to Itsuki and Chitose.


  The messages were normal, “Happy New Year” and  “Are you spending the New Year with Shiina-san?” They were right on the mark, but he replied denials to them anyway.


  “Stop lying now” Itsuki immediately replied, and the process of teasing and being teasing repeated itself again.


  Suddenly, there was weight upon his arms. He then had a whiff of sweet fragrance.


  Oh no, so he looked sideways tentatively…and found Mahiru leaning on him with her eyes closed.


  —Wait wait wait.


  He did not voice out, but he was rather flustered.


  There were cases of her falling asleep, but who would have expected her doing so next to him, leaning on his shoulder?


  No further thought was needed to understand why Mahiru had fallen asleep.


  It was past midnight at this point.


  It was expected that Mahiru, living the prim and proper life, would not stay up late. Furthermore, she was busy making Osechi the entire day, and though she did not show it, she must have been really worn out.


  There was no doubt she had no resistance against the sleep demon.


  He understood the reason.


  He knew, but he never expected her to do so at this moment.


  Mahiru fell asleep while leaning on Amane, ignoring how flustered and gaudy the latter was as she showed a serene sleeping face. The long eyebrows, nice nose, pink lips were all defenseless.


  It was not the first time he saw her sleeping face, but it was the first time he did so up close, and he froze up.


  “Mahiru, wake up.”


  He called out worriedly, but there was no response.


  She had fallen into a deep slumber, devoured by the sleep demon as she was too tired. She showed no signs of waking up no matter how he talked to her or shook her gently.


  He patted her gently on the thigh, shaking her body, but she did not wake up.


  Having done that, she started tilting a little forward, the parts touching him moving slightly and he hastily pulled her up…only to end up embracing her in his clutches, leaving him more flustered than ever.


  …That’s a really nice smell.


  Mahiru went back home to shower, or something else, after they had eaten. Perhaps the shampoo floral fragrance had blended into hers, for she was giving off a sweet fragrance, leaving him very comfortable.


  And also, he sensed something soft on him, and was left really restless as a result.


  She was sleeping so soundly, he could not bring himself to wake her up. He had a feeling that she would not wake up unless he hit her more forcibly.


  What do I do now?


  This happened right after the New Year started, and Amane found himself cupping his head.


  38 - The defenseless Angel


  Faced with this unbelievable situation, Amane turned towards Mahiru with a conflicted look.


  She was really sleeping soundly.


  It seemed she assumed Amane was someone she could trust, for she slept soundly. Amane was anxious and embarrassed, his sanity on the verge of collapsing, and he had the urge to slam his head into the wall.


  He did not want to be conscious of it, but his consciousness was gathered upon her touch.


  The delicate body was taut and soft, with the tenderness of a female.


  Especially on the parts that were touching, the softness that had some weight to them; they were mercilessly wearing at Amane’s sanity.


  —What do I do now?


  This unexpected situation struck Amane along with an unprecedented softness, and he was left really confused.


  So a girl’s this soft and nice smelling…it was the first time he recognized this fact, and he was a little amazed, but his sanity slammed the brakes to prevent any unsavory thoughts.


  The more he felt he should not be thinking about it, the more pronounced the softness in his clutches, and his mind was in complete chaos.


  He tried to figure out how to solve this situation, but he felt it was impossible to resolve this perfectly.


  For the time being, he came up with three solutions.


  1． Force Mahiru to wake up.


  2． Drag Mahiru into her home.


  3． Have her sleep on his bed, and he sleep on the sofa.


  1, the issue was that he did not want to wake up the exhausted, soundly sleeping Mahiru. He was the reason why she was so tired, and he wanted her to sleep well if possible.


  2, this might seem the safest option, but it would represent an arduous situation of mean searching Mahiru’s clothes for the key, and entering a woman’s house. Even if it was Mahiru, he knew it was likely she would be repulsed.


  3, to have her sleep on his bed. This would be the safest option, and easiest to execute…except he believed he would be a mental wreck thereafter.


  They were usually together, but Mahiru at this point was showing an adorable sleeping face anyone would be mesmerized by, and his sanity, along with other things, would collapse if he let her sleep on his bed.


  Any boy would be completely tempted by the thought of having a girl sleep on his bed, let alone a really hardworking, pretty girl.


  It was no wonder that he would have various thoughts.


  However, this would be the safest option, the best compromise and welfare Amane could come up with for the time being.


  He made up his mind, and put a hand on Mahiru’s back while she leaned onto him, his other hand under her knees as he slowly lifted her up.


  She was sleeping soundly, and was light as a feather…or not, but she was really light.


  It was unlikely that she would wake up that easily, but he cautiously brought her to his room, without shaking her. With her lying down, he had difficulty opening the door, but once he broke through this obstacle, all he needed to do was to lay her on the bed.


  Her fine body sank into the bed.


  He laid the blanket and futon over her, and was done preparing for the night.


  It appeared she had no intention to wake up, the rhythmic breathing sounds entering his eyes.


  There was some naiveté to her pretty face, the usual beauty and the innocent sleeping face had Amane’s heart jolting rapidly.


  Once he laid her onto the bed carefully, he knelt down next to the bed.


  …This is tough.


  To surmise, the reason why Mahiru was sleeping on his bed, leaving the soft feeling in his clutches, along with a defenseless sleeping face, was because she trusted him enough to sleep in a boy’s house.


  Of course, he was glad to be so trusted, but this had him thinking that he was not being viewed as a boy.


  It appeared that she recognized Amane as ‘a completely harmless, useless boy who needs much care’.


  He glanced aside at her, but she knew not of his gripes as she continued to sleep with a peaceful pace.


  She doesn’t know how troubled I am here.


  If she’s so defenseless, shall I just slip in next to her…so he had a momentary thought, but denied it as he thought it would be overboard, especially given that they were not dating.


  If he did so, he had a feeling that once Mahiru woke up, she would not talk to him. She might even give such a cold look that would be asking, what are you thinking? Thus, for his own sake, he decided not to do so.


  I think it’s fine to tap her lightly on the face, he reached for Mahiru’s head instead.


  Smooth, silky, glossy; with his fingers, he stroked the smooth long hair that could be described so, and they passed through without getting caught.


  Guess she really takes care of this well too, he was amazed and terrified of a lady’s hard work as he gently caressed Mahiru’s cheeks with his fingertips.


  The moist white porcelain skin was not too warm, and felt a little cold in Amane’s hand.


  Once he was done caressing her with his fingertips, he looked at her utterly peaceful sleeping face, silently showing a wry smile.


  “Good night.”


  She would be shocked once she wakes the next day…or to be precise, later in the morning, so he thought, but he felt it was within the acceptable boundary after she had caused his heart to tickle.


  Seriously, you, so he grimaced as he caressed her soft cheeks once again.


  39 - The Angel and the shame from waking up


  The next morning, Amane woke up to none of the daily sounds.


  The house was so quiet, the bird could be heard chirping outside, and Mahiru, sleeping in Amane’s room, showed no signs of waking up.


  It was long past dawn, but she might be sleeping soundly as she was too tired the previous day.


  Amane himself had fallen asleep, but he could not sleep well as he remembered Mahiru was on his bed, and woke up from the light sleep at this time.


  His body was not feeling uncomfortable, but he was suffering in another way.


  Haa, he sighed, and made a deep sigh, stretching as his body had turned stiff from sleeping on the sofa, before he slowly got up.


  For the time being, he would check on Mahiru first. His main objective was to get a change of clothes, but he thought he should check on her while doing so.


  Ssss, he opened the door to his room.


  It was completely quiet inside, and Mahiru was still sleeping soundly on the bed.


  The only difference was that she had flipped a few times in her sleep, and was lying sideways, her hair flowing on the bed like a river.


  Kuu, kuu, she was making such an adorable sleeping sound as he knelt down to look.


  She really looked adorable sleeping like that.


  She had a cool facade most of the time, probably because she was being so tense…but her sleeping face was a lot relaxed, and so adorable, he had the urge to caress her.


  …She’s really cute when she’s sleeping.


  Of course, she was a pretty girl, adorable even when awake, but at this point, his feelings were more akin to one observing a pet.


  He wanted to pet at the silky hair, and to poke at the fluffy cheeks. Usually, she would never let her guard down, but since she had become this defenseless, he had the urge to tease her.


  Without thinking, he reached his hand towards her soft cheek, touching it.


  The smooth cheek was as soft as the previous day. So fluffy it was, he wanted to keep touching, and he started poking with his finger.


  He was touching her as softly as he could, but while he caressed her cute cheek softly, “Nnn…” Mahiru, who had been sleeping silently, let out a sweet sound.


  And before he could move his hand aside, she slowly began to open her eyes.


  The moist, unfocused caramel-colored eyes were staring at Amane…or to be precise, in his direction.


  Her fluffy expression showed some traces of a young, sleepy face, and showed much innocence. He sleepy eyes had some consciousness despite being in a daze, and she looked more immature than when she was sleepy.


  She gave a careless, completely vulnerable expression, and then lowered her eyelids, closing her eyes again.


  He wanted to retract his fingers, but she brought her face onto his fingers, and rolled her cheeks on it, her thin throat making a sweet sound. Please do not leave me, so she appeared to say as she rubbed her cheeks on him.


  He knew very well that she was half-asleep.


  There was no reason for Mahiru to fawn at Amane, and usually, she would not show such a relaxed face and gesture.


  Despite that—she was acting like a fawning kitten, and Amane’s heart and sanity were put to the test early in the morning.


  Should he retract his hand, or go with the flow and poke her in the cheek dotingly?


  Emotionally, he was leaning towards the latter.


  It was not often that he would get to see such a fluffy Mahiru, and he was interested to know how much she would fawn around.


  But he had a feeling that once he did so, Mahiru would start pouting away and give him the cold shoulder the moment her consciousness returned. He knew she would be utterly embarrassed, and did not know what to do.


  In any case, she was really adorable, so he decided to stop at merely staring at her.


  Her consciousness had mostly returned, but as she was a little groggy, or that she never noticed Amane’s hand, she brought her head close to his fingers.


  Amane only intended to check on her and get a change of clothes, but for some reason, there was such body contact. His heart was filled with unspeakable itch, and heat started to gather on his cheeks.


  “Nn, nn…”


  After a short while, Mahiru finally opened her eyes, seemingly awake this time….


  “……eh,”


  Their eyes met. She turned her eyes towards Amane who was up close, along with the finger her cheek was touching, and she froze.


  The next moment, Mahiru leapt.


  “Good morning.”


  “…Go-good morning, to you…”


  “You fell asleep in my house, so I moved you here. Nothing else. Thought I should have you thank me for not doing anything.”


  Amane seized the moment to explain why she was on the bed; she did not pout, and instead listened obediently.


  However, the fact that she slept on a boy’s bed caused her face to redden, and she pinched at the blanket, pulling it to her lips.


  That gesture too was strange adorable, and he averted his eyes.


  What’s with this situation?


  He was merely lending his bed, but for some reason, he felt he was the one at fault.


  He was sorry for poking her cheek, but just a little, and he had no intention of doing anything more.


  His heart was beating because of how adorable Mahiru was, and aching because of guilt. He felt really conflicted within. He looked towards Mahiru, and found her still blushing, a little displeased…not too bad by itself, but it appeared she had something to say as she looked back at him.


  “…Amane-kun, do you like touching the cheek?”


  “Eh?”


  “Well, you did the same on Christmas, and before I slept last night.”


  “…You were awake?”


  He did so the previous day when she was supposedly fast asleep, so she should be unconscious then.


  Since she knew that however, it showed she was awake back then.


  “…Ac-actually, well…I was awake when you put me on the bed…what else could I do other than to pretend to sleep?”


  “You didn’t think I was going to do anything?”


  “…I do not think you will do such a thing, Amane-kun…and I pretended to sleep, to make sure, of that.”


  It appeared he was tested on his trustworthiness.


  Luckily, it appeared he was found trustworthy, but he really hoped that in future, she would not act so carelessly to actually sleep in front of a boy.


  Even Amane did not think it would end at merely a poke on the cheek the next time it happens. He would be troubled if she was not wary in the slightest.


  “…Well, glad that I got trusted, but don’t do this again. I’m a boy.”


  “Uu, I-I know that, yes.”


  “Or you want something more from me?”


  “No way is that possible.”


  Mahiru denied that with a completely flushed face, and hid under the futon. Hey, that’s my bed, Amane wanted to retort, only to swallow back his words.


  She remained rolled up in the coop, shivering away until her shame subsided, and Amane decided to leave her be.


  40 - The Angel’s shame and unhappiness


  Once she recovered from her shame, Mahiru returned home, changed her clothes, and returned.


  But it seemed she was still bashful, and would glance aside awkwardly whenever she met Amane in the eyes, leaving him awkward as well.


  Luckily, she was fine with sitting next to him on the sofa, but he was feeling unbearable.


  “…Forgive me.”


  Having had enough of this, he instinctively apologized to her, who glanced back at him, and sighed.


  Her shame might have subsided somewhat, for she reverted back to her usual expression.


  “I am not angry at you. You do not have to apologize to me, Amane-kun.”


  “But then.”


  “I was just regretting my own carelessness. I have shown you such an unsightly look.”


  “It’s not unsightly…just cute.”


  The angelic sleeping face was truly befitting her moniker as the Angel, and she looked really cute, whether it was the sleepy eyes once she woke up, or the defenseless innocent face.


  It was contrary to the usual poised and aloof expression, a new discovery of a really innocent expression.


  It was so adorable, he had the urge to keep looking, but she probably did not want to show such a careless look.


  He did not find it indecent, unsightly, so he wanted to deny that; for some reason, Mahiru bit her lips, and whacked at him with the cushion in her clutches.


  It was not painful, and she probably not was being serious, but he did not know why she did that so suddenly.


  “What?”


  “…You really are hopeless at this, Amane-kun.”


  “Seriously…what do you want me to do?”


  “You should not be saying such words so lightly.”


  “It’s not like I say this to anyone else…”


  The only acquainted females near Amane were Mahiru and Chitose.


  Chitose was relatively cute, if anything, but Amane instinctively found it a hassle to mention her, and there was no need to praise her directly. Thus, there was no one he could praise other than Mahiru.


  Mahiru froze, and he was skeptical, shrugging,


  “Say, you’re already used to hearing that from others, right? Not much of a difference now.”


  He had called Mahiru cute a few times, and found it preposterous that she was being mindful of it at this point.


  Mahiru should know very well how pretty she was, and was surely used to receiving praise.


  There was no reason for her to be so flustered just because Amane alone said a few words.


  So he thought, and for some reason, Mahiru frowned.


  “So seriously, what’s up with you?”


  “…Nothing at all.”


  She launched another physical attack at him with the cushion, humph, and turned her face aside. “I shall make Ozoni now.” She wore the apron, and entered the kitchen.


  Amane picked up the cushion that was shoved onto him, and could only stare at the displeased Mahiru in the back.


  Once they finished the Ozoni, Mahiru reverted back to her usual expression.


  She was scowling when they began to eat, and he was a little uncomfortable with that, but the Ozoni and the Osechi were really delicious, and he found himself mesmerized. Before he knew it, he sat that Mahiru seemed to be back to normal.


  Everything returned back to normal when they left the dining table and returned to the sofa.


  “Speaking of which, are you going for Hatsumōde, Mahiru?”


  “Hatsumōde? I do not really wish to go…I do not like crowded places. It feels like I am being watched.”


  “Well that’s because…”


  You’re an unbelievably pretty girl after all, so he wanted to say, but he remembered he had just ruined her mood, so he swallowed back his words. “Well, that is to be expected.” He answered.


  “Amane-kun, are you going to the Hatsumōde?”


  “Back at home, I go with my parents, but I haven’t made up my mind. I think there’s no need to squeeze through on New Year’s Day itself.”


  “Agreed.”


  “Looks like Chitose’s group is bonding back home with her family, and kids nowadays don’t really go for Hatsumōde. We’ll go a little later.”


  Compared to the past…fewer younger ones, especially those in their teens and twenties, would attend the Hatsumōde, not that Amane and the others were weird or anything.


  Not that he did not want to go, but he understood that it would be packed there, and he would only feel tired just going there. He thought it would be fine going later when there were fewer people.


  “Besides, I want to relax over these three days. I don’t really care about the New Year packets.”


  “I am interested in receiving New year packets though. ”


  “You want to go to the shopping mall?”


  “…I have no courage to charge into the crowds there.”


  “Agreed. ”


  Amane replied as Mahiru did, and leaned into the sofa.


  They were not dictated to go anywhere on New Year after all.


  Amane would typically hope to avoid troublesome matters, and was fine with just spending the day, lazing around. It appeared Mahiru had intending to spend the entire New Year period at his place, for the convenience of cooking. They did not have to worry about having food, or someone to talk to.


  This is one fancy New Year, so Amane thought as he glanced aside at Mahiru, chuckling away.


  41 - The Angel and her first encounter


  “Can we drop by at your place tomorrow, Amane?”


  Amane’s father sent this message at 10pm, on the third day of the year.


  “It is fine for you not to return home, Amane, but I do want to see your face. Also, I heard from Shihoko-san, so I thought I should greet the neighbor.”


  It appeared Amane’s mother had introduced Mahiru, and told him how much their son was taken care of, so he wanted to greet her as his parent.


  Amane would have refused with all his might if Shihoko did not know about Mahiru, but she knew, and Mahiru herself had been contacting Shihoko quite the bit, so it was pointless to refuse.


  There was nothing to hide at this point, so he was not repulsed by the idea of his parents checking on the son that had never returned.


  If the father Shuuto was arriving with Shihoko, he should be able to rein the often rampaging latter.


  Amane determined that if he were to refuse, Shihoko would brazenly visit Mahiru again, so he agreed to his father’s request, before sending Mahiru a message.


  “Erm, is it really fine for me to intrude upon your family reunion?”


  Mahiru appeared at Amane’s house the following morning, and looked a little nervous.


  It appeared Shihoko had contacted Mahiru before…rather, they were well acquainted since they were in constant contact. It would be one thing if Shihoko was the one visiting, but the father too would appear this time, and it was no wonder Mahiru was so tense.


  “Well, you aren’t disturbing.  dad just wants to say hi to you, and mom’s really interested in you, so I want you here. Actually, you have to be here.”


  “E-even though you say so…”


  “I get that you aren’t too willing, but I hope you’ll endure it for now.”


  It might be a surreal situation for her to greet his parents, but since they wanted to meet, they had no other choice.


  Amane was sorry about taking up Mahiru’s time, but such was his father’s personality that he would feel restless if he never got to greet Mahiru, so he hoped she would just endure for a while.


  “…How did Shihoko-san introduce me?”


  “Relax. Dad kept saying you’re a benefactor. He specified that we don’t have the kind of relationship my mom’s fantasizing about.”


  It appeared that Shihoko had deemed Mahiru a daughter-in-law, a cute daughter even, which Amane vehemently denied.


  Shuuto grimaced a little, “Shihoko-san’s bad habit is at work again” as he noted understandingly. There should not be any misunderstanding.


  Mahiru looked a little relieved as she put her hand on the chest, “Sorry.” Amane responded with a wry smile, and continued to wait. Right on cue, the doorbell rang.


  Mahiru jolted greatly, and Amane smiled as he consoled her. He went to the door and unbolted the chain.


  He opened the door, and found the parents he was used to seeing.


  “It’s been half a year, Amane.”


  “It’s been a while, dad.”


  Amane’s father, Shuuto, showed a calm smile, and Amane too gave a smile of some relief.


  Shuuto was one who had a calming demeanor, and was one who could easily calm those around him. Amane relaxed once he met his father again.


  “You’re treating your mom so differently…”


  “That’s because you showed up out of a sudden, mom. I would have welcomed you if you told me first.”


  Most importantly, it was because Mahiru was around, and Amane would have been a lot more relaxed if he was alone back then.


  “Anyway, come in…what’s that?”


  “Various things~. That aside, where’s Mahiru-chan?”


  “Inside.”


  He tersely answered, and accompanied his parents in, the latter having removed their shoes. An uneasy looking Mahiru was seated there, looking at them—and she widened her eyes.


  It was not unreasonable for Mahiru to be shocked.


  Shuuto’s young appearance belied the fact that he was in his late thirties. Even if she was to ignore the favorable comparison against his son, he had the face of a man around thirty.


  He had a young face, baby-like even, and for the umpteenth time, Amane wished he could have inherited more of those genes.


  Unlike Amane, the man had a kind expression, a friendly looking youth (even though he was middle aged). So many had often wondered if they were actually blood related. When they walked together however, they resembled brothers with a large age gap.


  “Mahiru-chan, it’s been a while~.”


  “Been a while? It hasn’t been a month.”


  “That’s long enough for me.”


  Mahiru saw Shihoko scurry towards her with a beaming face, “It has been a while.” Mahiru answered with a smile shown to outsiders, correcting her sitting posture.


  However, she looked a little perturbed towards Shuuto, the latter noticing the stare and stood next to Shihoko with a calm smile.


  “Nice to meet you. I’m Amane’s father, Shuuto Fujimiya. I have heard about you from Shihoko-san, Shiina-san. That you’ve been taking care of our son.”


  “Nice to meet you. I am Shiina Mahiru. I have been in the care of Amane-kun.”


  Shuuto made a beautiful formal bow, and Mahiru followed suit with a formal greeting.


  It appeared Mahiru was worried if Shuuto would have a similar personality to Shihoko, but Shuuto was a kind person with common sense, so Amane hoped Mahiru would calm down as quickly as possible.


  Shuuto was the only one who could apply the brakes on Shihoko, and the latter was weak against Shuuto. One reason was that she was overwhelmingly fond of him though.


  “Why, you don’t have to be so humble, you know? Amane’s sloppy after all.”


  “Sorry for being sloppy.”


  “Alright Shihoko-san, don’t say that now…Amane, have you thanked her properly for taking care of you all this while?”


  “I did my best.”


  “That’s good.”


  Females are to be treated respectfully, that was what Shuuto taught, and he might be worried if Amane had thanked Mahiru properly.


  Amane was uncomfortable with leaving everything to Mahiru while he got to enjoy, and of course, Amane assumed he did all he could for her.


  Shuuto was relieved to hear Amane’s reply, and again turned to meet Mahiru in the eyes.


  “…Really, how do I thank you here? It seems you were doing all the daily dishes, and even the Osechi…”


  “I’ve always been thanking her, and I’ve been helping her out.”


  “Yes…surprisingly, Amane-kun is rather concerned about me.”


  “How surprising is this surprising you speak of?”


  “Well…”


  He might appear crude, but he does pay attention to detail, so Mahiru said, and Amane was left speechless, unable to refute the fact that he was crude; Shuuto showed a kind smile.


  “Looks like the two of you are really on good terms. Don’t cause Shiina-san too much trouble here.”


  “…Got it.”


  “Same to you, Shiina-san, do correct Amane if there is anything he does not do well. He might not look like it, but he’s a really honest boy. Do correct him if there’s anything you don’t like.”


  “Amane-kun is very kind; as for anything I dislike…erm, just a little.”


  “So there is.”


  “…Rather than dislike…I will say it is a flaw.”


  She seemed to be stammering for words, and if he were to ask what was bad about him…she would be unable to reply.


  For some reason, “Hahan” Shihoko seemed to have an idea as she burst out laughing, looking towards Amane. What now, who could only muster such a response.


  42 - The Angel’s admiration


  “Here.”


  Even though they were his parents, they were still guests, and it was imperative to serve them. Mahiru however insisted on serving tea, so Amane left it to her.


  He never expected that the tea set and black tea Mahiru brought for him would be used in this situation.


  His parents were seated on the sofa they normally sat together on, beaming away.


  “Why, thank you Mahiru-chan. You’re completely used to this.”


  “Y-yes.”


  “Normally, Amane should be the one doing this, right?”


  If Amane was to brew the tea, it was likely only the bitterness would be extracted, so Mahiru took charge. However, Shihoko looked a little dumbfounded.


  “No, I want to do this…”


  “Well, if Amane’s to do this, the tea might not be of appropriate temperature. That’s to be expected.”


  While she was right, he was peeved to be criticized.


  He could not refute this, and could only shut up. Shihoko looked towards him with glee.


  “Speaking of which Amane, you have been addressing Mahiru-chan with her name now.”


  Once she suddenly pointed this out, Amane and Mahiru froze in unison.


  He had forgotten about this as he had been addressing her naturally. When his mother last met them, Amane did not call Mahiru by name, and Mahiru was fidgeting when she addressed him back.


  At this point, both of them addressed each other so naturally, and Shihoko naturally would let her thoughts run wild.


  “…That’s fine, right?”


  “That’s nice, I think. Good to be intimate.”


  She deliberately chose not to press the matter further, merely looking towards Amane with a clear smile, the latter sensing his cheeks shaking.


  Perhaps it was better for her to tease him instead. Whenever Shihoko was in such a state, her mind would be imagining all kinds of oh me oh my happy situations.


  “Shihoko-san, stop teasing Amane.”


  But Shuuto slammed the brakes.


  “This is a bad habit of yours, Shihoko-san. Don’t tease him too much.”


  “Yes, too bad, but I have to stop.”


  Shihoko would only listen to Shuuto’s words, and Amane the tormented son was really grateful for that.


  “But it is great seeing our son get along with such a cute girl.”


  “I was worried that your bad habit will run wild, Shihoko-san.”


  “Oh, are you stopping me now, Shuuto-san?”


  “I think it is good for you to change when you have some self-awareness, but I can’t help you when this is another thing I like about you.”


  “Why…Shuuto-san.”


  While he did stop her, the parents started veering into their own world, for some strange reason, and Amane blatantly sighed.


  Shuuto was usually one of common sense, but he would instinctively dote on his wife, resulting in an unapproachable vibe around him from time to time.


  Luckily, he would only do so in front of family, and would not be so brazen outdoors. Perhaps he was sufficiently relaxed, for they were in Amane’s house.


  The son was fine with his parents being lovey-dovey after so many years, but he wished for them to at least be aware of where they were at, to be considerate to others who were watching.


  Amane did not want to interfere the moment he saw them end up that one, so he just slumped into the chair he took from the dining room, and sighed hard again.


  Mahiru too prepared a chair next to him, and quietly watched him.


  “…Your parents really are on good terms.”


  “I guess. They aren’t like this outside, but that’s how it feels at home.”


  “I see.”


  He answered with a wry smile, and Mahiru narrowed her eyes at Shihoko and Shuuto.


  She was not looking displeased; rather, it appeared she was looking at something dazzling.


  Her eyes were full of admiration and jealousy, as though she was looking at something precious.


  As she watched them with a faint smile that could only be described as fleeting, he reached his hand towards her without thinking—


  “Oh Amane, what’s the matter?”


  Shihoko seemed to have returned to reality, and Amane retracted his hand upon hearing her voice.


  “What do you mean what? It’s because you two are in your own world that we’re really restless, mom.”


  “Oh, you jealous?”


  “Not, jealous, at, all. Just, do that sort of thing at home.”


  It seemed they never noticed Amane nearly holding Mahiru by the hand, and neither did the latter, so she could only give a wry smile at his words.


  He did not know why he reached the hand out.


  But it seemed that…he did not want that Mahiru to feel alone.


  He was relieved to see Mahiru revert back to normal, and maintained a usual scowl so as not to be noticed.


  “So, are you two happy to see your own son now?”


  “Rather than you, Amane, we’re happy to see Mahiru-chan …”


  “Oy.”


  “Just half joking. We are not done with our objective here.”


  “Objective?”


  He thought Shihiko’s objective was just to make a New Year visit, and to say hello to Mahiru, but it appeared Shihoko had some other plan in mind.


  “Amane, you two haven’t done Hatsumōde, right?”


  “We’ll go when there’re fewer people around.”


  “I guessed so. You haven’t gone too, Mahiru-chan? That’s what you wrote in the message.”


  “Yes.”


  “Since I expected this, I brought kimonos~”


  It appeared Shihoko wanted to attend Hatsumōde with Mahiru.


  Amane realized at this point why she was grinning away and carrying such a large bag. Once again, he sighed for the umpteenth time.


  Shihoko liked cute things, and liked to dress people up. Surely she would not miss out on this chance.


  Amane knew there were a few kimonos back home, and it appeared she brought them all.


  “I dreamed of having a daughter dressed in kimono for Hatsumōde…I think it will fit Mahiru-chan well.”


  “Mom, you just want a doll to play dress up on…”


  “Not true though? A big reason is that I want Mahiru-chan to wear it.”


  It’ll really fit her after all, Shihoko was utterly confident in thinking she was correct.


  Though it appeared there was no clothing that would not fit Mahiru well.


  As far as Amane knew, she had worn boyish clothing, princess-like clothing, girlish clothing with frills and lace a few times, and they all fit her well. It seemed a pretty girl could fit any clothing onto her.


  So would the kimono, it seemed.


  The Fujimiyas had only one son, and Shihoko would never let the chance to dress up a daughter slip by.


  “…Well, if Mahiru’s fine with that, you can dress her up.”


  “Why are you making it sound like you’re not going?”


  “Well, it’ll be troublesome if the guys at school see me with her.”


  If his parents went with Mahiru to Hatsumōde, they might look like family, so that should be fine.


  But it would be problematic if Amane himself was to join in.


  If those in the same year were to see the unimpressive looking Amane together with Mahiru during the shrine visit, he could imagine a hellish scene of agonizing wails after winter break ends.


  After all, he did not want to go for Hatsumōde while bearing such risk.


  “It’s fine if you’re not noticed, right?”


  “If we aren’t, but normally, we’ll…say mom, are you actually?”


  “Fufu, this situation is why I prepared so much stuff here, you know?”


  “What do you mean, this situation!?”


  There were kimono, juban, and little props. Amane felt she would not have brought that much luggage if it was all related to kimono, so it appeared she brought more just to mess with him.


  “Shuuto-san was enthusiastic about this too.”


  “Dad…”


  “It’s a rare chance, so why not? I think that since it’s an annual thing, we should go together.”


  It was hard to refuse now that he had spoken.


  Shihoko’s suggestion involved Shuuto’s heavy emphasis on family, and Amane would feel bad if he were to refuse.


  “But then.”


  “It’s fine. Trust mom here. I’ll definitely dress you up as a handsome guy unlike before, Amane!”


  “So you’re saying I look ugly now?”


  “Of course not, your face resemble Shuuto-san’s. But the hairstyle and the mood around you feels so bland. It’s so boorish, as they say.”


  “Shut up.”


  He knew he looked boorish, but he willingly dressed so because he felt like it…and did not want to be pointed out.


  “You could have been more handsome if you dress up a little, Amane. Just that you find it too much of a hassle…”


  “Stop being a busybody.”


  “What a pity…say Mahiru-chan, you want to see Amane dressed up a little better too, right?”


  “Eh?”


  With the ball suddenly on Mahiru’s court, the latter widened her eyes, and clearly looked flustered.


  Amane hoped that Shihoko would not pressurize Mahiru that much, but Shihoko continued to press on without a care.


  “If Amane dresses better, I think you’ll have a different opinion of him, Mahiru-chan. He actually looks decent there, you know? You aren’t honest with yourself, but he has Shuuto-san’s gentlemanliness. A little dress up and he’ll look like a good man.”


  “E-erm…is-is that so…?”


  “You don’t want to go to Hatsumōde together?”


  “A-actually, I wa-want to, but,”


  “Oy don’t sell me out here.”


  Amane hoped Mahiru would refuse in fear of the really unlikely situation, and she glanced aside after he retort.


  “…It is fine if you do not want to, Amane-kun.”


  Shuu. She sounded a little deflated as she lowered her eyebrows, and he found himself struggling to breathe.


  While she intended to keep her feelings to herself, she obviously found it a pity. It was not shown deliberately, but naturally.


  She silently lowered her long eyelashes, causing a strong sense of guilt to arise within him.


  You made Mahiru-chan sad. Shihoko in turn gave Amane a reproaching look, Just hurry up and give up. Shuuto in turn gave such a look, grrr, and Amane let out a little groan.


  Surely it appeared he was bullying Mahiru here, no?


  “…Alright.”


  Faced with such looks, he could only surrender.


  43 - The Angel and Hatsumode


  “Okay, we’re done.”


  Shihoko combed his hair here and there, pinched his face, and matched clothing on him, and he felt a little fatigued once he was released.


  Amane himself did not have much interest in clothing, and this time was one of suffering. He looked into the mirror however, and found the hard work had paid off; the mirror showed a handsome face incomparable to before.


  Shihoko chose a dark grey Chester coat over a white turtleneck and black slacks, a simple, but not too casual outfit.


  She made sure he did not dress too casually, as they were to partake in a celebratory New year event. His current attire looked a little formal.


  Amane did not like clothing that was too colorful; the monotone, dull colors fit his tastes better.


  He then checked his hairstyle; his slightly long bangs were ironed and waxed, combed to the side thanks to Shihoko’s skills, showing the eyes that were usually hidden behind.


  Once his eyes were exposed, the impression he gave looked a lot brighter, and furthermore, his hair looked more solidified, giving a sophisticated vibe.


  The boorish look his mother and Itsuki ridiculed him for was no longer to be seen, and standing before the mirror was a completely different, refreshed dashing boy.


  “You could have looked a decent lad if you tidied up a little. Why wouldn’t you.”


  “I don’t have interest in it.”


  “You’re always like this, Amane. You can’t look refreshed when you’re always scowling away.”


  He scowled, berating her for these unnecessary words, but he could not deny the fact.


  “Now then, I’ll tidy up Mahiru-chan, so wait in the living room now.”


  Amane was in his room when this was done, and he did not know how Mahiru looked, for she had returned home to change.


  Mahiru returned home to put on the clothes, for she could do it on her own. Given that fact, one could understand how capable she was.


  He saw Shihoko leave the room, and looked into the mirror once again.


  It had been a while since he dressed up like this, and he appeared a different person.


  “……Well, this isn’t so bad.”


  He might look unsightly standing next to Mahiru, but it was a lot better than his usual self.


  Ain’t bad to do this once in a while, so he fiddled with his hair that were unblocked by his bangs, muttering away.


  Dozens of minutes passed as he waited with Shuuto in the living room, and heard the door open.


  He was not displeased about having to wait, as he had heard that women needed lots of time and effort to dress up. However, he was worried if Mahiru was sexually harassed by Shihoko.


  He anxiously stood up from the sofa, looked towards the entrance, and Mahiru silently entered the living room.


  He was mesmerized upon first sight.


  Mahiru would not usually wear Japanese clothing, and he did not get the chance to see her in it. Thus, he felt that it would fit her well—but not this well.


  Shihoko said that it was not easy to move through the crowds in a furisode, so she chose a komon instead. The faint pink base was matched with little plum patterns, and fitted Mahiru so well, one had to wonder if the clothing was Mahiru’s to begin with.


  Mahiru usually would not wear pink, and at this point, she looked really posh and feminine.


  The sides of the faint colored long hair remained, and the rest were held up by hairsticks. The pure white neck and dangling accessories emphasized her femininity, making her alluring.


  The beautiful makeup matched her already beautiful appearance, and her vibe as an innocent beauty was emphasized thoroughly.


  “How about it? I find it rather cute. My effort in dressing Mahiru-chan up hasn’t gone to waste since she’s so pretty to begin with.”


  “Yep, it suits her alright.”


  Shuuto praised with a smile, and Mahiru lowered her eyes gaudily. This gesture made her so alluring; beauties were really terrifying after all.


  “Come on, Amane, you have to say what you think here.”


  “Well, it suits you.”


  Amane could not bring himself to lavish praise on her before his parents, so he just made a painless appraisal, but Shihoko was really displeased.


  “…You can’t do that here, you know?”


  “Shut up.”


  Shihoko reproached his uselessness, but Amane did not want to praise her more before his parents, so he turned his face aside.


  Dumbfounded by Amane, Shihoko merely sighed and let him off the hook, for she understood his personality well.


  “Goodness…anyway Mahiru-chan, what do you think? Amane looks completely different now, right?”


  “Y-yes. Completely different from usual …”


  “He could have been popular if he usually dressed up like this, but he just wouldn’t. It’s a pity.”


  Amane felt Shihoko was saying unnecessary things again, but the latter merely sighed, as though it really was a pity.


  “Amane really resembles Shuuto-san, but it’s disappointing how he doesn’t use it well. Too bad~”


  “That’s enough Shihoko-san. Amane’s of this age too, you know?”


  “Shouldn’t he think of being more popular?”


  “Amane’s the type to be fine with just one. He might find it a hassle to have too many.”


  “Oh my.”


  Shuuto wanted to coax Shihoko, but her delusions were further fueled.


  Well, it was true that Amane would rather have a single person next to him than to be popular amongst many…so Shuuto said, and Amane himself agreed with this sentiment. But would it not seem that Mahiru was that special someone at this point?


  He could only turn his cringing face aside, away from Shihoko’s radiant smile.


  Why does she have to let her thoughts run wild? He wondered, but he was aware others would view them in the same vein.


  At the very least, Mahiru was special to Amane, or so he could admit.


  But while that was fact—


  He glanced aside at Mahiru, making sure she did not notice him, and sighed.


  Well, I can say I like her.


  He felt he was fond of her.


  But he felt there was a distinction from it being outright love.


  “Mom, what you think of doesn’t exist. Enough nonsense and get the car ready.”


  “Such an unpleasant kid…well, that’s fine, Shuuto-san, shall we get going?”


  “Of course.”


  It appeared Amane successfully diverted the topic, for the duo began preparations to move out.


  He left the choice of shrine to his parents, and watched their backs depart for the parking lots right outside the apartments.


  “…I got all my stuff in my bag, so I don’t have to prepare much. What about you, Mahiru?”


  “Eh, they are all in this bag.”


  “I see.”


  Suddenly, there was the two of them, and he felt a little restless. Filled with such emotions, he checked if the windows were locked, and unplugged the unnecessary appliances.


  He switched off the living room lights, and looked towards Mahiru again.


  As expected, she was really a beauty, even if he did not look at her too intently. Though he never managed to praise her before his parents, there was no doubt to anyone that Mahiru was a real healing sight as a kimono beauty.


  “What is it, Amane-kun?”


  “Nn, well, it really does suit you. Like an innocent beauty in kimono. Really cute, really pretty, I think.”


  He learned from Shuuto to lavish women with praise when it came to fashion, and he should have done so the moment he saw her, but it was too awkward for him to do so before his parents.


  So once he stated his honest thoughts, Mahiru blinked a few times, her face gradually flushed as she pursed her lips.


  Amane recalled that Mahiru made the same reaction moments ago, and made a wry smile.


  “Ahh, you don’t want to be praised? Sorry.”


  “Th-that is not the case, but…Amane-kun, you are rather,”


  “Rather?”


  “…Nothing.”


  She turned her face aside, and though Amane was confused, it appeared she had no intention to talk more, so he just gave up and went to the corridor alongside her.


  Having considered that they would be walking, she was not wearing geta, but boots, a Japanese-Western style. Despite that, he could see how cute she was.


  Shalan shalan, the hairstick ornament shook as she put on the boots, and then she silently moved towards Amane, who went ahead to hold the door.


  They were being closer than they thought. It was rare for Mahiru to take the initiative to approach, and she gently tiptoed.


  She wants me to listen? So he wondered as he bent down at the door. Mahiru cupped her hand before her mouth in a ring, and approached his ear.


  “Amane-kun.”


  “Nn?”


  “Erm…Amane-kun, you look dashing too, I guess?”


  After the little whisper, Mahiru darted past Amane, and hurried into the elevator hall. Bam, and Amane slammed his forehead into the door.


  “…That was sneaky of her.”


  That was retaliation, and Amane’s heart was pounding wildly.


  Thanks to her, Amane took quite a while to cool his sizzling face down, and was met with his parents’ skeptical looks at the parking lots.


  44 - Holding the Angel’s hand


  They took an hour car ride or so from where Amane stayed, and arrived at a rather famous shrine in this area. As expected, there were much fewer crowds compared to what they saw on TV, but there were still quite a few people around.


  “There’s a lot fewer people, but there’s still quite a few of them ”


  “Yep.”


  “Mahiru-chan, don’t get lost here. We’ll keep an eye on you, and you have your phone. It won’t be too difficult to keep in contact, but it’s better to go to the shrine together.”


  “Yes.”


  The kimono-clad Mahiru had the most inconvenience moving about, and was moving slowly despite wearing boots; the kimono would slow her greatly, and it was natural for her to move slowly.


  It was not to the point where they had to squeeze their way in, but people were bumping shoulders, and they had to keep an eye on each other.


  “Shall we go then?”


  Shihoko led them into the crowd, first to the Chōzuya to rinse their hands and mouth. As expected, Mahiru was garnering lots of stares.


  There were quite a few dressed in kimonos, and logically, Mahiru should not stand out too much even in kimono…but this did not seem to be the case.


  To be honest, even in school uniform, and without ornament, she was attracting lots of attention. It was impossible for a traditional innocent looking girl to not attract attention while in Japanese clothing.


  Even the manner she rinsed her mouth was so beautiful, and stares were gathered upon her.


  “…Is anything the matter?”


  “Not really.”


  He was displeased about others eyeing Mahiru, but he did not voice it out. He rinsed his hands and mouth as his parents did, and followed them.


  He wanted to slow down and wait for Mahiru, but she was dressed in a kimono, not her usual clothing, and she had difficulty dealing with the hem, it seemed. There were many people present, and she was walking slower than usual.


  “Mahiru, you alright?”


  “This, this much is…hya!”


  She lost her balance as she bumped into someone else on the shoulder, and was about to fall over, so Amane grabbed her arm.


  “Doesn’t look like it.”


  “…Sorry.”


  “Okay, lend me your hand.”


  It was necessary to take care of her, especially when she was walking around while unused to such clothing.


  He reached his hand to the little palm extending from the sleeve, and she looked up towards him.


  Seeing her in such a state, Amane was about to reel his hand in, thinking she might be unwilling, but she hastily placed her hand onto his, looking up at him once again. He was left confused, and looked back at her.


  Jiii, they stared at each other for quite a bit, and Mahiru was first to avert her eyes, grabbing Amane’s palm firmly.


  There was no time for Amane to show any doubt, and they soon arrived before the Saisen box. While experiencing the touch felt from the hand, he buried the little doubt into his chest.


  “You took quite a long while. What did you wish for?”


  They left the crowd after making their prayers, and Amane asked Mahiru who had quietly prayed.


  Mahiru prayed with an ideal beautiful action, her eyes closed and hands together for about twice as long as Amane did. He was nearly mesmerized by the elegant gesture after she moved her hands aside, and only then did he remember to ask what she prayed for.


  “Just no illness or calamity.”


  “That’s rather ordinary.”


  But well, it certainly was just like Mahiru to wish for this.


  He was thinking that she did not have much desire, and wondered what else she could have prayed for. It was as expected, and he was a little disappointed.


  “And also.”


  “Also?”


  “…I want to live some peaceful days like this.”


  This really was just like Mahiru.


  It was something she would wish for, given that she disliked drastic changes, and liked peace and tranquility.


  “That’s not going to happen with my mom around.”


  “But that is fun in its own way.”


  Is that so…? So he wondered, but he kept quiet after seeing how happy she was, and held her hand with a gentle look.


  After all, they were still passing through a crowded place, and his parents were awaiting afar after finishing their visit. It would be troublesome if she was to trip over at this point.


  Amane held her hand while thinking so, but she blinked slightly, lowering her eyes bashfully as she held his hand back.


  “You two, over here~”


  Shihoko’s voice was loud and lively, easily distinguishable.


  Both of them approached the parents as though prompted, and Shihoko widened her eyes, her hand on her smiling mouth as she stared at them.


  “Ara ara.”


  “What.”


  “You naturally held hands there, didn’t you?”


  Upon hearing those words, he realized his mistake in holding hands before Shihoko.


  Would this mean Mahiru was a special someone to Amane? Shihoko implied with a smirk, but it was not a joke to Amane.


  “…I just don’t want her to get lost there. It’s easy to trip over in a kimono.”


  “Of course. It is difficult to move around in kimono, and she needs an escort. I did the same with Shihoko-san.”


  Shuuto was understanding, and did not find anything amiss about him holding Mahiru’s holding. Like Amane, he gently held Shihoko’s hand.


  It would not be tiring if he could hold the hand as nimbly as his father did, but he could not do so because of his personality, so he was grateful that Mahiru held his hand obediently.


  Upon seeing that Shihoko diverted her attention to Shuuto, Amane heaved a sigh of relief, but Mahiru did not release the strength in her hand.


  Kyuu, it was controlled, but he understood that she was unwilling to let go, he whispered to her, asking what it was about, but she did not answer, her slender fingers still holding onto Amane’s.


  “Mahiru-chan Mahiru-chan, I’m getting some hot drinks. Which do you prefer, Oshiruko or Amazake?”


  “I shall have Oshiruko.”


  Shihoko interrupted him from asking and letting go, so he could only continue to hold Mahiru’s hand.


  “Then what about you?”


  “…Amazake for me.”


  “Yes yes.”


  But he was fine with Mahiru not hating him at least, so he restrained the slight itchiness arising in his heart as he told Shihoko what he wanted, before holding Mahiru’s hand again.


  Soon after, Shihoko returned from the shop, and handed them their orders. They could not eat without letting go of their hands, so both decided to let go for the time being and rest.


  His parents savored the Amazake together, beaming away.


  While they were not alone in their own world, they were getting all touchy-feely. Amane was not in the mood to talk, and drank the Amazake he had just received.


  It was drinkable in sips, and nutritious, but what Amane enjoyed was the sweetness and richness of the rice that spread in his mouth, and he could not help but sigh in relief and amazement.


  He really could not give up on choosing the Oshiruko, but given that it was the New Year, and considering the mood, he chose the other. Given his personal preference, he was correct.


  He glanced aside at Mahiru, and found her looking poised, sipping the Oshiruko from the paper cup.


  He saw her enjoy the Oshiruko that much, and was increasingly yearning for it. It was troubling to him.


  “Is the Oshiruko nice?”


  “It is delicious.”


  “I’ll like to have some?”


  “Sure. May I have some too?”


  “Of course.”


  Since they had this chance, they decided to exchange drinks and have a taste. Amane took the cup, and brought the slightly viscous red bean Oshiruko to his lips.


  There was the distinct scent of red beans, and he took it to his lips. As expected, there was a sweet, rich scent, a little too sweet for him, for he was not the type to like sweets in the first place.


  It appeared Mahiru liked sweets, and this sweetness was perfect for her.


  “It is delicious.”


  It seemed Mahiru too was fond of the Amazake, her eyes relaxed as she smiled.


  “…You two just did that so naturally.”


  Shihoko muttered, having watched over them.


  “What now?”


  “Don’t mind us…it’s a cold day, you’re lucky.”


  “Obviously it’s better when the weather’s hot.”


  “Might be the case for you two, but for us…huh?”


  Shihoko asked Shuuto, who too was watching them. He gave a calm…somewhat wry smile, “Of course.”


  Amane’s shoulders shivered awkward in the face of that incredulous stare, and Mahiru looked mystified as she stared back at Amane.


  45 - The Angel and the blissful atmosphere


  “Mahiru-chan, you really can cook.”


  It was evening when they returned from Hatsumōde and rested a little. Mahiru changed clothes and began preparing dinner… but Shihoko wanted to stay over at Amane’s house just to observe Mahiru’s cooking.


  The hometown’s a few hours car ride away from here, they were already tired, and it seemed they planned on staying over to begin with. Amane wished they would have permission from the head of the house, but that would be Shuuto, so he could not complain about it.


  Luckily, they had an extra futon for guests, and they probably would share it. They slept together back home anyway, so it would not be anything drastically different


  .


  “Thank you very much.”


  “You really are capable for a high school girl. I couldn’t do this when I was in high school.”


  “You’re not as capable as Mahiru now mom.”


  “Did you say anything?”


  “Nothing.”


  Amane heard a monotone from the kitchen, and played dumb as he leaned his back into the sofa.


  Next to him, Shuuto was going “Stop bullying Shihoko-san”, but usually, Amane was the one being bullied, or rather, teased. This little bit of payback should be somewhat acceptable.


  “How rude”, the voice from the kitchen reached the impudent Amane, but she reverted back to her cheerful voice as she spoke to Mahiru.


  Mahiru too did not hesitate in talking to Shihoko. It seemed she was used to the latter’s vigor and personality, for she looked really calm.


  From afar, he saw them cook amicably, and sighed in relief.


  “Shihoko-san is rather curious about Shiina-san.”


  Shuuto smiled as he too stared at their backs.


  “Well, she’s capable, cute, and has a good personality. No wonder mom’s curious about her.”


  “What do you think then, Amane?”


  “…Nothing much, just that she’s a nice person, and cute.”


  “I see.”


  Amane immediately assumed Shuuto was just casually checking, but the latter was never one to pursue the matter, so it seemed he was just interested in what Amane thought.


  And he did not inquire further into Amane’s reply.


  “I am looking forward to enjoying the cooking you get to eat every day, Amane.”


  “I can guarantee that it tastes good. As long as mom doesn’t do anything unnecessary.”


  “Don’t worry, Shihoko-san wants to try some of Shiina-san’s cooking too. She’ll just be helping out.”


  “That’s good enough.”


  Not that Shihoko’s cooking was bad or anything, but compared to Mahiru’s delicate control of the flavoring, hers was relatively crude.


  Shuuto was usually in charge of controlling the flavors, while Shihoko would prioritize volume and happiness.


  Of course, she was the housewife who had a son with a growing appetite, so that would be expected. Amane however preferred Mahiru’s finely crafted tastes, and it would be great if her cooking charisma was unaffected.


  Luckily, it appeared Shihoko was just helping out Mahiru, and nothing more. He sighed in relief as he watched them cook.


  “Yep, it’s delicious.”


  “Thank you very much.”


  It was impossible for the dining table for two to fit all four of them, so they moved the larger folding table that was in the storage for dinner.


  Mahiru was relieved to hear Shuuto’s heartfelt thoughts, and did not look as tense.


  She had never shared her cooking to anyone other than Amane, except during cooking class, so she was a little tense…but she was at ease after seeing Shuuto’s kind smile.


  “It really is delicious. Guess you don’t have to worry about staying alone or getting married.”


  Shihoko looked over at Amane as she murmured away. The latter’s face nearly cringed, but he sipped at the miso soup with a stoic look.


  He was already used to the rich taste of the soup.


  He was completely conditioned to Mahiru’s flavouring, and did not desire for anything else other than her food. This might be a downside to eating Mahiru’s cooking every day.


  “Amane, your thoughts?”


  “It’s delicious of course. I’ve been thanking her all the time.”


  Even without Shihoko prompting, he intended to express his thanks, but it sounded like he was being prompted to do so.


  Whenever they were alone, he never forgot to praise her, but this time, he restrained himself as his parents were around, though he failed.


  He praised Mahiru as usual, but she appeared a little restless, or rather, uncomfortable “…yes.” She whispered.


  There was a slight blush on her face, probably because his parents were around.


  Even though she was used to hearing Amane’s thoughts, hearing praises from three people would leave her somewhat bashful.


  “You’re really cute, Mahiru-chan.”


  “Shihoko-san, don’t tease her too much.”


  “I’m not teasing her. Seriously, I just think she’s a pure innocent girl, you know?”


  “Th-that is not the case…”


  “Well, she is. Pure, innocent, you name it.”


  “Amane-kun!?”


  She was pure. She would blush even when facing a guy who was not handsome, with his shirt undone. Innocent and naïve, maybe.


  “Oh my, did something happen without us knowing?”


  “Nothing in particular.”


  “Nothing at all!”


  Mahiru too firmly denied it.


  It was not demeaning to call her pure, but she seemed to dislike being called so as she firmly denied it, so he did not continue on.


  “Well, I’m fine as long as you don’t hurt Shiina-san, Amane. There is a limit to how much you can tease her though.”


  “Got it.”


  “…See. Are you not teasing me now?”


  “I’m serious about you being innocent though.”


  Mahiru was sitting next to him, and she tapped at his leg beneath the table.


  She looked towards him with slightly red cutes, “Sorry sorry” once he apologized, her pretty face made a pout, which made her rather cute. However, Amane held back the urge to laugh so as to avoid angering her.


  “…How do I put it, see, what we brag about is being bragged before us here.”


  “Isn’t that fine? Amane’s looking a relaxed compared to usual.”


  “Nn, sorry for having you cook for my parents.”


  After dinner, they spent two hours or so talking, before turning in for the night. However, his parents would be sleeping in the living room, so Mahiru would be the only one returning home.


  His parents were off to bathe, so Amane was the only one to see her off. There was no need to see her off, but he did so just in case, and also to apologize for his parents’ recklessness for the day.


  “No, I am fine. I enjoyed myself today.”


  “I see.”


  Luckily, it appeared she was not displeased in the slightest.


  One might say she was really joyous.


  “And also.”


  “Also?”


  “…I have understood the feeling of happiness, if a little.”


  Mahiru showed a faint smile, accompanied by a soft voice as weak as a sigh.


  The fleeting smile would seemingly vanish with the wind. He could sense some jealousy in her eyes, and had a rough idea of her family situation.


  He felt he could not leave her be, so he inadvertently placed his palm on her hair, deliberately ruffling it.


  She did not look annoyed, merely shocked as she looked up at Amane.


  “Wh-what is the matter?”


  “Nothing.”


  “Not nothing…my hair is all messy.”


  “You’ll be taking a bath anyway.”


  “You are right about that.”


  “…I can’t do that?”


  “N-not that you cannot…but you should have told me first.”


  “I already touched.”


  “You are just reporting after it happened.”


  “Sorry.”


  So you’re willing to let me touch if I told you, he had such a thought, but he did not voice it out. He obediently apologized, and Mahiru let out a little sigh.


  “Goodness…I am fine with that, but you cannot go about touching a girl on the hair.”


  “No, it’s not like I’ll go about touching others…”


  At the very least, Amane knew well that the only ones of the opposite gender he could touch were those close to him. He could not do any casual skinship like an outgoing person.


  He treated Mahiru as someone close, so he would be sure she would not dislike him while patting on her head. However, he would not do this to anyone other than Mahiru.


  To be precise, he had no intention of touching anyone else. The most he would desire was to punish the prankster Chitose.


  Once he said he would not touch anyone else, Mahiru was quiet, and did not shake off his hand.


  “…Now that I look at you, I do think you really resemble Shuuto-san, Amane-kun. I can tell even though we just met.”


  “In what sense? Our personalities and faces are so different.”


  “…You look similar. Really.”


  She sighed hard this time, and this time, he rubbed her head with some frustration, but it appeared she did not dislike it.


  …Do we really resemble each other?


  Well, it was true that they would be mistaken for brothers with a large age gap if they stood next to each other, but they had completely different demeanors.


  Their personalities were not completely contrasting, but they were not similar at all.


  One would thus have to wonder why she said they resembled each other?


  He had a few questions on his mind, but it appeared she had no intention to continue talking, her eyes narrowed at Amane as she left it at that.


  After he fondled enough, he let go of her head, and she suddenly reeled back, a little taken aback as she looked up at Amane.


  “What, you want me to keep touching?”


  He asked mischievously, “please stop” and Mahiru answered with a blushing face, so he stopped.


  She appeared to be a little peeved, looking displeased as she opened the door to her house, and slipped in.


  Before he could regret going overboard here, she peeped through the door gap.


  “Amane-kun.”


  “What?”


  “…Amane-kun no, baka.”


  Mahiru’s cheeks were slightly red, and she appeared to be pouting and yet fawning with sweet words, before closing the door.


  …Who’s the idiot here?


  It was Mahiru’s fault for causing his heart to suddenly jolt.


  He let out a little sigh, and leaned on the corridor wall to cool his heated body, before sighing out a breath of white air.


  46 - The Angel and the new semester


  The new semester started, but there was no drastic change.


  Everyone spent the winter vacation as they wished, but the changes were not as drastic as they were during the summer vacation; nobody went for a major change in image, and the faces in the class remained unchanged.


  Amane sat quietly at his seat, observing the class that was noisier than usual, only to be approached.


  “Yo Amane, feeling fine?”


  “Thanks to you.”


  Itsuki arrived at the classroom later than Amane did, still the same as usual.


  They never met since Christmas, but he was still having the usual frivolous smile.


  “Did you have a good New Year?”


  “…Well, sorta.”


  “Why so hesitant? Any progress made?”


  “Seriously, what progress…not that, nothing happened.”


  He could not say that nothing happened. Neither wanted it, but Mahiru spent the night at Amane’s place. He could not say this however.


  He could easily imagine Itsuki telling Chitose about this, and both of them leering and teasing him.


  Other than that, his parents dropped by for Hatsumōde; but that probably could count as nothing.


  “…Hmm?”


  “Nothing happened.”


  “Well, I’ll take it as it is then.”


  Amane was annoyed by the leer, but he let it be, finding it a hassle to retort.


  Time to talk about something else…so he looked around the classroom with such a thought, but nothing special actually happened.


  The girls were all gathered around the prince of their batch, Kadowaki. Neither his slightly perturbed look in the middle of them all changed, nor did the plain old jealousy of the boys gathered around them.


  “Looks like nothing changed at all.”


  “Well, that’s Yuuta for you. Same old, same old.”


  Amane was just observing out of boredom alongside Itsuki, who had no interest in other girls as he had a girlfriend, giving a wry smile at Yuuta’s popularity. They then looked around.


  “Speaking of which, I heard that Shiina-san has a boyfriend.”


  A few girls were huddled together, and upon hearing their conversation, Amane stiffened.


  “Ah, Lisa said that. She was holding hands with a boy during Hatsumōde.”


  “She did she did. Maybe Shiina-san isn’t interested in anyone because she has a boyfriend?”


  “I heard that he’s rather good looking, but he never showed up at school. I wonder if he’s from another school.”


  Perhaps it was just him, but it seemed all the stares in class were gathered upon the talking girls. Even that Yuuta appeared to be pricking his ears towards them.


  Only Itsuki’s stare was directed towards Amane.


  “Say Amane.”


  “I don’t know.”


  “I haven’t said anything.”


  “Nothing to do with me.”


  “Alright now.”


  Itsuki gave a wry smile at Amane’s soft denial, and suddenly lifted the latter’s bangs.


  “Well, you keep it hidden, but you have a nice face.”


  “Coming from you, I think you’re just teasing me.”


  While Itsuki appeared to be lighthearted and have a frivolous vibe, he might be considered handsome .


  And to Amane, a handsome lad telling him that felt sarcastic.


  He felt his appearance was merely passable, and did not want to hear others’ opinion of his face.


  He waved aside the hand touching his bangs, and frowned, spotting Itsuki’s wry smile.


  “That’s how you are.”


  “Shut up.”


  “Well, I can say that’s just like you.”


  While Amane looked as aloof as before, Itsuki was chuckling instead of looking furious.


  “Looks like rumors have spread in school.”


  After dinner, he noted to Mahiru who was seated across the dining table. The latter understood what he meant, her face stiffened.


  Mahiru herself would be the most perturbed.


  It appeared none of the rumors mentioned Amane in person, but it must be exhausting for Mahiru to be asked if she had a boyfriend. Thus on this day, she looked a little rigid when she arrived at Amane’s house, her steps probably heavy because of this.


  “…At least nobody found out it was you, Amane-kun, but it was a lot of effort resolving the misunderstandings.”


  “Does holding hands make me a boyfriend now?”


  “I do not know. Anyway, I denied it, and said he was someone I know. We just have to wait for the rumors to disappear.”


  “Nn, well, that’s to be expected.”


  He felt apologetic for being assumed as her boyfriend, so he too wanted the rumors to dissipate as soon as possible. It would be really stressful for her to be asked repeatedly if she was his boyfriend.


  The same applied for Amane, who would be restless whenever he heard these rumors, out of apology and shame. He wanted people to forget the rumors.


  Haa, he let out a sigh, and Mahiru silently lowered her eyes.


  “…Do we look like lovers?”


  “Who knows? Right now, someone like me can’t be your boyfriend, Mahiru. You can choose a more handsome guy out there, and even if you’re with me, I look more like an ordinary acquaintance.


  “You are not just someone.”


  “Eh?”


  Amane looked towards Mahiru once again after hearing this unexpectedly forceful voice; she reverted back to looking gloomy, though for some reason, she looked a little…furious, adamant.


  “You have low self-esteem of yourself, Amane-kun, but that is not true. I do think you are an outstanding person, Amane-kun. You are kind, understanding, gentlemanly, good natured…and really cool when you do dress yourself up.”


  His cheeks started to blush as he listened to the earnest praise that did not seem to be so.


  He never expected her to have such a high opinion of him, and she was overly serious with what she said, which left him embarrassed.


  Mahiru might have realized how embarrassing her words were, for she started stammering midway through.


  Despite that, she stared at his eyes, indicating that she was being heartfelt; the compliments left him increasingly bashful.


  “I-I see…erm, thanks.”


  “So-so I say, erm, well…please do not look down on yourself.”


  “O-oh…”


  He could not deny it, now that he was praised by her, for the mood would not allow for him to be humble in any way.


  Mahiru’s cheeks were slightly reddened as she lowered her head, quivering in shame. Amane too felt the shame rising up within him, and quietly muttered.


  “…Well, I’ll go wash the dishes.”


  “Y-yes.”


  In any case, all Amane could do was to escape sheepishly.


  It might be called a tactical retreat, for it was bad for his heart to see her quivering in embarrassment.


  Suu, haa, he took a deep breath, stood up, and brought the utensils to the sink. Mahiru went to the living room, sat on the sofa, and buried her face into the cushion. It seemed she too was embarrassed, unused to the concept of lavishing praise.


  Once he saw that, “If you’re embarrassed, don’t say this” Amane murmured, but because of her words, he felt some weight lifted from his chest.


  He felt quite relieved after receiving approval, probably.


  So he thought, but he was still embarrassed. It was winter, yet he was listlessly washing the dishes with cold water.


  47 - The Angel and friend


  “Hey~hey~Amane, lend me the Angel, will ya?”


  Chitose called in after dinner.


  Usually, they would contact each other through app, but for some reason, she called Amane, asking the latter about Mahiru. He had no idea what she was planning.


  She said to lend her, but Mahiru was not Amane’s belonging. Chitose should have asked her directly.


  “Don’t ask me, ask Shiina.”


  “She’s next to you now, right?”


  “…She is.”


  “Then ask her if she wants to go out with me tomorrow.”


  “Ask her yourself.”


  She doesn’t have the number? He wondered, but he remembered then that during Christmas, Chitose was fully focused on teasing Mahiru, and did not have time for that.


  And also, Amane would surely have Mahiru’s contact, and was often with her. It was to be expected why he was contacted.


  Chitose’s thought process was understandable, but he wanted to tell her that he was not a mail pigeon.


  In any case, it would better for Mahiru to discuss this instead, so he thought as he handed the phone to an incredulous looking Mahiru next to him. “Chitose wants to talk to you.” So he said, and slumped into the sofa.


  Mahiru looked a little perturbed, but she obediently brought the phone to her ear.


  “I am taking over…eh, tomorrow? Y-yes, I have no special arrangements…”


  It seemed Mahiru was taken aback by Chitose’s sudden rapid fire talk, and he could only watch her perturbed look with a wry smile.


  She did not seem impatient, but was taken aback by the sudden suggestion, hapless, not knowing what to do.


  She glanced aside to him, “Just see what you want. She wants to go out with you, not me” he answered.


  Mahiru would go out with her friends once in a while, but her priority was to return home and prepare dinner hours later.


  He thought she should have a break once in a while, leaving aside whether she would be getting a break going out with Chitose.


  “Y-yes…erm, I will like to accept this invitation…”


  She might have made up her mind after hearing Amane’s words. When she answered Chitose, he could hear the latter go “Alrighty!” over the phone, and Mahiru instinctively pulled the phone away from her ear.


  He chuckled in amazement as how Chitose was being all enthusiastic, and met Mahiru in the eyes


  She looked a little worried, but her lips still showed a smile of relief and joy.


  Once Chitose had quieted down somewhat, Mahiru picked up the smartphone, and started talking.


  She was smiling as she talked, and Amane too smiled as he looked at her.


  “Thank you very much. I shall return this to you.”


  She ended the call, and carefully returned the smartphone to him.


  It seemed they had made plans, and she would be dragged somewhere by Chitose.


  “That was sudden, wasn’t it? That’s basically Chitose.”


  “W-well, that shocked me.”


  “She’s not a bad person, just a little too forceful.”


  Though he felt the ‘a little’ might be understating it, he gave her a mild appraisal. She definitely was not a bad person, just a little pushy.


  Mahiru might have understood the personality well as she gave a wry smile, but luckily, she did not seem annoyed by that. It was a little tragic that while she was the girlfriend of his own close friend, he just could not get along with her, even though it was common.


  “You don’t have to worry about me tomorrow. Just go enjoy yourself.”


  “Yes.”


  “…Ahh, right.”


  “Yes?”


  While he wanted her to enjoy it, he had to remind her of something.


  “If she sexually harasses you, just punch her without worrying about it. That one’s just like my mom; she likes cute, pretty things, so she probably will want to touch you all over since you’re so pretty.”


  They managed to stop her the last time, but Chitose really liked cute things.


  He had Chitose’s keen eyesight assist him for Mahiru’s birthday, but he was uneasy about having her remain alone with Mahiru.


  Mahiru had the look of an ideal beautiful girl, her cuteness and beauty would garner lots of bystander stares whenever she walked down the streets.


  It was imperative for Mahiru to be wary of anyone approaching her, and also Chitose’s demonic clutches.


  “Well, you don’t have to do this if you don’t like her, but if you don’t reject her outright, she might just get cocky and harass you, so be careful…what is it?”


  “…Nothing at all.”


  She pursed her lips, and he found it weird, but she never stated what was on her mind, instead averting her eyes silently.


  On the day Mahiru went out with Chitose, Amane was alone at home, finally getting some peace after such a long while.


  Mahiru had been by his side frequently, and the only other time he got to be alone was his rest days.


  Even then, Mahiru would suggest to cook lunch, and he would accept heartily, so that alone time had decreased further.


  He did not hate it, of course…he might even feel at ease, but it was good to have some personal time occasionally.


  Though it felt cold next to him.


  For some reason, it feels like Mahiru has become completely familiar with me.


  He felt it was a given for her to be next to him, but in fact, only a few months passed since their first encounter.


  Despite that, it felt like they spent many years together, probably because they had so much compatibility.


  They did not interfere with each other too much, shared the same air, and this bit of gap between them was something Amane was very content with.


  The troubling thing was that he did not want to let go of this comfort.


  I’m really a simpleton.


  He felt that while he liked her, there was no such passion between them. As mere neighbors and friends however, he might be too possessive of her.


  He liked her more than a friend, and at the same time, he was aware that there was only a little spark in thinking she would be a love interest; he felt an unspeakable itch within him.


  If his fondness of Mahiru tilted any more on the balance, he felt there would be no turning back.


  Thus, he kept the ignited heat within his heart, burying it.


  If he expressed his fondness of her, she would be perturbed, it seemed.


  She had expressed some level of fondness to him, but he felt it was not borne out of love. After all, there was no way she could fall for a useless boy like him who kept causing her trouble.


  She had appraised him, but he felt there was no way she could fall for him. If he expressed his fondness in the wrong manner, the relationship between them would only be awkward.


  He suppressed the throbbing uneasiness in his heart, and silently looked out of the window.


  The winter nights came earlier, and there was already a dark veil laid around them.


  It was merely past 6, but one could say it was night.


  After all, Chitose would not take her out till so late at night, yet he was uneasy about having two pretty high school girls wander alone outdoors when it was dark.


  “When are you done?”


  He messaged Chitose, who would always have the smartphone with her, “We’re going to say bye bye soon” and received this instant reply.


  It seemed Chitose too did not intend to stay outdoors for too long after school, so Amane asked when they would arrive at the station, stood up from the sofa, and went to the basin.


  I still have some wax from the other day.


  He was rather unwilling, but he would be meeting Mahiru, and had no choice.


  He really did not want to do this, but his parents taught him how the tricks to increase his charm. At the very least, he could replicate the hairstyle from back then, somewhat.


  He looked into the mirror, and saw his usual gloomy self.


  So he took the wax, and personally changed the usually boorish, gloomy looking self with his own hands.


  48 - Welcoming the Angel


  It was winter, and the nights without sun were really cold.


  He wore a light grey sweater with a navy blue pea coat for warmth and fashion, along with black skinny pants with inner lining; he was still so cold, so how cold would Mahiru be wearing only a coat over her uniform?


  Mahiru wore thicker tights for winter, but her skirt was barely short enough for a high school girl to not break the rules or look crude, and one would feel really cold just looking at it. He thought she should wear some pants.


  The few high school girls he brushed by were swaying their meaninglessly short skirts, and he was painfully aware how much hard work they put into beauty.


  So he thought as he covered his lips with the muffler Mahiru gave him, and hurried towards the nearest station.


  It seemed they went to a large shopping facility, and took the train there. The nearest station from the apartments was within walking distance, and Chitose said that the train was about to arrive, so he should be right on time.


  The hair gently blew at his waxed hair as he walked, but not ruining it.


  He would have to tidy up his hair if it got messy, and that would be troublesome. He felt that those who usually dolled themselves up were worthy of respect.


  So he thought as he moved on silently, and spotted the station.


  She might appear at this entrance, considering the direction of the apartments. If he waited near here, he should surely meet her.


  He leaned his back on the entrance wall, looking at the time as he waited for Mahiru; soon after, the girl with the familiar flax-colored straight hair exited the station.


  “Mahiru.”


  He called out to her, and she turned around after hearing the familiar voice…only to freeze once Amane appeared in her sights.


  “Eh, …yes? Wh-why?”


  The why probably referred to this getup.


  She probably knew from Chitose that he would be picking her up, but she probably never expected him to welcome her with the Hatsumōde appearance.


  Amane could not show up in his usual attire and hairstyle after all.


  It would be troublesome if anyone around them spotted him and connected the dots. Furthermore, even Mahiru would look down on him if he was to walk alongside her in his usual getup.


  He was intending to disguise himself, but at the very least, he could appear passable standing next to Mahiru.


  “You’re thinking I can’t do that? I can’t meet you in my usual style after all.”


  “…That is correct.”


  “It doesn’t suit me? I did check the mirror. Weird?”


  While he was dressed normally, his hairstyle was exactly the same as during Hatsumōde. He did not think it was anything, but it might be different to those who had an outstanding sense of beauty.


  He had some stares directed at him, and there was a possibility that he looked weird.


  He dressed up quite a bit, but it seemed he still looked plain, and he shook him a little. Mahiru however shook her head “it suits you.” He was relieved at her affirmation.


  “That’s good then. Look, it’s dark out here. It’ll be dangerous for you to walk alone.”


  “…I-I know that, at least.”


  “Or you don’t want me to pick you up? If you aren’t willing, you can follow me from behind. I’ll walk ahead of you.”


  “I-I do not dislike that. Erm…thank you, very much.”


  “Nn.”


  He was relieved as she did not appear to dislike this, so he withdrew his hand from his pocket. She tentatively placed hers onto his.


  Perhaps due to the cold, her hand was somewhat colder than he expected.


  “It’s cold. Where’s your glove?”


  “I washed it today. What about your hand, Amane-kun?”


  “I put my hands in the pocket.”


  He arrived with both hands in his pocket, and no good child should imitate him; it was nothing particularly noteworthy.


  He did not say anything more, just wrapping his hand the fine, cold hand.


  Mahiru’s hand was really slender, delicate, unreliable, easily wrapped in Amane’s hand.


  “…So warm.”


  She muttered, narrowing her eyes as she seemingly beamed.


  The earnest emotions had his heart pounding, but he focused on the hand, and did not showcase how shaken he was.


  He held her hand, taking the bag from her shopping trip with Chitose before walking off..


  Chira, she glanced up at him, “What?” and he answered,


  Mahiru stared at Amane, before she finally looked aside.


  Her ears and cheeks were slightly red, either from the cold, or from staring at him for too long.


  “Alright, shall we get something from the convenience store on the way back? The meat buns are really delicious in this season.”


  “…I like red bean fillings.”


  “You really like sweets…what about dinner?”


  “I have prepared some seasoned eggs, char siu and menma, so ramen.”


  “Ramen for these cold days sound nice.”


  “It does.”


  He did not know as he never checked the fridge, but it seemed she bought those days ago.


  They had to buy the soup and noodles, but the ingredients were all hand made. His throat croaked as imagining the thick char siu and the robust taste of the half-boiled eggs.


  That taste would surely fill the cold bodies.


  “…I do not know if I can eat the red bean bun.”


  “We’ll share half of it. You can eat dinner then.”


  “…Yes.”


  She bashfully accepted his suggestion, and he smiled, exerted a little more strength in the grip holding her hand.


  “I think Shiina-san was spotted walking with the same boy again.”


  And the next day, Itsuki shot Amane a reproaching look for adding fuel to the fire once again. Amane played dumb as he looked aside.


  49 - The Angel and the friend’s troubles


  Entering February, rumors of the ‘mysterious boy suspected to be Mahiru’s boyfriend’ seemed to have quelled.


  One major reason was that Amane did not meet Mahiru outside again. Amane was spotted picking her up, kicking off the rumors, but no other news happened thereafter, so it seemed the flames were extinguished for the time being.


  Despite that, there seemed to be common understanding that ‘the boy was not Mahiru’s boyfriend, but someone close to her’. There were also baseless rumors spreading that Mahiru had interest in that boy…which she denied with a smile that would not allow them to probe further, and that somehow calmed down.


  Chitose seemed to have witnessed that scene on the corridor, and according to her, Mahiru was giving off an ‘unspeakable intimidating aura’, so it seemed the latter really hated it.


  That was to be expected, but he was a little sad to know that she was vehemently denying it. At the same time, he felt it was to be expected.


  There was no love between them, and their relationship was in question just because they were acting a little familiar; surely she would be furious.


  Amane himself could only show a wry smile.


  “Speaking of February?”


  “End of year exams.”


  “Hey, why is a high school boy in his blooming stage having such boring thoughts?”


  It was after school, and Chitose popped by at Amane’s house, uninvited actually; she could not hide how dumbfounded she was to hear that answer.


  He heard that she wanted to discuss something; perhaps it was just him, but it seemed she wanted to play with Mahiru.


  In any case, Mahiru was brewing tea in the kitchen. Amane and Chitose were the only ones in the living room.


  “I don’t know if any high school boy has a blooming stage, but I think it’s an obvious thought for students…”


  “Any high school boy enjoying his youth should be talking about Valentine’s, right?”


  “I don’t know. I’m not enjoying my youth.”


  “Don’t kid around~”


  She knew the rumors were not true, but she leered away at him, so he glared back.


  Nevertheless, she did not stop smiling, so he could only give up.


  “So, what are we discussing?”


  Chitose said that she came to Amane’s house to discuss with Amane and Mahiru, leaving out Itsuki.


  “Nn. I’m wondering what chocolates to give to Ikkun. In middle school, I just melted the chocolate and hardened it again, but I think as a high schooler, I should look to do something a little trendy.”


  “Then Shiina’s suggestion should be enough for you.”


  Amane could not cook, and if anyone was to ask him about chocolates, he could only say that he did not know, just Itsuki’s likes at most. However, she spent more time with Itsuki than he did, and already knew about these things, it seemed.


  “I can ask Mahirun, but you are somewhat a guy anyway, Amane~ I want to hear what a boy has to say.”


  “What’d you mean somewhat I’m a real guy here.”


  “I do think a boy will act on a girl when two of them are alone.”


  “Say, that only happens when the other side agrees to it, and we aren’t in that sort of relationship.”


  “You really are well raised there, Amane. Some healthy thoughts you have.”


  He was appraised to have healthy thoughts, but Amane himself assumed it was common sense.


  It was true that boys could do such things to girls they do not like, but the concepts of being able to do was a little different from actually doing it. After all, he had to be concerned about what she thought.


  He would be lying if he said that he did not have such desires on Mahiru. He felt that it was to be expected for a boy to have some desires from a female who was charismatic inside and outside.


  But despite that, he would not want to think of any folly.


  He did not want to make her cry, to be hated by her, and wanted to dote on her…such were the feelings he first had for her.


  Also, she had declared that she would harm him greatly, both socially and critically, and he was not foolish to actually do anything out of his lust. It was likely she would actually follow through with the threat.


  “Well that’s another good point of you, Amane, or rather why you got Mahirun’s trust there.”


  Chitose had given Mahiru the cute nickname Mahirun instead. Mahiru did not deny it even though she heard it in the kitchen, so while he did not know if she was willing, she was at least accepting of this given nickname.


  Well, for her, it might be better than being called the Angel.


  “Sometimes I wonder if you’re a guy.”


  “I said I’m a guy. Is there a girl out there who’s rugged and bony all over?”


  “So an herbivore…you know, I think you can be a little more greedy, Amane?”


  “Won’t it be disgusting for me to be greedy in this appearance?”


  “Just use that manly style the last time. I want to see.”


  Itsuki and Chitose already knew that the rumored person was Amane, and he admitted it days ago, so there was no point hiding it at this point.


  However, he did not want to show them that style, and he found it a hassle.


  “Don’t say that. I hate that getup of mine.”


  “It’s not like you’ll lose anything—”


  “My sanity and wax will.”


  “You cheapskate!”


  Miser! Chitose puffed her cheeks, and he ignored her. Mahiru returned from the kitchen with a wry smile on her face.


  On the tray were the cups of milk tea, which Chitose wanted.


  After three cups were served onto the table before the sofa, Amane stood from the sofa, and sat on the cushion nearest to it.


  “Sit down.” He prompted Mahiru with this look, and the latter felt a little awkward as she cautiously sat where he once sat.


  “There are such rumors going on; you can be rather popular at school if you make that hairstyle.”


  “I don’t want to. It’s definitely going to be a hassle, and I never wanted to be popular.”


  “Ehh~ Valentine’s going to be a big turning point. You sure you don’t want any Valentine’s chocolate, Amane? Look at the popular Yuu-chan for example, he’ll receive quite a lot, you know? Aren’t you jealous?”


  “Eh, no, that’ll cause diabetes.”


  It was likely the prince Kadowaki would receive lots of chocolate, but he would gain lots of excess fat if he ate them all.


  “Besides, it’s a hassle to repay all these gifts. Including the obligatory chocolate and the heartfelt chocolate, Kadowaki’s probably have to deal with dozens of them, and he has to repay them three times worth. Isn’t that too much for a high schooler’s wallet?”


  “So you’re taking it that you have to repay three times worth? Great. Well, you don’t have to worry about repaying me, I’ll give you chocolates. How do you like it?”


  “I don0’t really hate or like sweet stuff…something not too sweet, I guess.”


  “Got it. I’ll add different things inside.”


  “Don’t add anything strange in.”


  “Don’t worry, it’s edible.”


  “Say.”


  He did not know what she was going to add, but it seemed Chitose had no intention of delivering a normal delicious chocolate.


  “Mahirun, who are you giving yours to?”


  “All the girls I interact with in class.”


  “You’re not giving to any boy?”


  “…If I do give obligatory chocolates, there will be a commotion…”


  “Ah~”


  One could easily imagine the boys getting all fired up, and after that, a meaningless melee between them.


  To the ordinary boys, chocolates from the Angel would be a god’s present to them. If she gave them any, there would be quite the uproar going on. One had to wonder which was the terrifying one; Mahiru’s popularity, or the imagination of the boys.


  He understood with a wry smile that there would be no trouble if she did not give any.


  “I will give to you, Chitose-san.”


  “Yay, I love you, Mahirun. I’ll give you some too~ the best chocolate for you unlike what I’ll give Amane.”


  “Oy you.”


  Chitose grinned away as she latched onto Mahiru.


  At the very least, he was relieved that she was not sexually harassing Mahiru, but he could not let those words past him. He glared at Chitose fiercely, and the latter showed a dumb face on her face.


  “Just kidding~ I’ll make sure yours is edible too, Amane.”


  “Feels like this edible is completely different from being delicious…”


  He saw that Chitose was clearly planning some mischief, and felt a migraine as he held down his forehead. Chitose clearly showed her joy “Look forward to it.” as she giggled at him.


  50 - Ruckus on Valentine’s


  As expected, the school was in a ruckus on Valentine’s Day, and everyone was in a restless mood.


  Many boys were eagerly looking forward to something while pretending not to have any interest.


  Many boys felt that being able to receive chocolates on this day would determine their manliness level, and thus their attitudes.


  “Everyone’s getting restless.”


  Amane, never one to pay heed to this, felt it was really troublesome, and turned towards Itsuki who had no interest due a different reason.


  Itsuki himself was leisurely watching the commotion in class “Yep” and answered back at Amane.


  “So Itsuki-san, who’s being carefree because he has a girlfriend, please state your understanding of this year’s Valentine.”


  “I guess all the boys are feeling really desperate; whether they can get chocolate today, that will determine their futures. Also, there’s about 60% of them being restless, hoping to receive chocolates from Shiina-san.”


  “Looks like she’s not giving any obligatory chocolates to the guys, or else it’ll be a mess.”


  “I guess…anyway Amane-kun, are you expecting to receive any from her?”


  “Who knows? I can’t tell at all.”


  Mahiru would give to the girls, but not to the boys, so he was not expecting to receive chocolates. Even if he did not, he was fine with that.


  Of course, if he received it, he would be grateful, but it really did not matter.


  To be honest, Amane felt Valentine’s Day was merely a promotion from a sweets company, and not some very important event.


  “How boring.” Itsuki gave a wry smile once he noticed that Amane clearly had no interest, and turned away to look at where the biggest commotion in class was.


  “…But well, that’s really amazing.”


  The ‘that’ Itsuki was referring t was the person popular with almost all the girls in class.


  The prince was gathered in the middle, showing an innocent, adorable smile, girls flocking to him and giving him wrapped chocolates.


  Class had not started, but the bag he had prepared was already full of gifts, his popularity clear to see.


  “Well, that’s really amazing.”


  “Same goes for the guys gritting their teeth around him.”


  Some boys probably never received chocolates, and they merely stared into the distance, or looking at Kadowaki with envy.


  The difference in popularity was right before them, before they could even be rated, and they could only watch and lament.


  But Amane was concerned that it might be tough for Kadowaki to bring that many chocolates back, and he wondered how the latter would handle them.


  “The popular guy sure has it tough. It’ll take lots of effort to bring them back and eat them.”


  “I guess, but it’s amazing how he’s still not fat. Feels like he’s been like that since middle school. The body shape hasn’t changed at all.”


  “Guess that’s to be expected of the track team. But I can’t say I won’t get fat eating chocolate.”


  “Chii made your chocolate. Be prepared.”


  “What do you mean, prepared?”


  “Russian roulette.”


  “No wait, what did she add inside?”


  He sensed from the conversation days ago that she was not going to make ordinary sweets, so it seemed she added something unnecessary.


  “Let’s see, a chocolate with habanero, wasabi, Japanese pepper, one with umeboshi extract energy jelly, and the rest are all normal.”


  “What the hell did she make!?”


  “Looks like she wants to surprise you, Amane.”


  He might be shocked in a certain way, near outright agony it seemed.


  “…I’m scared to eat.”


  “Just give up. I experienced this when I taste tested.”


  “Did you eat it for fun or something?”


  “Well sorta. I’ll eat anything Chii makes.”


  “Damn you bakauple.”


  Itsuki would eat anything Chitose would make for him.


  In fact, Chitose’s cooking was not bad in any sense; the problem was that she was overly adventurous. She could make it as normal as possible if she put her mind to it, but she had the tendency of adding some bothersome steps.


  The usual sacrifice was Itsuki, but he never expected himself to be the sacrifice this time around.


  Looking at Itsuki’s reaction, the chocolate should be somewhat edible, not something to be overly terrified of, but he would still worry about worrying things after all.


  While Amane looked a little downhearted, Itsuki gave him a warm look of one who had survived the experiences, the just give up look.


  “Come on Amane, here!”


  “Thanks.”


  After school, Chitose came to pick up Itsuki, and delivered chocolates to Amane, the latter answered her with little enthusiasm.


  He was grateful to receive them, yes.


  Grateful, but there was dangerous stuff inside; he could not be as happy as he would like.


  He intended to finish all of them, so he would surely encounter the super-hot and super tangy flavors, so he would be worriedly eating the chocolates over the following days.


  “You heard from Ikkun, so look forward to seeing what’s inside!”


  “I really don’t like spicy stuff…”


  “It’s still edible at least, you know? I tried it before, it’s rather nice!”


  “That’s because you like spicy stuff…goodness.”


  Amane could not pique his interest as he did not like spicy stuff that much. He also did not like sour stuff, so the chocolates contained flavors he disliked.


  The good news however that was others were probably delicious.


  “Ahh, there’s some super sweet and super bitter.”


  “Thanks for telling me beforehand.”


  Chitose heartily added another bomb to him, and he was so frustrated, he wanted to cup his own head.


  The super sweet chocolate probably contained condensed milk, and the super bitter contained 99% cacao.


  He could however handle that much. He did not dislike bitter stuff.


  It seemed this was the first time Itsuki heard of it, “Chii…you…” his cheeks twitched slightly, but Chitose maintained her smiling face.


  “It’s fine. There are some that fit his taste buds.”


  “Fit?”


  “We’ll be going off then~ bye bye~”


  She grabbed Itsuki’s hands and ran off without answering Amane’s question. They appeared to be on their Valentine date.


  “I pray for your safety”, he received these consoling words of encouragement from Itsuki, and waved with a sigh as he watched them leave.


  Once he saw them disappear, he felt it was time to head back, so he put on his coat, and took the bag from the hook on the side of the table.


  He was not displeased about being alone, but he intended to leave early, for if he stayed around for too long, the riajuu boys and girls would be too overwhelming for him.


  He was about to leave with the bag on his back, only to look at the most popular boy in the year.


  It seemed the bombardment of presents had stopped as Kadowaki stared at the items all the boys thirsted for, looking into the distance. The bag next to his table was also filled with treasures.


  Amane immediately realized what he was thinking, and with some pity, he went over.


  “Kadowaki.”


  “Nn, ahh, Fujimiya? What is it?”


  They had been classmates for almost a year, so even though Amane did not have much presence, his name was remembered.


  Kadowaki was surprised to be approached by an unexpected person, because apart from duty matters, Amane would never approach him to talk.


  Amane could only give a wry smile at that attitude, and unzipped a little pocket at the front of his bag.


  “Nothing much, here.”


  He took out a few supermarket bags that were compacted into triangles, and tossed them at Kadowaki.


  “Do prepare a few inside just in case. It will be useful later on.” Mahiru said when she put them in. When he received them, he thought he would be using them as barf bags or trash bags, but he never expected to use this to help others in a page of youth.


  What is this, so Kadowaki wondered as he opened the triangular blocks, and they were plastic bags much larger than he expected.


  They were not particularly thick, so they might tear, but Amane was not going to help him out that much, so he would leave it to the actual party involved.


  “Am I wrong?”


  “N-no…you’re right.”


  “I see. Looks tough, hang in there.”


  Someone might see Kadowaki carrying large bags in school.


  Being a popular guy sure is tough, so Amane thought as he waved his hand and left the classroom.


  51 - The Angel and Valentine


  It was Valentine’s Day, but there was no such mood at home, and like usual, he returned home to rest.


  It was not time to make dinner yet, so Mahiru was next to him. However, she never looked anxious, and did not show signs of wanting to do anything to Amane.


  He never looked forward to receiving chocolates, so that was fine with him. The little sadness he had however was merely a result of his pride as a man.


  “There’s a sweet smell in school today.”


  “It is Valentine’s Day after all.”


  It seemed the Angel had given chocolates to the girls she was acquainted with, but did not give any to the boys, not even obligatory ones. He could hear devastated voices from the boys who were infatuated with her.


  Why do they think they can receive any from her when they don’t even interact? …he wondered, but the boys were ultimately being hopeful.


  “Well, Valentine’s Day is just an event for the popular guys. It doesn’t have anything to do with unattractive guys like us.”


  “You seem mentally prepared.”


  “Not that I’m proud of it, but I never received heartfelt ones. I only received Russian obligatory chocolates from Chitose.”


  “Russian Obligatory chocolate?”


  “Some chocolates with stimulating stuff mixed among normal chocolates.”


  It appeared the chocolates Chitose gave contained some really spicy, sour, sweet, bitter, and various kinds, filled with the kinds to destroy his taste buds. He was terrified of eating them.


  “She made something really amazing again…”


  “I’ll eat it, so if it looks like I’m suffering, please forgive me.”


  “You will eat them all, I suppose.”


  “Of course. She prepared it for me anyway, so I’ll eat it. It’s not poison.”


  While there were stimulants inside, they were not harmful to the body, so he intended to eat those chocolates gratefully, since she made them for him.


  Since she spent the time making them, the recipient should finish it. However, he was really unenthusiastic about eating stimulating stuff.


  “…I see.”


  “Well, I didn’t receive anything else. I’m not a riajuu; Valentine’s Day isn’t something I can talk about.”


  He was fine just receiving one obligatory chocolate.


  He brooded, wondering how to repay her a month later as his eyebrows dropping. Mahiru in turn silently stared at him.


  After dinner, he ate Chitose’s chocolate, and fell prone on the table.


  He received 12 truffle chocolates from Chitose, divided into time intervals.


  There were four types of jackpot, a one in three chance of striking.


  The grand prize was the really spicy one, so Amane though he could eat the others normally—only to end up like this.


  “You hit the jackpot.”


  “…I want to eat it over a few days, and this happens…”


  Mahiru was in the kitchen making drinks when she noticed Amane, and approached him with a voice of pity.


  He barely managed to swallow it; his mouth no longer feeling spicy, but pain. He knew spiciness was not really a flavor, but that was not the problem.


  Should he be considered lucky? This really was not something edible, it was bearable, but absolute suffering.


  The wasabi’s unique sting agitated his nostrils, and he was impressed that Chitose really mixed all these flavors in, bemoaning with natural tears in his eyes that she should not have put in that much effort.


  His nose and eyes were attacked by the wasabi, the habanero and pepper burned his tongue. It was an intense taste…painful even; one piece by itself left him battered all over.


  “It is unfortunate. But you may think of it as encountering hell first; all that is left is heaven.”


  Despite that, she was powerless to do anything about this pain.


  Amane really yearned for this pain to quickly vanish as he heard a soft sigh, and from the side, there was a thud.


  “Here, use this to wash it off.”


  He lifted his head, and found a steaming mug next to him, giving off a sweet smell.


  It contained some thick brown liquid.


  “Cocoa?”


  “Similar. This is chocolat chaud…well basically, hot chocolate. It is not that sweet, but should be sufficient in clearing your tongue.”


  “You saved me…”


  For the time being, Amane’s urge was to wash off this this pain.


  He poured the hot chocolate from the mug into his mouth, and the warm, rich flavor spread.


  It had the sweet scent of chocolate, but the flavor was not too sweet, bittersweet rather, easy to drink, and comforting.


  “Delicious.”


  “That is good.”


  She answered flatly, but he did not mind as he tried to conceal the pain in his mouth by slowly savoring the hot chocolate.


  The chocolate itself did not contain much stimulant, and instead, they were mixed into ganache, hardened, and a coating of sugar was added. It was really impactful at first, but it eased up after some time.


  Once he was done drinking, his tongue was back to normal, though a little numb.


  “Haa…she really mixed everything in…”


  “Was it that spicy?”


  “Well she added pepper, wasabi and habanero. Goodness…good thing there’s something to clean my mouth up. I would have died if I ate it out there.”


  “A silver lining in this misfortune, it seems.”


  “Too right.”


  Damn you Chitose, so he cursed, but he could not blame Chitose and she probably wanted to give him a surprise.


  Besides the jackpot, the others should be relatively normal, and she was not being malicious. She did make it for others, and tried it herself, so Amane could only give a wry smile at that.


  “Speaking of which, it’s rare to see hot cocoa now. Isn’t it usually hot milk?”


  “…Ehh, well.”


  “Wait, you’re making this for Valentine’s?”


  Mahiru would usually drink hot milk or milk tea rather than hot cocoa; it was rare for her to make such a drink, so he asked, feeling a little hopeful.


  “…Well.”


  “Nn, thanks. You saved me.”


  She nodded slightly, and Amane heaved a sigh of relief.


  If she denied it at this point, he would be embarrassed by how sensitive he was being; it seemed he got it right this time.


  Mahiru probably used Valentine’s Day as a roundabout way of doing this, but he was really grateful for this.


  Once he told her “it was delicious”, she shivered a little uncomfortably.


  “What is it?”


  “…Erm, that.”


  “Hm?”


  He sat next to her, but he assumed that she would stammer if he prompted her, so he made sure to sound kind, asking again,


  After prompting, Mahiru buried half her face into the cushion she tightly embraced, and looked up at him. Her body shriveled slightly as she looked up, and she looked so adorable, Amane had the urge to pat her head.


  She was acting like a little animal, strangely adorable, capable of coaxing anyone to smile. Amane waited silently, but she shivered, not continuing on.


  “…I-I shall head back.”


  And for some reason, she suddenly stood up, and took her belongings.


  Heh? Amane blurted out, and she teetered away from the living room.


  Amane remained rooted as the entrance door opened and shut, followed by the sound of the lock. In the blink of an eye, Mahiru was gone.


  It happened too quickly, “Ehhh…?” and he blurted out


  Did I do anything …?


  He was half confused as he never expected her to run away, half worried that he did anything to ruin her mood…such was the anxiety filling his heart.


  What do I say to her if she’s still in a bad mood tomorrow? He wanted to check on the entrance door she left by, only to notice a little paper bag hanging on the doorknob of his room.


  It was the pink paper bag she brought along when she left, with a message card pasted outside the seal.


  This is my daily thanksgiving to you for being in your care all this while.


  Typical of Mahiru, the card contained her polite, cursive handwriting. He looked into the bag, and found a chocolate-colored ribbon wrapped around a pastel pink box.


  Why here?  So he wondered, but he immediately realized she hung it there.


  It seemed she found it too shameful to give it to him directly. She said she would not give to the boys, and this left her hesitant.


  Couldn’t she just give it to me normally?


  He gave a wry smile, thinking how she was rather reserved at such a moment, before removing the contents.


  The box had a cute wrapping just like Mahiru, showcasing her feminine side.


  He felt a little uneasy about whether he should receive her present, and slowly removed the wrapping, opening the box.


  Inside it was chocolate coated sugar preserved oranges, each wrapped individually in vinyl. In other words, Orangettes.


  The bright orange colors and the glossy dark chocolates looked really dazzling, and they looked really delicious.


  There were normal chocolates and white chocolates coatings, and lemons too, ensuring that he would not get sick of them.


  Attached to the Orangettes was another message.


  『It seems you dislike sweets, so I made something easy to eat. It will be great if they suit your tastes』


  Such was the message written, and he recalled the event ten days ago or so.


  “How do you like it? ” 


  “I don’t really hate or like sweet stuff…something not too sweet, I guess. ” 


  She remembered his conversation with Chitose, and took note of his preferences.


  It was just like Mahiru to notice the details, and to remember his likes. This was her gift to her, and these factors combined together left him embarrassed, his face a little hot.


  He stared at the normal Orangettes that were individually wrapped for easy eating, and took one.


  The bright glossy chocolates formed a beautiful contrast with the oranges. He took a bite


  Spreading in his mouth was the sour sweetness of the sugar preserved orange, and the slight bitterness of the dark chocolate.


  The two flavors meshed perfectly, creating an impressive harmony.


  …It’s delicious.


  He found them tastier than those sold in the shops, probably because it was made by Mahiru.


  So he thought as he took another bite.


  Mahiru’s Orangettes were sweet, sour, and a little bitter—but for some reason, it was incomparably sweet.


  52 - The day following Valentine’s


  “Fujimiya, you helped me out yesterday.”


  Amane arrived at school the next day, and froze as Kadowaki suddenly spoke to him a little too naturally.


  Though they had some interaction yesterday, he never expected Kadowaki to thank him just for that little thing.


  Unlike when he was surrounded by the girls, Kadowaki was smiling as heartily as he could. Amane, being approached by Kadowaki, could feel some stares around him, and felt really unbearable.


  He hated the attention, and was a little intimidated to be faced with such curious stares.


  “Ahh, you don’t have to worry about that. Looks like you had it tough too.”


  “Sort of…”


  Kadowaki looked into the distance, and Amane answered with sympathy, “Well, a popular guy sure has it tough.”


  Kadowaki himself knew he was popular, but was not proud of it. He was popular with the people around him, and the boys jealous of him did not really despise him.


  Perhaps one reason why he was so popular was because of his courtesy to thank others, even for the little things.


  “Anyway, you helped me out. Just want to thank you.”


  “It’s fine. We should help each other out when we’re in trouble.”


  He did not help Kadowaki out just for a favor, and he did not think he did anything worthy of being thanked.


  Don’t fret, he chuckled, and Kadowaki then smiled with some relief.


  The surrounding girls started a ruckus upon seeing that earnest smile, and Amane could only show a wry smile, thinking that that smile should be directed at the girls.


  “Did anything happen between you and Yuuta?”


  After Kadowaki left, Itsuki, who seemed to have noticed, approached Amane.


  ‘Yuuta’ here was Kadowaki’s given name. Itsuki was on better terms with everyone, was amicable, and could cook up the mood. Obviously he got along with Kadowaki.


  Amane sometimes was amazed and troubled by how Itsuki of all people was willing to be his friend


  “Eh, he received too many chocolates, and was at a loss of what to do. I just handed over my shopping bags to him…”


  “Ahh, guess he received more than expected. Managed to deal with them, somehow.”


  Itsuki too had seen the masses of chocolates and the goodwill of the girls, so he understood after hearing Amane’s explanation, and gave a wry look with some pity mixed in.


  Back then, both of them felt that it would be tough for Kadowaki to bring so many back. It was not surprising for Amane to lend him a hand.


  Amane felt that he merely helped a little, and there was nothing to thank for.


  “That’s all. Nothing too impressive.”


  “I guess that’s just like you…but well, you got shopping bags prepared…why does it look like you’re raising a household? Feels like you’re a housewife when you’re looking at the supermarket ads on your phone.”


  “Well I’m a guy. But, I guess I was affected by something…”


  One had to wonder if he should call it Mahiru’s fault, or that it was thanks to her.


  They had to share the ingredients costs, so Amane would sometimes surf the web for ads to save as much as possible. Sometimes, he would suggest to Mahiru to make cheap things like those seen on the ads. To Itsuki, he was basically a slave to the household.


  Perhaps what he was doing was more akin to a housewife than a master of the household. However, the cooking was still left to Mahiru.


  “Sure is great to have a partner who can take care of the house.”


  “She’s not a partner…what about Chitose?”


  “Chii? Well, she, if she doesn’t act on any strange impulses, yeah…she probably still can’t do it.”


  “You’re saying that she capable of not doing anything crazy?”


  “…That makes her cute too, right?”


  “Oy don’t look away.”


  For good or bad, Chitose was the haphazard thrill-seeker.


  If she did things normally, she was capable to doing housework at the level of a typical high school girl; if she suddenly had a sense of mischief or a change in mood, she was capable of many things.


  “Well, seems like she’ll be a little more obedient when we get married.”


  “How long until your dad agrees…”


  Itsuki’s father was rather strict about dating, a rarity at this time. He would not meet Chitose, and was displeased about them dating with the plan to get married in the future.


  In contrast, Chitose’s parents were really welcoming of Itsuki. Isn’t it usually the opposite? …Amane was dumbfounded when he knew of it.


  “Well, I’ll try to convince him when I’m an adult. Like, does he want to see a grandchild?”


  He was not going to listen to his father regarding this, and merely shrugged at it, but his eyes were full of seriousness, and he was indicating that he would fight until the very end.


  He showed thus far how much he loved Chitose. Amane felt it was impressive for Itsuki to consider marriage in high school, and was supporting them.


  “…Well, you’re not going to give up until he gives up. Do your best.”


  “Oh. You too.”


  “For what?”


  “You and her…right?”


  “…She and I don’t have that sort of relationship.”


  Don’t guess randomly, he said as he turned his face aside, only to hear Itsuki’s elated giggle next to him.


  53 - The promise with the Angel


  Amane returned from the supermarket with the requested ingredients, and found Mahiru already waiting for him on his sofa.


  It was a usual scene, but the only difference was that Mahiru was hugging the cushion, her arms wrapped around her knees as she sat on the sofa.


  She was pouting like a child in this posture, but she seemed more embarrassed instead, and wasso adorable that he did not know where to look.


  Thank goodness for the long skirt, Amane averted his eyes awkwardly, went to the fridge and put the ingredients in. He returned to the living room, and found Mahiru peeking at him.


  He sat next to Mahiru, and saw her stare averting elsewhere.


  “Mahiru, thanks for yesterday. It’s delicious.”


  “…Thank goodness.”


  He knew she was still concerned about the previous day, but he thanked her as he was really grateful. Upon hearing that, her eyes looked towards Amane, her face still half buried in the cushion.


  “What do you want as a return gift?”


  “I did not give you that just for a return gift.”


  “I get that, but I should at least respond to your earnest thoughts with my own, right? It’s embarrassing for a guy to accept without giving back.”


  Amane firmly believed in the concept of returning what he received, and to him, since she had made such a delicious thing for him, he had to repay her in some way, and he was not going to compromise on that.


  After all, it appeared she never once did so to the others, but she made some for Amane’s personal tastes, and that would have taken some effort.


  “…I have received lots from you, Amane-kun.”


  “Actually, you’ve been offering so much for me. You’ve been cooking for me, and I’ve been causing you trouble.”


  “I am doing this because I like it…you may not have noticed, Amane-kun, but you have given me lots. That is sufficient.”


  Amane felt he never gave anything to Mahiru, and that he was the receiving side, so he wanted to repay Mahiru, but the latter did not seem to think so.


  “But that’s different…well, I’ll think of something you’ll like.”


  Even if Amane had unwittingly given her something, it was different from a White Day’s gift.


  Since he received chocolates on Valentine’s Day, he should repay her on White Day. It was a form of basic courtesy.


  I am not going to compromise, he gave her such a look, “…Yes” and once Mahiru saw it, her eyes faltered strangely as she nodded.


  “Anyway, there’s still about a month or so to think of something. Will be great if I can think of something you’ll like.”


  “…Do you have that much free time? We are starting our end of year exams next week. After that will be the closing ceremony.”


  Mahiru pointed out in surprise. It was true that their end of year exams would begin the following week.


  On this day, the school still had some aftertaste of Valentine’s Day, but it would quickly shift to a tense mood right before the exams.


  It was not something Amane had to worry about in particular.


  “Well, I just need to perform during the exams like usual. Not like I’ll be retained, no need to worry. Same goes for you right, Mahiru?”


  “I suppose. It is easy if we have put in the effort.”


  Amane was serious with his studies, and usually did his preparations and revision, so he was not one to be troubled by the exams.


  Even without cramming at the last moment, he felt he could maintain his usual level of grades, and that was how he made it this far. At most, he would spend a little more time studying at the desk before the tests.


  Mahiru in turn had grasped the lesson material beforehand, and like Amane, she was not one to skimp on her revision, so she did not look anxious. She might prefer the exams to the actual lessons, since her schedule for the day would end earlier.


  “Well, just wait for it, but don’t hope too much.”


  “…Yes. I shall treasure everything you give me, Amane-kun.”


  “That’s quite exaggerated.”


  “I have treated Kuma-san well too.”


  It seemed she had treasured the doll he gave her for her birthday.


  He saw the key case, and knew she was using it, but he was a little worried about the teddy bear…looking at Mahiru, it seemed she really liked it.


  He nearly burst out laughing upon hearing Mahiru give such a cute name like Kuma-san, but if he did, he might get glared, so he held it in.


  If he could remain with Mahiru like this, what should he give for her birthday this year…Amane was looking forward to it.


  “That’s good.” He answered Mahiru with a chuckle, and found her staring at him.


  “…Speaking of which, I do not know of your birthday, Amane-kun.”


  “Ahh me? November 8th.”


  He realized he did not tell her that, so he told her of her birthday, ssuuuu…and her eyes narrowed.


  They had been together for months, so he understood that expression was her being a little furious.


  “…Say, Amane-kun.”


  “Nn?”


  “We already knew each other back then, no?”


  “Yep.”


  “Why did you not mention it back then?”


  “You never asked. You never mentioned your own birthday. I only knew when I saw your student ID.”


  “Uu.”


  “And anyway, our relationship wasn’t as good as it is now. If I mentioned my birthday, you would be wondering what I’m talking about.”


  It’s my birthday, even if he said that to Mahiru, she would have answered “I see” and left it at that.


  For Amane, that would be akin to begging for a present, which he hated, and he did not have such shame.


  There was no need to mention, and they were not so trusting of each other, which was simply why he did not mention it.


  “…But.”


  “You don’t have to worry about that, you know?”


  “…Then, I shall celebrate your birthday this year.”


  It seemed Mahiru was still not satisfied as she turned towards Amane, tugging firmly at his sleeve as she declared this.


  Well, she probably was displeased that only she got to celebrate. Her eyes were implying that she would celebrate his more seriously than her own, so Amane gave a wry smile at that.


  For some reason, he was delighted to hear her say that…a smile of ordinary joy unwittingly appeared on his face.


  Thus, Mahiru and Amane had the same thoughts…she wanted to be next to him, and that thought made him happier than anything else.


  “So we’re promising to stay together until then?”


  He nonchalantly quipped, and Mahiru widened her clear caramel-colored eyes—her cheeks instantly blushing as she moved her hand away from his sleeve, slapping the cushion.


  It seemed she was embarrassed to have this pointed out to her.


  Anxious to hide her embarrassment, she vented her tantrum on Amane, who nearly smiled again after seeing such an adorable scene.


  “…I do not, dislike you, Amane-kun …I feel calm, being with you. That is fine.”


  “I see. Thanks.”


  “I do not, mean anything else though.”


  “I know that at least.”


  She hastily added, and he nodded understandingly, but for some reason, she looked a little displeased.


  54 - How to choose a present


  Amane was usually studious to begin with, and attentive in class, so he passed the exams without much effort.


  He checked his answers with Mahiru, and found his score to be around the usual. Well, he had a good attitude at school, so he did not have to worry about retaining.


  Itsuki too scored decent marks, and Chitose managed to avoid failing, so it seemed those Amane was well acquainted with were in no risk of repeating the year.


  After their exams, they would be sending off the third years during their graduation, which he had nothing to do with. After that would be the closing ceremony…but before then, there was an event, a problem.


  “…What do I repay her with?”


  Yes, the returning gifts all the victors of Valentine’s Day would have to repay.


  Leaving aside whether Amane was a winner, he naturally intended to repay Mahiru and Chitose after receiving gifts from them.


  However, he was troubled as to what he should be giving.


  For Chitose, he planned to buy the White Day package from the cake shop they bought from on Christmas, along with some collectable character goods.


  The problem was Mahiru.


  He felt Mahiru would be glad to receive anything from him.


  She would gladly accept anything from Amane, and seemed to be more concerned about his feelings, not particularly fussy about what he would give.


  Even if he did pick from her likes, he only knew she liked sweets and cute things, which most girls would. Thus, he was frustrated about what he should be giving her.


  After all, the whetstone she mentioned the last time was out of the question as it would be pointless, and tight on his budget, but he was still wondering what to give. He would prefer to give her something to enjoy, rather than something practical to her.


  So he thought as he wanted to the general store, looking at the White Day corner. Nevertheless, he could not figure out what she would really be happy with.


  It would be great if the gift he gave this time would garner a similar reaction to the teddy bear the last time.


  No point giving a doll twice.


  There were lots of cute dolls, but there was a lack of variety giving two of the same items.


  However, Amane’s poor imagination could only think of cosmetics and accessories as things girls would like.


  He was unsure if they were close enough for him to choose an appropriately designed accessory for her.


  At the very least, she would accept it, but he wondered if she would be delighted with it.


  Of course, he felt that as boy and girl, they were on good terms…but he wondered if an accessory would make her happy.


  It would be fine for Itsuki to give to Chitose, but a question mark Amane was to give it to Mahiru.


  So he wandered around the special sales corner with a frustrated look, and might appear to be a suspicious fellow.


  While he had changed into his outdoor clothing, it would be weird for a boy to be wandering around the cute goods.


  He grumbled that nothing would fit, only to be approached from behind, “Is there something you are looking for?”


  He turned back to find a lady of vague age wearing the shop’s apron, smiling and standing behind him.


  She probably came to assist, seeing how Amane was being bothered. There was no other reason why she would approach such a suspicious looking person that was wandering around.


  “Ahh, erm…I’m wondering what I should give for White Day.”


  “Is there nothing that catches your fancy? People have chosen items from other areas here. I shall look for some.”


  “Ah I don’t mean that…it’s just that I don’t know how to describe our relationship. I don’t know what I can give to not be hated.”


  “In what sense?”


  “She’s not a girlfriend, but rather close…like for example, I don’t know if she’ll be happy about receiving accessories from someone she might not like.”


  His explanation was vague as it was embarrassing to do so, but the female clerk smiled upon hearing that, probably bemused by his worry.


  “It’s common for males to worry about such things.”


  “Then how did they decide?”


  “Well, most of them were bothered, but they made up their mind to buy. If you are close enough, you can give one, and she won’t hate you, usually.”


  She won’t hate you, once he heard those words, he felt relieved. Nevertheless, he was a little panicky about giving her an accessory.


  She usually dressed herself well, but usually would not put on any accessory. The few times she wore them, they were all posh.


  She had a keen fashion sense, and he had no confidence that whatever he chose would be to her liking.


  “If you want, shall I recommend you a few popular items among the females? Over there.”


  “…Please.”


  Grateful for this assistance, Amane straightened his posture without thinking, and nodded.


  “Nn, and you bought it.”


  After explaining to Itsuki, he was laughed at, giving a look similar to the clerk the other day.


  They were eating the daily set meals in a corner of the cafeteria, and Amane accidently blurted it out when they were talking about White Day.


  “Shut up. But well, I’m giving her an accessory even though we aren’t dating. Isn’t that a little weird?”


  “Stop being lame. You’re a guy, hold your head up high. Besides, she’s happy to receive anything as long as it’s from you, right?”


  “…Since you mention it, yeah.”


  Given Mahiru’s personality, she would be happy to receive anything from him.


  Amane however hoped to give her something that would really delight her, something she would use, and was worried if it would meet her requirement.


  “So, what you bought?”


  “…A pink and gold flower motif bracelet.”


  He felt that rather than the cool looking silver and the impressionable, glamorous gold, the cute pink and gold would be more fitting of Mahiru.


  As a student, he could not possibly buy precious metals, so he chose something similar in appearance. Of all the accessories of the same color, he felt he chose one with a fine design most suitable for Mahiru.


  “What? That sounds like it’ll make her happy, you know? ”


  “…Don’t you find it unattractive?”


  “No, aren’t you worrying too much? Why are you so pessimistic here…?”


  “She’s the first girl I’m actually giving a present to.”


  His mother would not count as such, and neither would Chitose. He would be giving Chitose sweets, which she wanted, and he did not think that was a gift.


  “You really lack confidence in such things…”


  “Like, how can I possibly have confidence here…it’s to her, you know?”


  “She was happy with the teddy bear though.”


  “Well, that’s right.”


  “Amane, look at your feelings. You spent money, you bought the item, so now you just have to put your feelings into it.”


  Itsuki said so frivolously, “Will be great if the work pays off”, Amane muttered as he put his hands on his forehead.


  It seemed until White Day arrives, he would have to worry if he made the right decision.


  55 - The Angel and White Day


  On White Day itself, Amane looked a little nervous as he waited for Mahiru to arrive.


  The mood at school was not as rowdy as Valentine’s, but one could sense the victors looking nervous as they planned to return their gifts, and the girls were all looking forward to it.


  Just to note, Kadowaki returned all the girls’ gifts with proper etiquette, and the sweets in total probably cost him tens of thousands of yen, which left Amane flabbergasted.


  Amane did not wait to gift Mahiru after school, and was at home instead.


  He returned earlier, and was preparing himself mentally, but he was unused to giving a gift, and was tense.


  He was not wearing his usual sweater or jersey shorts, but in layers, a grey V neck knitted coat over his white shirt, and chino pants.


  He probably would not look as shabby as he usually was, but he was not sure what Mahiru would think, looking at his attire.


  While he was restlessly waiting for Mahiru’s arrival, he heard the unlocking of the door from the entrance.


  He instinctively straightened his posture, probably out of nervousness.


  Like usual, Mahiru unlocked the door with her key, appearing at the living room, and froze once she saw Amane.


  “Eh, wh-why that hairstyle?”


  “Well, it’s White Day, so I thought I should dress a little formal…I can change it out if you find it weird.”


  He managed to shock Mahiru, but it appeared she was not too fond of this getup—so he thought as he got ready to stand up, only to find Mahiru waving her hands, seemingly denying it.


  “Th-that is not true. I was just, shocked.”


  “I see.”


  Mahiru herself looked a little restless, so it seemed the usual hairstyle would have been better off.


  She sat down next to him, look very uneasy.


  “…I guess I shall change back if you can’t calm down?”


  “N-no, that is fine, but…you are just being cool for no reason.”


  “What do you mean, no reason?”


  “Th-the usual calm mood makes me more relieved…I cannot calm down, like this.”


  “I’ll change back then.”


  “…That is fine.”


  She tugged at his sleeve, and looked up at him.


  Her cheeks were slightly red, probably out of shame, and her moist eyes were looking up at him, causing his heart to jump.


  She might not have intended it, but she looked really uptight tugging at him while looking up. From up close, a sweet scent could be detected, and it was really tough in various ways.


  He was unavoidably aware of this, but Mahiru seemed to have some interest in his attire, wanting him to stay despite fidgeting about. Both of them blushed, feeling extremely awkward.


  Looking aside, “O-oh.” He clumsily answered, and then tried to pass it off as he took the paper bag next to him, shoving it onto her.


  “Here, the return gift. Don’t be too hopeful about what’s inside.”


  “…Thank you very much. May I open it?”


  “Yeah.”


  He was embarrassed to have his present opened before her, but he did not stop her.


  He bought a velvet box to make it look presentable, and put the gift inside. However, he did not think the box matched the contents, and it seemed he might have overdone it this time.


  With her white fingertips, Mahiru opened the dark blue box, and inside it was the pink gold bracelet he bought days ago, along with a folded piece of paper.


  Mahiru did not like anything ostentatious, so he chose something  simplistic, the flower motif bracelet.


  The bracelet had crystal glass draped at various places, and it was a cute, elegant design.


  Her caramel-colored eyes stared at the pink gold glitter upon the bracelet in the box.


  “Erm, is it not to your liking?”


  “No, it is cute.”


  “That’s good. I think it’ll suit you, Mahiru. That’s why I bought it.”


  “…Thank you very much.”


  It’ll suit you, once she heard those words, she lowered her eyes bashfully.


  Such a sight was really doable, and he was left breathless.


  “…And, what is this?”


  Amane wanted to look aside, but he found his eyes staring at Mahiru. It seemed she noticed the extra gift inside, and he scratched his cheek.


  “Ahh, that? No, erm, I thought it wouldn’t be enough, so. I’ve been in your care all this while, so I thought I should grant your wish or something.”


  Placed inside was a handmade coupon with the words ‘I’ll do anything you say coupon’, as though he was fooling a child. The coupon could only be used thrice and contained an illustration of a bear Amane drew. He felt he did well with the illustration, at least.


  He was usually in her care, so he hoped to grant her little wishes within his capabilities, and gave this coupon as a bonus. He never expected her to focus on the bear he drew, and his shoulders were shaking.


  “Fu-fufu, did you draw this, Amane-kun?”


  “Shut up, I’m bad at this, okay?”


  “No, it is typical of you.”


  He frowned as he sensed that she was hinting how bad his drawing was, but once he saw Mahiru’s innocent smile, he had nothing to grumble about.


  “…May I use it now?”


  “What?”


  He never expected her to use it out of a sudden, but if there was a wish, he hoped to help her fulfill it as long as it was within his capabilities.


  So Amane thought as he looked on, and Mahiru looked back at him, holding the bracelet box.


  “…Amane-kun, please put this on.”


  “You don’t need to use the coupon for this…leave it to me.”


  The wish she spoke of was really minor, and Amane gave a wry smile, noting that he would have done so without the coupon.


  You could have used it on something more important, Mahiru stated her cute wish so earnestly and adorably, and his face naturally relaxed too.


  She reached her hand out, and Amane took the box, put it on his knees, and removed the bracelet.


  He heard the soft rubbing of the fine bracelet as he cautiously unlocked it, making sure not to break it, and wrapped it around her wrist.


  He carefully locked the jewelry, and the mild colored bracelet glowed slight, seemingly adding colors to Mahiru’s fine wrist.


  As expected, this was more appropriate for Mahiru’s white skin.


  He felt a reticent, classy item would suit Mahiru’s innocent beauty more than the fancy ornaments, and could proudly say that he chose the right item.


  “Yep, it suits you.”


  “…Thank you very much”


  Thinking that it was not good to keep touching it, Amane let go. Mahiru then brought the bracelet on her wrist to her chest, as though embracing it, showing a gentle smile on her face.


  Her face was showing a faint red, her lips curled into a smile. Amane wanted to look away, but was charmed by her and unable to look away.


  The sweet innocent smile, different from a full smile, was etched in his mind.


  It was a little different from the stunned smile she usually showed, or the pure delight. The beautiful smile was a little tender, but feminine, pretty, and alluring; Amane’s eyes could look nowhere else.


  …This is unbearable.


  She showed such a smile, this smile alone for him, and he felt unbearable about this fact.


  He tried averting his eyes to control his pounding heart, but was unable to do so. Finally, he ended up staring at Mahiru until the latter noticed she was being stared at, and buried her face into the cushion out of embarrassment.


  56 - The day after White Day


  “So, how did White Day go?”


  The next day, Itsuki asked Amane about the latter’s thoughts, who then frowned hard.


  Itsuki was considerate enough not to ask Amane at school. They dropped by at a fast food restaurant after school, and Itsuki asked with a smile the moment they sat down.


  Amane only showed up because he wanted to eat something salty stuff like fries once in a while, but he thought he should not have come if he knew this question would be asked.


  “How, you ask…I just gave it to her, as normal.”


  “Was she happy?”


  “…Sorta.”


  Whether she was happy, the answer would be yes, she was.


  She did not smile as innocently as a child, but her smile to Amane was apprehensive and sweet, unspeakably alluring. He felt she should be rather happy.


  He felt restless just recalling that beautiful smile.


  He tried to answer as calmly as possible while he suppressed the heat rising up from within to his cheeks. Ituski then folded his arms “Yep yep”, nodding away in understanding.


  “So, looking at you, it seems to have gone well. I guess you caught her fancy to see her adorable smile.”


  “Wha!?”


  “See, you two are on better terms now?”


  Amane bit his lips after hearing this voice that was more impressed than teasing.


  Itsuki would never probe into anything Amane did not want others to know of, but as a close friend, he would accurately pinpoint what the latter was thinking, which made him difficult to deal with. Even if Amane wanted to retaliate, Itsuki was on such good terms with Chitose to begin with, so it was pointless.


  Grrr, Amane gritted speechlessly. Itsuki showed a calm smile, the ambiguous calm expression infuriating the former.


  Left with no choice, he turned his face aside as he ate the fries, and Itsuki shot him a wry smile.


  “You look rather happy to me though? Seems like spring has come for you, Amane”


  “That’s not it.”


  “You don’t know what you feel about her?”


  “…Nope, that’s impossible.”


  It was true that Amane personally knew how Mahiru really trusted him. In that case, he intended to be close enough such that he would be the most trustworthy to her. Amongst all she was acquainted with, Amane might be the one she could open up most to.


  However, it would be wrong to say it was love.


  Sometimes, he would be embarrassed as he treated her as a girl, but that was common between those of different genders. He had received her goodwill, but he did not think that involved any love.


  Recently, he had started to tidy his appearance a little bit, but the fact remained that he was a lowlife, and he did not she would like someone like him.


  “Seriously, you’re having low self-esteem here. You’re always thinking that you’re not the type to be liked.”


  “It’s like she’s been given everything from the heavens…ah no, she did work hard for them at least. She’s hardworking, cute, an amazing kid, and I got nothing. You think she’ll like me?”


  “If all the pretty girls are to fall for all the capable handsome guys, those unpopular guys will launch terrorist attacks, you know.”


  He felt that the handsome lad Itsuki should not be saying such things.


  “Well, if you want to take it as that, so be it…but as a friend, I’ll give a prediction.”


  “What?”


  “You’ll change someday. Actually, you’re showing signs of change now; all that’s left is for you to take the next step.”


  “…You’re saying like you know me.”


  “Ha ha ha, how many years have I been your friend?”


  “Not even a year.”


  Amane coldly retorted “Seems that way” and Itsuki burst out laughing.


  While the conversation seemed foolish and unhelpful, but Itsuki, who was his friend in high school, seemed to be more understanding and helpful to Amane, compared to the other male friends back at Amane’s hometown during elementary and middle schools.


  “Speaking of which.”


  “Hm?”


  “You say you’re not a match for her, but what you say, that attitude of yours, basically admits that you have some feelings for her.”


  “I’ll stab some fries into your nose.”


  “Sorry.”


  He was a little moved, only to have some unnecessary words directed at him, and took some fries in response. Itsuki immediately apologized, but that was just like him.


  “You are rather late.”


  He returned home an hour later than usual, and welcoming him was Mahiru wearing the apron.


  Are you some newlywed wife? So he wondered, but it might be because of the conversation with Itsuki. She did not have such feelings, but he started deluding himself. He felt sorry to her because of this, and hastily rid himself of such notions.


  “Nn, went to eat fries with Itsuki.”


  “…Right before dinner though.”


  “Don’t worry, I’ll finish everything.”


  He was capable of downing Mahiru’s cooking, and he did order small sized fries just now, so he not particularly bloated.


  He was confident about finishing the usual amount of food Mahiru would serve.


  “I wonder…if you will grow fat, but it might be better for you to gain flesh, since you are so skinny, Amane-kun.”


  “You should be the one gaining some flesh. You’re so terrifyingly thin, it feels like you’ll snap.”


  “I am not that skinny to the point of breaking.”


  “Really? See, that’s how thin you are.”


  Mahiru’s delicate body was befitting a girl. She was adept at sports, and thin might not be the only term to describe her; one could call her tender too.


  She might appear fragile on first glance. He grabbed her fine wrist, and found his fingers easily wrapping around hers, so much so that he could have snapped her wrist if he exerted strength. “Do treat girls kindly and carefully” his father once taught him that.


  When he held her hand, Amane worried that Mahiru was way too thin, that she might get injured if he was not around.


  Same for the fine fingers, they might snap if he got careless. He wondered if it was fine for her to be so thin.


  He seemed to be tracing his finger on her as he checked, and found her fidgeting.


  She looked down, but towards Amame’s hand that was holding hers.


  He noticed her faint colored cheeks, and realized he did something without her permission, hastily removing his hand.


  “…Erm, sorry. I think you don’t like others touching you, right?”


  “N-no…I do not dislike it if it is you, Amane-kun.”


  These words had him doubting his ears momentarily as he stared at Mahiru, and she might have realized what she was saying as she suddenly lifted her face.


  She was blushing more than before, her eyes moist due to shame as she looked at Amane, who himself was becoming restless.


  “No-not that I want you to touch me. I just do not want other boys to touch me.”


  “O-oh.”


  Even though she said so, he could not stop his heart from shrieking.


  Mahiru viewed Amane as someone close to him, and treated him specially, which he understood. Nevertheless, this would still cause his mind to wander. He hoped she would not explain it in this manner again.


  “…Y-yeah. You aren’t wearing that thing yesterday. Ah no, I’m not demanding that you do.”


  He asked, trying to cover up his pounding heart; Mahiru looked towards her write, and gently stroked the part Amane just touched.


  “…It is a hindrance to wear it while doing housework, and will spoil easily…I wish to treasure it, and will wear it only on rest days.”


  “…I see.”


  Once she mentioned such an adorable reason, he nearly tumbled over in shock.


  No boy would remain still when faced with such a cute declaration.


  She treasured his gift, and intended to wear it well. Once he knew it, Amane felt various emotions rising up his chest, and he felt a fluffy pain within.


  Doo, doo, he sensed his heart pounding wildly, his mind in a daze. He took a deep breath in an attempt to calm himself down.


  “…If you like it, I’m glad.”


  “I really do, and I will really treasure it. Kuma-san, the key case, the bracelet.”


  But I have been using the hand cream lots, she showed a little bashful smile. Amane had enough, and as he had not removed his shoes as he stood, he hastily removed them, and went to the corridor.


  “…I’ll get changed.”


  “Y-yes. Be seeing you, Amane-kun.”


  It was his own house, but he felt as though he was being sent off by a new wife, and his heart palpitated. He hurried into his own room, and crouched down.


  57 - Closing ceremony and Itsuki’s request


  It is unexpectedly pointless, Amane stifled a yawn as he saw the principal standing on the podium afar, giving his speech with a grim look.


  It was the closing ceremony, but Amane had no special feelings about this day. At this point, he was listening to the principal’s speech, and truth be told, he was so bored, he wanted to sleep.


  The surrounding students seemed to have felt the same, and only a few students were actually listening attentive. Most were just ignoring it, or staring at the podium sleepily.


  However, he could not look completely bored, so he maintained a serious look on his face. He really hoped for it to end quickly though, and the speech just went fell on deaf ears to him.


  He might be a little moved if this was his graduation ceremony, but he could not muster the emotions given that it was just the closing ceremony.


  It was bad to say so bluntly, but he felt it was pointless. He acted like a model student as he waited for the boring time to pass.


  “…Ahh my shoulders hurt.”


  “The principal spoke too long.”


  Such was the chatter once the closing ceremony ended.


  However, there was some life back in their voices, probably because they just needed to wait for their homeroom periods to end, and they would have approximately two weeks of free time.


  From his seat, Amane saw his classmates show smiles as they were finally going to be released from their boring lessons, and he sighed.


  His spring break would start the next day, so how would be spend it?


  He had met his parents once, and he felt he did not need to go back, considering the transport costs. However, he really had nothing to do. Even if he took the time to study for his second year, he had lots of time left.


  He did not look for a temporary part-time job, since there were insufficient days for him to do so. Itsuki and Chitose were the only friends he could hang out with.


  “Say say, Amane-kun.”


  Speak of the devil, Itsuki spoke behind him.


  He turned back to find a hearty smile…but the smile was so suspicious to Amane, he had a bad feeling about it. Whenever Itsuki showed such a smile, he would ask Amane to do something, or involve the latter in something calamitous.


  “What?”


  “You free starting tomorrow?”


  “Sorta, I guess.”


  “Yep yep, just as I thought. That’s good that’s good.”


  “…What?”


  With a beaming smile, Itsuki patted the bag hanging beneath, to the side of his seat.


  He probably brought back lots of stuff from the locker and beneath his table, yet the bag was completely packed. He had no need to attend lessons, and logically, he had nothing else to bring back, some pencil case, files, wallets, and nothing much else. It was unnatural to have his bag this packed.


  “…Those are?”


  “Clothes.”


  “Why bring them?”


  “Let me stay over~”


  He seemed to have said it with a heart shape at the end, basically begging demurely. Obviously, Amane ended up frowning at that.


  “Say, you know what ho-ren-so means?”


  “I know I know, it means visit, overnight, make noise, right?”


  “That’s just causing trouble for the neighbors, you idiot bastard. You want to cause noise for them?”


  “Just joking. Though really I want to stay over.”


  Usually, Itsuki would inform Amane of anything he would do beforehand.


  Thus, it appeared he encountered a situation that required him to hole out outside, but Amane could not figure out what it was.


  “I had an argument against my dad this morning.”


  He easily admitted to the situation, as though that would answer Amane’s doubt.


  “…About Chitose?”


  “Nn. Once my dad gets mad, he’s not going to listen for days. I can’t just stay at Chitose’s place. Even though her parents are willing to take me in, well,”


  “And it’s fine staying at my place?”


  “Feels like you’ll take me in.”


  Perhaps his thought process was, since he had stayed over a few times even when Amane’s house was so messy, it should be fine.


  Amane himself was not unwilling to take Itsuki in.


  However, the problem was whether Mahiru, who would be making dinner, would dislike this.


  If Mahiru was to go into Angel mode at her usual respite, it might be too overbearing for her.


  After all, she only showed her true personality to Amane, and would keep it hidden from Itsuki.


  Another problem was that recently, Mahiru had been acting strangely adorable recently, sometimes bashful, and he had to wonder if she was being aware of him as someone of the other gender. Amane was fearful that if Itsuki saw this, the latter would have some baseless misunderstanding again.


  “…I’ll call her in a bit.”


  He had to ask Mahiru for her opinion, so he sent her a message. She would send a shopping list before she returned home, so she would see this message.


  Amane messaged in a fluid manner, and Itsuki looked a little dumbfounded as he sighed.


  “What, are you living together now?”


  “Do you want me to make you sleep on the floor without heating and futon?”


  “Should I thank you for your kind grace in taking me in, or bemoan that you’re so ruthless to let me freeze to death?”


  “I want to bemoan that delusion of yours.”


  What’s this guy saying now? He shot Itsuki such a look, and the latter shrugged.


  Feeling that he should be the one shrugging instead, he did not want Mahiru to be troubled just because of some strange misunderstanding.


  Itsuki himself was one to read the mood, and probably would not tease Mahiru, but he sensed that the latter would tease him when she was not around, and that depressed him.


  He sighed at Itsuki’s grin. At this moment, it seemed Mahiru was using her smartphone as she replied, I shall cook as normal if you buy three people’s worth of food“.


  “She said okay.”


  “Great, I get to eat her cooking.”


  “That isn’t your aim, right?”


  “Just a little one. I want to taste that cooking you keep praising, Amane.”


  “…Don’t cause her trouble.”


  “I’ll cause you trouble, but not her.”


  “And don’t cause me trouble.”


  Amane rewarded the leering Itsuki with a flicker on his forehead, “Oww!!” The latter yelled as he grinned away, and Amane let out a pretentious, deep sigh.


  58 - Itsuki’s situation


  “So, how long are you going to stay over?”


  After school, they went shopping, and returned home. They relaxed a little, and Amane looked towards Itsuki who was treating the place like his own house.


  Itsuki hardly came by recently as Mahiru had been around. He however had been here a few times, and seemed so familiar with the place.


  Itsuki sat cross legged as he drank the coffee, and looked rather decent because of his good looks. He seemed to be thinking of something, for his eyes wandering around.


  “Nn, first off, I want to stay for 3 days. That’s troublesome, don’t you say.”


  “Your dad isn’t a bad guy or something, just inflexible in accepting other people’s opinions.”


  “You can just say outright that he’s a stubborn, bullish shitty dad who’s born in the wrong era here.”


  “Hey you.”


  “How can I allow my parent to tell off my partner to be?”


  I’ll leave the house when I grow older anyway, Itsuki once spat, but he really did not dislike his father.


  His father was a man of reason, and once pleased, he would treat others earnestly. The father was acting like this because Chitose displeased him, but he seemed a decent man to Amane.


  He did not approve of Itsuki’s relationship with Chitose because they were of a somewhat prestigious family, and he hoped his son would choose a female of appropriate standing.


  Also, another reason was that the father was bad at dealing with Chitose.


  However, Itsuki was flatly denied by his father, and because of this, it seemed he chose to run away from home.


  “You have it good here, Amane. You can do whatever you want.”


  “My parents love each other too much, and they want me to choose someone I like.”


  “I’m jealous of you.”


  Itsuki at this point was a result of his strict upbringing, and Amane could not overly deny that.


  According to him, dyeing his hair bright and dressing frivolously was him acting in protest.


  “You say that, you really respect your dad, right?”


  “I respect him as a person, but he’s hopeless as a parent, right? Oppressing me isn’t going to solve everything…he could have given me a little leeway, but he’s just giving me the whip all the time, of course I’ll bite back.”


  “Is it good for the one given leeway to understand this?”


  “I can take it if he just let me free, but he caged me and put a collar over me. That’s why I’m protesting, that’s all.”


  He doesn’t even understand this even after these decades, Itsuki shrugged, and finished the rest of the coffee.


  “Well, you can relax a few days. Luckily we got a few days of break.”


  “How nice to have a friend …!”


  “Stay away, you disgust me.”


  “I’m hurt!I want Shiina-san’s cooking as compensation!”


  “You’re going to eat it even if you’re hurt, right?”


  “Tehee.”


  “Stop acting cute. It’s disgusting.”


  “This scolding is so cruel…oyoyo.”


  He pretended to cry, but Itsuki was still smiling, and Amane was stunned yet a little relieved.


  Itsuki often had disputes against his father, but it seemed it was a little worse than usual this morning. Amane might be imagining things, but he sensed Itsuki was mentally down. It seemed he had recovered somewhat.


  Well, he could not say this to Itsuki, so he pretended to look aloof as he exhaled slightly.


  The sun set, and Mahiru arrived at Amane’s house.


  Her hands were empty, for Amane had already prepared her ingredients.


  He told Mahiru that Itsuki would be staying over, and she did not falter even though Itsuki was spreading himself wide. Instead, it was Itsuki who was a little frantic.


  “It has been a while, Akazawa-san.”


  “Yep, same to you. Sorry for dropping by at your love nest…owowowow, I know, I’m just joking. Sorry for disturbing you. It’s bothersome having someone you’re unfamiliar with here, right?”


  Amane silently stomped on Itsuki’s foot, and the latter cried out, grinning away and making a popular looking smile.


  “No, that is not the case. It is better to be livelier.”


  “It’ll just be noisy with him around.”


  “You should not be saying that.”


  Reproached into silence, Amane saw Itsuki leering away, so he pinched the latter in the flank, at a position Mahiru could not see.


  However, Itsuki had the ideal male body type, and there was nowhere to pinch in particular.


  “I shall prepare dinner now then. Please continue.”


  While the duo continued their little skirmish, Mahiru showed an angelic smile, put on the apron, and went to the kitchen.


  It seemed she probably did not know what to say, so she decided to leave Itsuki to Amane.


  After staring at Mahiru’s back, Itsuki sheathed the leer on his face.


  “…You’re on such good terms, you gave her your key?”


  “Shut up.”


  She would enter using the key given to her, because they were already used to it. She entered without pressing the doorbell, and Itsuki noticed this.


  “Please continue, so Shiina-san says because she thinks this is a safe space for her? She’s already acting like your wife here.”


  “Want me to chase you out?”


  “I want to say…that I’m joking here, but this is an objective view of the situation, you know?”


  Amane wanted to grab Itsuki on the neck, only for the latter to escape as he was on the carpet, starting the game. Amane got off the sofa, bumping him lightly with the kneecap, and sat next to him to play games and kill time.


  After a while, he heard the plates being removed. He wondered if he should let Mahiru handle everything, so he stood up and went to the kitchen.


  “I’ll help you out. Do I bring the plates with the food on?”


  “Thank you very much.”


  He served the dishes on the table as usual, and saw Itsuki looking dumbfounded.


  “…You know…”


  “What?”


  “No, I’m not saying it.”


  Itsuki did not finish his words as he went off to keep the game console. “What in the world?” Amane asked, sounding a little confused.


  59 - The trio’s dining table


  It was dinner time, and the trio gathered around Mahiru’s homemade dishes. Itsuki was looking really delighted.


  “It’s delicious…”


  “Thank you very much.”


  Mahiru was seated upright as she enjoyed her food, showing a genial face. While she still had the angelic smile on, Itsuki knew of the secret, so her smile was a little more of her usual self.


  Itsuki devoured the food in a trance.


  Mahiru was told that Itsuki ate more than Amane, so Itsuki’s plate contained more food, but it seemed he was capable of finishing it all.


  “Yaa, you’re really a lucky one, Amane, getting to eat such cooking every day…”


  “I know that. Today’s food is delicious too.”


  “……Thank you very much.”


  Amane stated his thoughts as he drank the miso soup.


  The dashi and miso soup really whetted one’s appetite, and would naturally relax the cheeks. It was really impressive that they could drink every day without getting sick of it, but the cook herself did not seem to realize this, so it was a daily duty to praise her.


  The tender taste of the cooking seemed to showcase her personality, and soothed both the tongue and the heart. It was understandable why Itsuki was so entranced.


  “Haa, it’s delicious.”


  On this day, she cooked the dashimaki omelette Amane liked, the latter’s appetite increased by 20%. Of course, the usual cooking was delicious enough for him to ask for an additional portion, but that would increase further with an egg dish.


  So delicious, Amane licked his lips as he ate the tasty food, only to find Itsuki staring at him and Mahiru.


  “…Lovebirds.”


  “What did you say?”


  “No~thing.”


  Itsuki shook his head and pretentiously gouged through the food, so Amane did not press on, instead shrugging towards Mahiru who was watching calmly.


  After dinner, Mahiru hurried home.


  Normally, she would be at Amane’s place before the latter would go to bathe, before 10pm, but she returned earlier because Itsuki was around.  Mahiru appeared to be talking to Itsuki while Amane washed the dishes, and looked a little awkward. That might be the reason why she returned home earlier.


  He asked Itsuki what they talked about, “Just some questions about Chii” the latter answered, and Amane did not ask further, despite sensing that they talked about other things.


  “Say Amane.”


  Before they slept, Itsuki laid out the futon on the floor of Amane’s floor, looking up at Amane on the bed.


  “What?”


  “Seriously, you’re showing Shiina-san such a gentle look, and you say you don’t like her?”


  “Shut up.”


  “To a bystander, you’re completely head over heels for her.”


  “Want me to chase you out?”


  “Nada~”


  You’re still saying that, such was the look Amane shot back, but Itsuki showed no signs of repentance.


  Itsuki was not leering away like before. He was looking delighted, approving even.


  “Well, it’s expected of you to not be honest with yourself, but I’m glad. Someone knows about your good points, Amane.”


  “Huh?”


  “Why do you sound so impulsive….most of the guys in class think of you as a gloomy, brash mouth plain boy with not much presence.”


  “I know that.”


  Amane’s position is class might be a boring, aloof, unimpressive boy with no defining traits. If others saw the exam rankings pasted on, they might add that he was relatively smart.


  His class had the pretty and carefree boy Itsuki and the refreshing looking prince charming Yuuta, Amane might be considered devoid of personality if he was compared to these outstanding people.


  One reason was that Amane deliberately intended not to stand out, but opinions of him were definitely not high.


  “But that’s just what people see of you, not what they see inside you. I want others to see what’s inside you, but it’s hard to pinpoint that without understanding you to some extent.”


  Jiii, Itsuki stared at Amane.


  The latter felt uncomfortable, for Itsuki’s eyes were serious. The eyes showed no tinge of any attempt joke, or to tease.


  “It’s too bad nobody knows that you’re really a great guy. I’m happy that Shiina-san can see what’s inside you and get along well with you.”


  “Itsuki…”


  “So hurry up, woo her, and we can go for a double date.”


  “That’s all you want to say?”


  He felt the exhilaration was wasted, but this might not be a bad thing.


  But Itsuki might find it unbearable not to joke, for he averted his eyes, and Amane guessed the words before were to hide Itsuki’s own embarrassment.


  “Chii will be happy too.”


  “You can go alone…no wait, you two can go yourselves. Don’t involve me. Anyway, even if we do get into that sort of relationship, how about I going to go out with this face of mine?”


  “Can’t you just use that style of yours? By the way, I want to look.”


  “Don’t wanna.”


  “Soooo, is it your guy heart that wants to show that to Shiina-san only?”


  “Itsuki, choose, sleep forever under the cold skies, or shut up and enjoy the warmth.”


  “I’m sorry.”


  Itsuki sat on the futon in a seiza, Goodness. Amane muttered dumbfoundedly.


  Itsuki probably thought that if Amane had a girlfriend, he would have a happier life.


  …I guess it’s impossible, for me to be in a relationship with Mahiru.


  He was always in her care, and caused her much trouble. If they were to date, he felt he would be relying on her all the time, so he was scared. He was already a lowlife, and if they dated, he would fall vertically into degeneracy.


  Furthermore, it seemed Mahiru was intending to avoid contact with the opposite gender.


  She did not seem repulsed by Amane, Shuuto, and Itsuki whom Amane trusted. Based on the occasional sight of her at school however, it seemed Mahiru was much more guarded against the other gender compared to girls. She maintained the Angelic facade at school while keeping her distance naturally.


  Even after being confessed to for so long, she had no dating experience, so it seemed she was avoiding all the boys.


  Amane himself could only see himself being rejected.


  Ultimately, he felt that confessing to her half-heartedly would be really rude to her, so he felt he should just keep the status quo with Mahiru.


  He felt Mahiru too had no such thoughts, and it would be foolish, delusional, to go dating.


  “…But well, Shiina-san trusts you that much. Before you deny it all, have a good look.”


  Itsuki seemed to have read Amane’s heart thoroughly as he noted this. “…Is that so?” Amane muttered as he snuggled into the futon.


  60 - Attack of the lunch onto the boyfriend’s friend


  “You’re despicable for only inviting Ikkun! I want to eat Mahirun’s cooking too~!”


  Amane received such a phone call from Chitose early in the next morning.


  It seemed Itsuki contacted Chitose the previous day. He was taking photos when they were eating, acting like a girl, so it seemed he was sending them to Chitose.


  “Don’t ask me. Ask Shiina.”


  “Then if Mahirun agrees, can I go play at your place too?”


  “Well, whatever.”


  “Got it! I’ll ask Mahirun then!”


  And after saying that vigorously, she hung up.


  Amane had moved the phone a little away from his ear as he found her too noisy. He did not know what face to make in regards to the dynamic Chitose, impressed, or dumbfounded.


  And Itsuki watched him with a smile on the face.


  “Chii’s really lively.”


  “Can’t you do something about your girlfriend’s tendency to go bonkers?”


  “That’s impossible. Chii’s the type to show what she likes through her body. That love runs deep, huh?”


  Yep yep, Itsuki nodded away, and while Amane felt he was head over heels for Chitose, he kept his thoughts to himself.


  The good points about Chitose were the abundance of her vitality and the ability to get along well with anyone, and Amane was a little envious of that because he did not have such natures. At the same time, he felt Mahiru had it tough to receive such a love call.


  He quietly prayed for Mahiru, while deciding to heat yesterday’s leftovers as their breakfast.


  “So I dropped by~!”


  Chitose dropped by quickly, right before noon. She appeared to be carrying a haversack, and shopping bag full of goodies; next to her, Mahiru was smiling wryly as she too held bags.


  It seemed they met outdoors. Chitose probably was asked to accompany Mahiru for shopping, and arrived here together. Otherwise, both of them would not be holding bags, and Chitose would be stuck at the entrance.


  “That was fast…”


  “I’m staying overnight at Mahirun’s place. I’m looking forward to it!”


  “…Overnight?”


  “We get a rare spring break after all. And Mahirun agreed to it!”


  Right? Chitose looked towards Mahiru with a beaming face, the latter merely nodding with a wry smile.


  She was forced to agree, huh?


  It appeared Mahiru lost to Chitose’s vigor.


  However, it seemed Mahiru did not really dislike it, just a little perturbed by this sudden development of events.


  “Do not worry. I did agree to it.”


  Mahiru walked towards the fridge with ingredients in hand, and whispered with a voice for Amane to hear as she passed him.


  It seemed she saw the little uneasiness Amane had. The latter showed a wry smile as he watched her back while she stuffed the dinner ingredients into the fridge.


  “I’m looking forward to Mahirun’s cooking~” Chitose grinned away as she sat next to Itsuki, clinging onto him. Having lost a place to sit, Amane went to the kitchen.


  “Need me to help with anything?”


  “…Amane-kun, you cannot cook, no?”


  She called his name with a soft voice that could not be heard from the living room, and he showed a wry smile.


  “I can at least chop some vegetables, you know? Actually, I can do some simple things if I have the instructions. I did do it before you once.”


  “…Please assist me then. You will feel unbearable being over there, no?”


  “You really understand me. Those two are too lovey-dovey.”


  He shrugged, and washed his hands at the basin.


  He could not provide Mahiru with much assistance, but it did not mean he knew nothing about cooking. At the very least, he could help her weigh, or prepare other things, and for the time being , there was a lover forcefield behind him, so he might as well assist Mahiru.


  “Anyway, what’s for lunch?”


  “Omelette rice, green potage, and some salad. Chitose-san says she wants the omelette half cooked, so that she can cut it with a knife and let it flow out.”


  “Great.”


  “You really like egg dishes.”


  “Eggs are great. The egg dishes you make are the best, I’m looking forward to it.”


  None of Mahiru’s cooking were bad in any way, no exceptions, and Amane especially enjoyed her egg dishes, which he really loved. The beef stew omelette rice he had the large time was a masterpiece, and he believed that he would not get sick of it even if he ate it every day.


  Nice request Chitose, he thought as he quietly motioned a thumbs up in his heart, happily weighedfour persons’ worth of rice, only to see Mahiru rooted before the freezer.


  “What now?”


  “…I am glad to hear you say that, but do not attack so suddenly.”


  “What’s going on?”


  “You do not need to know.”


  Hmph, she suddenly turned her head aside, and began chopping the ingredients for the soup. Amane tilted his head in confusion.


  “They aren’t dating when they’re already like that? I don’t get them.”


  “Seriously~”


  61 - The Angel and the one who understands


  “The~rice’s~delicious~!”


  Chitose finished her lunch, and heartily rubbed her belly.


  She looked really overjoyed, given her expression, and Mahiru too smiled happily. The latter loved to serve others, so the sudden attack on this day might not be a bad thing to her.


  “Well~ Shiina-san, you can really cook anything. I never thought you could make a half cooked omelette with the inside runny and the outside like an omelette.”


  “It is thanks to the teacher who taught me how to cook.”


  “You learned how to cook?”


  “Well, I guess. She said that if I can cook for myself without trouble, I can proudly cook for anyone without shame.”


  “Heh~! If you’re so good at cooking, I think your teacher’s really amazing!”


  Mahiru was probably referring to the caretaker she was mentioned about.


  Surely that caretaker was the only one at Mahiru’s old home who actually treated her well.


  “I wonder if I can have such skills if that person teaches me.”


  “Just control your curiosity and you should be able to cook something decent if you don’t be too adventurous.”


  “Eh, but I can’t start if I’m not being adventurous?”


  “If you don’t do that, you should be able to do anything… your curiosity and mischief ruins everything…you just needed to follow the recipe…”


  Chitose should be able to do better than average as long as she played it safe. Given her lively personality and bad habits, the actual result would drop by a rank.


  She was free and lax like a cat, but not as obedient as one, and such was her problem. She could be obedient if she wanted to, but it seemed to be tiring to her.


  She could be a wise woman if she instinctively knew when to calm down, but her personality just would not allow her to do so.


  “Even including cooking, you should watch how you talk at least. There’s a perfect example before you, see?”


  “Ehhhn, but I can’t become like Mahirun here. It’s too restraining.”


  “Aren’t you being rude to Shiina?”


  “Nn, but Mahirun seems very restrained too, or a little suffocated.”


  From time to time, Chitose would read a person’s true personality to a shocking precise level.


  “Mahirun at school just feel lifeless.”


  “…You think so?”


  “Nn, we’re in different classes, so I can’t say, but it feels like instead of you acting boring, it feels like you are taking a few steps back and looking at everyone from far away. It’s like you’re kind to anyone, Mahirun, but you never open your heart to anyone else.”


  It was likely, no, Chitose was definitely correct.


  Mahiru appeared a good child who was kind to everyone, but in fact, only a rare few could see beyond her façade.


  Mahiru wanted to be a good child, and did her best to avoid showing her true personality.


  She herself knew this best, and looked a little gloomy. However, Chitose grinned away as she reached towards Mahiru, seated next to her.


  “You’re being super duper cute at such a private setting here, Mahirun. That’s why I know this is your real self,. I prefer this side of Mahirun~”


  Ehehe~ she giggled as she latched firmly onto Mahiru. The latter looked aside for a moment, seemingly a little perturbed, but she did not seem to refuse as she made some limited contact with Chitose.


  “Say Mahirun, I think you can act a little more honest~ see, Amane’s been pampering you, you know? He’s always pampering those he’s familiar with; you can seal the deal immediately if you ask to be spoiled by him, Mahirun?”


  “I will not!”


  “Eh~?”


  “…It is not what you are expecting, Chitose-san.”


  Mahiru turned her head abruptly, “Real~ly?” and Chitose smiled, looking towards Amane for some reason.


  Amane probably could not do anything even though she was looking at him. If Mahiru did not ask, there was nothing for him to think about, and he could not pamper her. Mahiru hoped to be independent, and it was best to respect her wishes.


  But, just if…if she said she wanted to be pampered…he could not say he would be unwilling.


  He did not have any reason to hesitate. If Mahiru was willing to express all her troubles in her heart to him, and ask him to help her, he had confidence that he could hold up her little back, as though everything was to be expected.


  Once again, he realized how close their relationship had become, and felt awkward about it, but he did not express it as he looked towards Chitose and Mahiru making contact with each other.


  “Well, pretty girls on such good terms are really good for the eyes.”


  “What are you saying?”


  He ignored Itsuki’s perverted words as he saw the two of them getting along well. Mahiru finally had a friend of the same gender she could show her true personality to, and he was a little relieved.


  Naturally, Chitose’s stayover place was at Mahiru’s house.


  Amane thought she would prefer to be with Itsuki, “But I’ve been living with Ikkun often, so I want to be with Mahirun this time”, so after dinner, she went to Mahiru’s place happily.


  He knew they were close to each other, and that Itsuki often stayed over at Chitose’s place, so there was nothing strange about those words…but for some reason, he felt a little awkward knowing the fact that they had been staying over often.


  What are you imagining, you silent pervert? Itsuki shot Amane such a look, and the latter stomped on the foot again, being merciful enough not to stomp on the pinky.


  “Say, you don’t have to hide your embarrassment by stomping on others, right?”


  “Your fault for guessing randomly.”


  Amane was grumbled at right when they were about to sleep, and turned his head aside.


  He did not stomp for real, and the pain would soon subside, so Itsuki did not appear to be blaming him. One might say it was a minor scuffle between boys, and neither would actually bicker over this. Amane too was often slapped by Itsuki; it was common.


  “At this age, it’s common to be staying at another place. It’s normal, normal.”


  “Who knows? Can we stop with this topic now?”


  “Logically, guys should be talking about this, right?”


  “There’s no such logic, so stop it.”


  He did not want to hear his friend yap about stories between couples, and glared to end this topic, only for Itsuki to show him a delighted smile.


  “Seriously, you’re either a herbivore, or too innocent.”


  “You want me to beat you up?”


  “Well, that’s why Shiina-san opened her heart to you. If you’re greedy, she’s not going to approach you.”


  Good job! Itsuki grinned as he gave a thumbs up, and Amane showed a bitter look he would never ever show to Mahiru.


  But that face was completely ineffectual against Itsuki.


  He clicked his tongue, and glared at Itsuki. There was a light sounding electronic sound from the smartphone.


  It appeared to be a message received, and Amane stopped glaring at Itsuki as he looked at the smartphone screen. It appeared to be a message from Chitose.


  He opened the app, thinking it was about their next day plans. What he saw was a message sent along with a photo.


  “Looky look Mahirun’s so cute! ※I took it with her permission.”


  There was a photo attached with that one line.


  The photo showed Mahiru just sitting on the bed. Behind her appeared to be the bedroom.


  He would not have any thoughts if that was it, but the problem was her attire and her expression.


  She was wearing her night gown.


  That alone would be normal, but she was wearing a loose one piece night gown with long sleeves, or in other words, a negligee. The faint pink color further showcased her femininity, making her really adorable.


  She might have just taken a bath, for her sleeves and collar were showing skin, a little tinge of fiery red showing from the inside, as though her entire body was on fire.


  Thanks to that, while she was not exposed in any way, she looked strangely alluring, and yet at the same time, looked innocent, a stark contrast.


  And what caught his attention more than anything else—was Mahiru’s expression.


  She had Amane’s teddy bear on her knees, looking down a little, not at the camera.


  But she was not looking down much, her face was not completely concealed, and even on the photo, she looked embarrassed.


  A rose color appeared on her cheeks, and it probably was not due to the bath from before.


  She looked embarrassed and troubled, much more alluring than usual.


  At the same time, there was an added adorable to her as she placed her hands on the teddy bear upon her knees. Even though it was a photo, Amane felt his cheeks starting to heat up from inside.


  …That, idiot.


  What was Chitose planning, sending such a photo?


  Why show it to Amane before he slept? How could he sleep as though nothing had happened?


  “Why are you blushing looking at your phone? Some ero pic?”


  “Like hell it is!”


  “Then what are you looking?”


  Itsuki dropped by to have a look, and before Amane could hide it, the message on the screen entered Itsuki’s eyes, and the latter showed a proud smile.


  “I see I see, you’re really innocent, Amane-kun.”


  “Do you want to sleep forever?”


  “Are you hinting that I should die?”


  “Do you want me to make it direct?”


  “Don’t be so heartless. No no, but any boy would be amazed seeing that Angel like this. Ahh, no, Chii’s the best.”


  “Slow down, you bastard.”


  Goodness, he combed his hair with his palm as he sighed, only to hear a shutter noise.


  “…Itsuki.”


  “No well, Chii asked me to take a photo of you for commemorative purpose, Amane. It’s just a little phot. That’s not okay?”


  “Whatever, it’s just that, what’s the point of taking a photo of me…”


  “I’m not going to send it to anyone else, relax. There’s a purpose to that.”


  Amane did not know what purpose that was, and stared at Itsuki dumbfoundedly, but the latter merely smiled with satisfaction.


  What’s he going to do with that photo of me? He sighed hard, and Itsuki muttered with a voice softer than Amane, “Why’s he so oblivious about himself?”


  62 - The Angel self-destructed


  “…I’m tired…”


  Itsuki and Chitose ended their stayover; Amane and Mahiru were seated on the sofa.


  It was the third day, and the stayover at Amane’s place ended. It seemed Itsuki would be staying at Chitose’s place for another day or two. Chitose’s parents would welcome him for a few days (it seemed they wanted him to stay for longer, but he refused after all）.


  After eating Mahiru’s lunch, “sorry for intruding, hope you two get along well” he grinned before leaving. Amane felt Itsuki was having some baseless delusion again, but he ignored it, being too lazy to retort.


  “You’re not tired, Mahiru?”


  “…I am, it has been tough. But enjoyable.”


  “I see.”


  At the very least, Amane knew that Mahiru had never invited her friends. He thought Chitose would be a nice start to get her to open up.


  It seemed Chitose would go out to meet Chitose without Amane knowing. Surely it was a good thing for her to have a close friend.


  “…Well, erm, she started taking photos out of a sudden, and it shocked me a little…”


  “Ah, ahhh, that?”


  Once he heard the term photo, he remembered the alluring sight from before, and his cheeks naturally turned red.


  Not much was exposed, but the negligee was still rather thin, and showed Mahiru’s soft curves, which agitated his eyes. One might say that the low exposure instead made her more alluring.


  Due to his male instincts, he accidentally saved the photo in the folder, and had a strong sense of guilt as a result.


  “Chitose-san went going 『So cute~!』and started taking lots of photos, but she never told me what she sent. What kind of photos did she send? I agreed at the end since she insisted, but I will feel awkward if it is too embarrassing…”


  It seemed Chitose did not show Mahiru the photo she sent.


  She probably chose the best shot of them all, and sent it over. Mahiru herself might not have noticed her own expression when the photos were taken.


  Of course, if Mahiru herself was to see that photo, one could easily imagine her reaction.


  She was not in a shameful position, and her clothes were not ruffled, but for some reason, the image was really destructive.


  “E-erm, well, the photo of the bear on your knees.”


  “…Ku-Kuma-san…?”


  “It seems you really treasure it greatly.”


  Amane was not lying.


  But due to the great guilt he had, he intended to bury the photo deep within his folder. He did not delete it, due to the strange tendencies of a male’s heart.


  Bear, once Mahiru heard that, she smiled as though she remembered something.


  “…I said I will treasure it dearly. It is something important after all.”


  As he saw her adorable, somewhat nostalgic, and gentle expression and smile, Amane gasped.


  Unlike her usual angelic smile, this faint smile was filled with innocence and affection, so delicate and beautiful, one would be unintentionally mesmerized.


  That was beyond beauty. It contained an element of endearing, and anyone would unwittingly have the urge to embrace her.


  “…Ah, hmm, erm, looks like you like it.”


  “Of course, it is what you chose for me, Amane-kun.”


  Amane stumbled over his words, and Mahiru smiled as she gave such a comforting reply.


  “Do not worry, I shall treasure it dearly. I will pat it after washing it, and I will hug it to sleep…please ignore what I have just said.”


  Washing it, petting it, fine.


  But what she said next, that adorable action, had him doubting his ears.


  She hugged it to sleep.


  That Mahiru hugged the teddy bear to sleep.


  He did see Mahiru’s sleeping face, the angelic-looking sleeping face.


  And with that sleeping face, she hugged the teddy bear. A pretty girl, sleeping together with a teddy bear.


  He imagined the sight, and an idol image immediately filled his mind, causing him to blush.


  Mahiru too was blushing at what she said, looking teary as she latched onto his arms.


  “P-please forget about that.”


  “N-no, that’s impossible.”


  “I will be bothered.”


  It seemed she was really embarrassed to let this fact be known to him, for her ears were completely red, her eyes teary as she looked up at Amane.


  That expression was really destructive, but she probably would not know.


  “I-is it really that embarrassing? It’s not something to be worried about, right?”


  “Do-does it not make me look like a child? Hugging a teddy bear to sleep.”


  “N-no, I imagined it, and it seems cute. It’s absolutely fine.”


  “…Please do not imagine it.”


  This time, it was Mahiru who was so embarrassed that she dared not to look at Amane directly, and leaned into her favorite cushion, remaining silent.


  He found her to be really adorable in this state. It was bad to him in more ways than one, but he found himself wanting to dote on her.


  It would be fine if he could reach his hand out and pat her head, but this might create an opposite reaction, and she would not allow it.


  He suppressed the impulsive hand as he stared at Mahiru, the latter peeking from the cushion after a while.


  Her eyes were still teary from embarrassment, her face was red, but she seemed a little lively, giving him a somewhat vengeful look.


  “…Amane-kun, you are to share something embarrassing too. It is unfair for me to do so alone.”


  “Ehh…?”


  He felt Mahiru basically self-destructed there, but Amane could not be absolved of blame.


  But even if he wanted to expose something shameful about himself, he could not think of anything.


  “I shall message Akazawa-kun and ask.”


  “When did you get Itsuki’s contact…”


  “Actually, I heard from Chitose-san, so I chatted with him. Did he not send a pho…no, nothing…that is fine…”


  Saying that midway through, she buried her face into the cushion again.


  It seemed Mahiru had just self-destructed once again, but Amane merely felt confused.


  63 - The Angel’s strange change


  To those who had no particular interests, spring break was a rather boring period.


  Amane himself did not have many interests, just reading and strolling about; his classmates had given him wry smiles, wondering why he had such hobbies.


  He would not take the initiative to do any outdoor activities as he had these hobbies, or attend any leisure facilities. If he was not invited out, he would go jogging, strolling, or buy ingredients and so on.


  A dumbfounded Itsuki once asked if it was fine for Amane to not enjoy his youth even though he was a high schooler. The latter felt that he did pay some attention to his health, and exercising, so he should be fine.


  Mahiru too showed no signs of going anywhere.


  Of course, he would occasionally see her exercising, or shopping for necessities. However, she hardly went anywhere to play.


  “Is there anywhere you want to go to play?”


  He himself had no right to criticize, but he wondered if it was fine for a high school girl in her prime to be like this…so after dinner, he asked Mahiru, and after some deliberation, she showed a wry smile.


  “Go to play…well, I have not thought of anything. I do prefer staying at home.”


  “Well I’m the same. Don’t feel like there’s anything much outdoors.”


  “…Like going back to Shihoko-san’s?”


  “We just met in New Year, so that’s fine. We’ll be going back during summer break. That means I won’t get to eat your cooking, Mahiru, and it’s boring.”


  “…I-Is that so?”


  He was already used to Mahiru’s cooking, to the point where he would suffer if he did not get to eat it; the desire to eat her cooking intensified with every passing day. At the same time, he got used to her presence next to him, and her existence was to be expected, which was another reason why he did not want to return to his hometown.


  He already realized she was cute and adorable, but her presence calmed him. It probably was because her demeanor meshed well with his personality.


  “Well, if I go back, they’ll drag me here and there, and that seems tiring.”


  “…Here and there?”


  “Like, tourist attractions, shopping, and so on. If I don’t make plans, they’ll drag me off to a certain place. I remembered going to a hot spring trip during my winter break in middle school.”


  Shihoko liked staying at home, and also liked to go out. One would say she was such an energetic person, happy to do anything.


  She really treasured family time. She would drag Amane anywhere as long as she did not have a prior appointment, or if Amane really hated it. She did have a shred of conscience to give Amane some semblance of choice, but once he answered, she would whisk him off.


  He was fine with stuff like theme parks and shopping malls, but if they were to go do sawanobori or survival games, she would suggest that they should challenge everything, and he would be forced to participate, which was tough on him. He wondered how that delicate body contained so much energy.


  Thanks to that, he learned lots of things, and his body was trained to some extent. He could not deny however that because of the downsides, his hobbies were more individualistic and mild.


  “…It sounds like you have fun.”


  “It’s tiring to do that over a few consecutive days. The enthusiasm leaves me really tired, and I have to start the new semester like that.”


  “Fufu, I can imagine that.”


  “You can tell if you visit my family. Though her attention will be on you instead.”


  “Th-that is true…”


  If Mahiru really came along, Shihoko would happily drag her out.


  She probably would not let Mahiru do anything dangerous, but she would surely drag the latter off for shopping or other leisure places. His mother always wanted a daughter, so she would be more than happy to raise a girl of this age, Mahiru of all people.


  “You’ll know in the summer. She’ll probably bring you out and make you wear all kinds of clothing like a doll.”


  “…Summer.”


  “She’ll make sure I’ll bring you along anyway.”


  It appeared that during summer break, Mahiru would receive a personal invitation from Shihoko.


  “Ah, I can refuse if you don’t want to.”


  “I-I do not dislike it! I am happy about it.”


  She shook her head vigorously, her hair ruffling like the waves, the shampoo scent stinging at his nose.


  “Nn, I’ll go ask my mom, though she’s probably more than happy to welcome you.”


  “…Thank you very much.”


  “I should be thanking you for bearing some of my suffering.”


  “Goodness.”


  Amane was slapped lightly on the elbow.


  Of course, it was a mere prick, and not painful, but that gesture was a little bad for his heart.


  His heart started pounding wildly, for Mahiru had started a little skinship on him.


  “…Amane-kun?”


  “N-no, it-it’s nothing.”


  “You say that, but your eyes are looking around…”


  “Nothing at all. Ah look, you got a message.”


  He tried to change the topic, not wanting to look rattled, and pointed at the vibrating, flashing smartphone.


  What is it? Mahiru looked incredulous as she directed her attention elsewhere, and opened the smartphone app.


  He thought it would be rude to see the message, and he really did not want to look at her in the eyes, so he looked elsewhere…he then heard a thud, and turned his eyes back towards Mahiru.


  He wondered what it was about, and looked over to her, only to be stunned.


  Mahiru dropped the smartphone onto the cushion beneath her knees, giving the teary look of a lost child.


  She did not shed any tears, nor did she twist her lips…but it appeared that she would shatter upon contact.


  When was it when he last saw such a face?


  Yes, it was similar to when they first spoke to each other……


  “…Mahiru?”


  “No, it is nothing. Please do not mind me.”


  Mahiru responded with a stiff voice before Amane could ask anything.


  “Sorry, I should be returning for now. I have something tomorrow, and I will not be able to make dinner. My apologies.”


  Mahiru replied before Amane could interrupt, quickly packed her belongings, and left.


  Amane’s hand was outstretched, but one had to wonder if she noticed it, or pretended not to…for his outstretched palm merely grabbed air.


  …Why out of a sudden?


  Surely the trigger was the message.


  Amane knew there was only one possibility as to why Mahiru would make such an expression.


  “…Mahiru’s parents.”


  Mahiru hardly informed others of how to contact her, and only a rare few knew of her ID.


  He knew there were him, Shihoko, Chitose, Itsuki, and a few tightly-lipped girls. The only others would be her parents.


  One would have to assume that her parents had contacted her.


  She said nothing all this while, even till yesterday. She suddenly said she had something urgent, and ran off. Perhaps she wanted to meet her parents.


  He knew she was on bad terms with her parents, and could only deduce that they were the reason for her expression just now.


  He could deduce, but he could not do anything.


  “…Mahiru.”


  He saw her leave, and spotted the contorted frowning face. Despite that, he could not say anything.


  He could only murmur helplessly the name of a girl who was not present, and slammed a fist onto the cushion that once held up her knees.


  64 - The Angel and the venomous rose


  The weather was bad.


  Dark clouds covered the skies outside the window, nary any sunlight to be seen. Raindrops were more likely to fall than sunlight.


  Thus, even though they were in the latter half of March, he felt a little cold.


  He switched on the heater, and sat on the sofa, but was just so restless. His eyes would look towards Mahiru’s apartment from time to time.


  It was likely that Mahiru’s parents had plans to meet her.


  She said she would not be around to make dinner, for she did not want to show her emotions after the meeting, it seemed.


  He felt unpleasant thinking about how Mahiru would look hurt, as though something was stuck within him.


  He was really worried, and even sent her a message, if there’s anything, contact me.


  He could not remain as restless as he was, so for the time being, he went to the supermarket to secure his dinner.


  But even while shopping, Mahiru’s expression remained on his mind. It would be rather painful for her to show such a face to her parents.


  He instinctively bit his lips as he recalled her looking afraid of something.


  He reverted his expression to normal so as not to look suspicious, but his mood did not improve.


  He was aggressively stuffing the side dishes into the shopping basket, and regretted mangling them a little.


  Haa, he sighed, finished payment for the goods, and slowly returned home under the cloudy skies. Then, as he took the elevator back him, he noticed something amiss.


  He moved away from the corridor leading to his apartment, and hid himself in a corner.


  There were two people standing outside Mahiru’s apartment.


  One of them was the girl with the flax-colored hair he was used to seeing, Mahiru.


  The other was an unfamiliar woman.


  Though he was looking from slightly afar, the lady could be said to be rather pretty.


  The woman was facing the petite Mahiru, and looked rather tall. Considering the height difference against Mahiru, it seemed she was as tall as an ordinary male.


  Despite that, the woman did not seem to be tall or burly, probably due to her body proportions. Her form fitting business suit showed the balanced, curvy body that could be called an ideal woman’s body type.


  The bright semi-long brown hair was upon her shoulders, and she looked a little grim.


  Even without her makeup, the eyes covered with eyeliners highlighted her strong personality. Her sharp gaze never showed signs of easing even as she faced Mahiru.


  She was rather pretty, but her appearance and disposition were obviously standoffish, the vibe of a career-woman.


  If Mahiru could be said to be an innocent lily, she was a vibrant, glamorous rose. The woman’s disposition and appearance were completely different.


  “You really aren’t cute at all. Just like that man. There’s nothing more infuriating than that.”


  Amane widened his eyes once he heard such a voice from the lipstick red lips.


  Given how she was talking to Mahiru, it appeared she was the mother, but he was stunned to hear the mother actually humiliate her own daughter.


  The face and words were not what a parent should be saying to the daughter.


  Anyone would have been hurt seeing such an attitude from a parent. Did Mahiru endure such a thing for so long?


  “It would be one thing if you resemble me…but you just had to resemble that man. Whatever, we won’t be related once you graduate from university, no point nitpicking. Just mail over the necessary documents like usual.”


  “…Yes.”


  “That’s all. Don’t bother me with anything unnecessary.”


  Mahiru answered softly, and the lady snorted before turning to leave.


  She was walking to the elevator hall, and Amane went to the corridor with some awkwardness.


  As they passed, she glanced aside at him, and left without saying anything.


  Mahiru stood there, spotted Amane, and winced.


  “…You heard that?”


  “Sorry.”


  He did not lie, and apologized earnestly.


  He did not intend to eavesdrop, but he could not have left at that moment.


  And he could not leave Mahiru in that state.


  “Erm, who’s that?”


  “…Sayo Shiina. My actual mother.”


  Recently, she would show a tender expression more frequently, but she seemed more reticent than their first encounter. Her voice seemed to creak with every word she said.


  “I knew my mother hated me all this while. There is no point worrying about it now.”


  Her voice was flat and monotonous.


  Amane concluded that she was acting tough, given that he spent much time with her, watching over her.


  It was obvious that she was suppressing such emotions…the suffering, the pain, the sorrow.


  She was about to silently retreat to her room, and Amane instinctively grabbed her hand.


  But that instinct might be the correct choice.


  If he let Mahiru be, her thoughts might take a turn for the worst.


  Mahiru was dumbfounded, and showed a faint, feeble smile, wanting to shake his hand off. Amane held firm though, not wanting to let go at all.


  He held her shockingly weak and helpless wrist firmly, yet not forcibly. That wrist was so shockingly feeble.


  “Come with me.”


  Amane said to Mahiru with a forceful tone, one he usually would not use, and she showed an awkward smile on her contorted face.


  “…I, am fine, you know? You do not have to worry, Amane-kun.”


  “I’m saying this because I want to be with you.”


  Even he felt that he was being too arrogant, but he had no intention of retracting his words.


  He stared at Mahiru intently, and her face showed an utterly feeble smile, before she stopped resisting.


  He impudently took that as an agreement, grabbed her hand, and dragged her to his place.


  65 - The Angel monologue and tears


  He invited Mahiru into his house, and sat her down on the sofa.


  She showed a feeble smile, and was on the verge of falling over. He held her hand, sat down, and moved his hand from her wrist to her palm, wanting to wrap it, it seemed.


  Once he gently wrapped her hand, and her eyebrows drooped.


  “…May you hear some pointless words from me?”


  Ten minutes or so passed since they arrived in Amane’s apartment, before Mahiru started to confess.


  “My parents did not marry out of love. I shall not mention the details, but they got married simply because of family matters, and mutual interests.”


  Mahiru flatly noted, but such a marriage reason was increasingly rare in modern Japan.


  Typically, people would marry out of love. It was not impossible to marry out of mutual interests, but it felt so archaic to mention it.


  It seemed she was someone of the upper class, and one could assume her parents were the same. Amane could not say it was completely impossible for them to marry because of such reasons…but he found it unbelievable.


  “So…actually, they did not want to have a child, but a night stand happened. They gave birth to me, and they had no choice but to offer money. They never had any intention to raise me.”


  “They didn’t want to raise a child….”


  “…They usually do not come home. Even if they do, they just treat it as a hotel.”


  I never saw much of my parents’ faces since I was young, Mahiru lamented softly, looking so frail.


  “I do not remember them doing anything typical of a parent. The parent who raised me was in fact the housemaker. They have affairs, and usually focus on their sides. All they do is to give me money and discard me, saying that I am not needed. No matter how I work hard, or try to be a good child, they just would not look at me.”


  At that point, he finally understood why Mahiru projected herself as an angelic child.


  Mahiru yearned for her parents to look at her, even a little.


  If she acted as a good child, they might show concern for her, and praise her…she maintained such behavior even with the faintest of hope, and missed the opportunity to stop even at  this point.


  She continued as she was still clinging to that little possibility, or perhaps it was a facade she had to maintain, so that that nobody could see her inner self.


  He did not know the reason why, but he understood that Mahiru really did not wish for it.


  “But they never showed concern for me. No matter how pretty I have become, how good I am at studies, capable of sports and housework, those people never once looked at me…my hard work has been for naught, but I am still working hard. It is foolish of me, no?”


  Even though I knew I will not be repaid. This despondent lament suffocated his heart.


  “Those two cannot divorce with me around. They are not willing to be my guardians, for that will cause trouble for their affairs and their work. I cannot look to my grandparents for assistance either. I have been waiting until I graduate from university, and once I am capable of being independent, I will not have any relation to them.”


  “That…”


  “…I was shocked to be told directly… that I am not wanted. I gave up, and just went to the swing in the rain.”


  Upon hearing those words, Amane finally understood why she was in the rain at the park several months ago.


  Back then, she was shaken by her parent’s words, wandering sadly, and arrived there.


  She felt she had nowhere to go, and showed the expression…of a lost child, immature and uneasy.


  She had no one to turn to for help, and could not accept such depressing words. She was at a loss, so she just went and remained there.


  He imagined her thoughts back then, and the taste of blood spreading in his mouth.


  It seemed he had unwittingly bit through his lips, for the slight pain and unique scent spread in the mouth. The unreasonable truth might have inadvertently caused rage to arise within his heart.


  “…If they found it inconvenient, they should not have given birth to me.”


  The really feeble mutter seemed as painful as a stake being hammered into his chest, leaving him unable to move at all.


  At this point, his heart was incensed, his mind turned blank as he directed his rage towards the actual parents Mahiru spoke of.


  She became so delicate because she never received love from her parents, unable to show how fragile she was. She was acting tough, but deep inside, she was crying, and she was unable to turn to anyone for help.


  She removed her façade as a good child, and looked so utterly fragile and fleeting.


  How could they push her this far?


  He wanted to question out loud, but the two people who abandoned Mahiru were not present.


  Furthermore, he did not know what to do.


  He was furious at the harsh family environment Mahiru suffered through, but he was not family to her.


  It was bad for him to interfere with Mahiru’s family situation, and the situation might worsen if he did. He could not do anything, for he considered that anything he said could potentially hurt her.


  But if he was to leave Mahiru as she was, it seemed that she would sublimate into the air…he laid the blanket next to him over her head.


  He covered her, her face hidden in the shadows. While she remained confused, he brought her into him arms.


  It was the first time he took the initiative to embrace, her petite, helpless body seemed prone to snap if he exerted too much strength.


  Amane embraced Mahiru in his clutches, for the latter never able to rely on anyone, and always endured in silence alone.


  “Eh, A-Amane-kun…?”


  “…I think I’m starting to understand why your personality is like this.”


  “The part about me not being cute?”


  “Not that…more like, how patient you are, yet so stubborn.”


  She had to endure, for if she once showed weakness, she would surely collapse.


  The housemaker appeared to really care for Mahiru, but was merely a hired outsider, unable to help Mahiru.


  And so she could only endure this silently, without being able to ask anyone for help, and for that reason, she ended up faking herself.


  “…I can’t interfere with your family, so I’m not going to lecture them here and there.”


  As an outsider, Amane should not be talking about something as sensitive as family matters.


  But it did not mean he could not help and support Mahiru.


  “…I’ll pretend not to see, so just cry all you want. You’ll just feel suffocated holding it all in with that face of yours.”


  To be honest, he really did not want her to cry.


  But if this continued to pile up, she would crumble apart one day.


  Thus, he hoped she would cry; that she would release all the stress she had endured silently.


  If she was suffering, he wanted her to talk it out; if she felt lonely, he wanted her to express her loneliness. Only then would Amane be able to stay by her side, listening to her.


  He was powerless in the face of her plight, but at the very least, he could share some of her burden.


  At one point, he thought he was getting too ahead of himself, but she started moving in his clutches, buried her face into his chest, and dissipated all his worries.


  “…You swear you will keep it a secret?”


  “I’m not looking. I don’t know.”


  “…Then, lend me…a moment.”


  He did not answer her quivering mutter, and merely put the blanket over her head once again before embracing the helpless back.


  After a moment, he could hear faint sobbing.


  Not loud, but it was clearly a sob, from Mahiru.


  She never bemoaned her fate, and endured it alone. After hearing her plead him for ‘support’, Amane himself had the urge to cry as he embraced her little back.


  “…You were watching after all.”


  She did not cry for long.


  He did not look at the time, but it was about ten minutes or so.


  He felt it was fine for her to let out the 16 years of suffering, but she might be too tired from crying for so long, and her body just stopped tearing. The mental exhaustion might have tacked on to her physical exhaustion, and the brain was probably forced to sleep.


  Mahiru lifted her face towards Amane, her eyes still moist, but had regained some semblance of vigor as they looked back at Amane, rejuvenated.


  “Well, you’re on my chest. I made sure not to look before you started crying.”


  He removed the blanket that had slipped off, and saw the little smile on her face.


  “…Amane-kun.”


  “What?”


  “…Thank you very much.”


  “I don’t know, what for?”


  I wanted to do this, and I don’t remember doing anything to thank me for. He turned his head aside, and once again, Mahiru buried her face into his chest.


  “Please let me do so for a little longer.”


  “…Oh.”


  He could not leave Mahiru as she was in this state. After all, he wanted to support her.


  He tried to play it cool as he embraced her firmly, and gently patted her head.


  If nobody else would praise Mahiru, Amane would do the honors.


  You really worked hard. You don’t have to force yourself in front of me. So he thought as he gently caressed her head. She seemed to have calmed down, looking up at him with the expression of one with her strength sapped from her.


  But perhaps she was just a little too worried about various things, for she did not appear to cheer up.


  “…What shall I do in the future?”


  Mahiru muttered softly, showing a perturbed smile towards Amane’s eyes.


  “I worked hard, but the two of them never cared about me. The others too call me the Angel, but they never really needed me. What they liked what they need, is the angelic Mahiru Shiina…not the real me. I was the reason for this outcome, but I am suffering because of this. Is it not ironic?”


  I was the one who drove myself to despair, she bitterly noted, and latched onto the fabric on Amane’s chest.


  “The real me is not cute at all, timid and selfish, and unpleasant in personality…I am not attractive in any way.”


  “Well I like that, somewhat.”


  He unwittingly blurted out his true thoughts.


  Mahiru instantly blinked away, and he stared back at her, continuing,


  “Well, you have moments when you aren’t cute, but I often have thoughts that yeah, you’re cute, I want to protect you. Besides, your forthright personality is something I like, and nobody with a bad real personality will actually worry about that.”


  You’re thinking about it backwards, he flicked Mahiru’s forehead lightly. The latter was somewhat dumbfounded, the negative expression gone from her face.


  .


  Mahiru’s self-deprecation was really something Amane could not understand at all.


  Everyone could tell she was a hardworking, kind girl, no matter how they looked at her. She might be a little too blunt in her words, but she was being reasonable, and saying things for the good of others.


  She said she was timid, but that was not a bad thing. She was merely too hurt, and being defensive so that she would not be hurt again.


  And if she was really not cute, Amane would not have become so restless because of her.


  Rather, he hoped she realized that she was cuter if she was being her true self.


  “Don’t belittle yourself. There’s one guy in front of you who likes to see your true self. ”


  She might have lacked self-esteem because she was not loved. However, Amane was not the only one who liked her. There were many others too who felt the same, and he really lamented her grave misunderstanding.


  Chitose too felt that the real Mahiru was cute, and kept clinging onto the latter. Clearly, that Chitose would not simply look at appearances after all.


  He stared into Mahiru’s caramel-colored eyes, implying so, and her eyes began to swim around.


  Furthermore, the little red color at the corners of her eyes instantly covered her face.


  One might say her face was the color of rose, and by the time he realized her shame might be out of embarrassment, she shriveled up, her eyes just wandering around.


  Looking at Mahiru’s state, Amane realized he might have said something inappropriate, and his face too turned red.


  “N-no, look, Chitose and the others feel the same! I-I don’t mean anything else! It’s not just me! Mom, dad, Chitose and Itsuki like it when you’re not being the Angel! So, actually, I think…your personality is more popular than you think.”


  Amane hastily explained, and Mahiru finally looked at him.


  But even for a moment, the fact remained that a misunderstanding happened , and she quivered with a blushing face, probably embarrassed by Amane’s words. Amane too would feel embarrassed, but she might be more embarrassed than he was, since she was the one hearing these words.


  “Erm, if you can’t take it, or you had enough of those parents, you can hide in our house. My parents will shelter you once they know of your situation. So well, just think of it as healing.”


  “…Nn.”


  “My parents really like you, and I feel they’ll let you stay with them forever…well, I don’t think they’re going to let you go until you gain happiness. We can’t interfere with your family matters, but we’ll continue to shelter you until you make up your mind, or support you.”


  “Nn…”


  Amane did his best to explain and quell the misunderstanding, and Mahiru once again had tears in her eyes.


  “Wh-why are you crying again?”


  “Because I feel blessed…”


  “Well, you haven’t been fortunate, so you can be a little more selfish.”


  She was financially well off, but she received nothing else. She did not receive the love she deserved, and it was amazing that she managed to grow up without being twisted.


  He felt that Mahiru could fawn to anyone as much as she pleased, and be impulsive, after all the hardship she suffered. Since nobody else would hear her sufferings, he decided to make up for it, even by a little.


  “…So, may I request for something?”


  “What?”


  As long as I can do it, he quipped, but she smiled, “this is something only you can do, Amane-kun,” and muttered,


  “Please look at me some more.”


  “I’m looking at you working hard. I won’t know where you’ll run off to if I look away, so I’ll keep watching you.”


  “…Please catch me well.”


  “I’ll hold your hand then.”


  Is that all? He looked towards Mahiru’s face, who stared back, before giving a bashful look.


  “For today, please catch me with your body.”


  Once she said that, she wrapped her arms around Amane’s back, burying her face into his chest. His heart raced for a moment, but he thought it would be bad to have malicious thoughts, so he suppressed those thoughts before embracing that delicate body once again.


  66 - The Angel and the reduced distance


  The following day, Mahiru remained the same.


  It seemed that she had recovered from the previous day’s incident, and sat next to him with a usual expression. She did not appear to be in agony, but rather extremely calm.


  But, the little difference was that…the distance between them had reduced.


  In the past, there was a space of at least two fists even though they were sitting next to each other. On this day, she was close enough to touch his arm.


  Her fragrance was closer than before, and Amane could feel his body warmth.


  Because of that, he recalled that he did embrace her tightly the previous day, and also the softness and fragrance from her. He was troubled. Back then, she looked really feeble, and he just could not help but embrace her. In hindsight, that act was really bold.


  She did not dislike it, and instead, sought for an embrace from him.


  Her gesture indicated that Amane received her trust, that she could rely on him…but while he was delighted with this, he felt awkward.


  …I want to seize the opportunity now that I experienced this.


  Amane really welcomed her fawning over him, but he started to wonder if she liked him as a boy.


  It would be great if that was the case.


  He could no longer fool himself completely again; he realized he was captivated by Mahiru. He was worried, wondering how he should keep his distance from her.


  Perhaps he could touch her normally? But to what extent? He never expected himself to have such troubles.


  Fortunately or not, Mahiru was oblivious to Amane’s worries, and leaned by his side with a peaceful expression.


  Amane wanted to suppress his impulses, and was suffering as a result.


  Mahiru had a psychological trauma due to her parents, and probably was against having a boy-girl relationship. He did not want her to know his feelings. Given her personality, he did not think she would despise him, but he was frightened at the thought that she might distance him.


  He wanted to embrace her up front again, to touch her, to kiss her…but as a girl, the only emotion she might feel was fear if a boy she had yet to date started to have such thoughts.


  He dared not express such emotions to her as he wanted to treasure her.


  “…What is it, Amane-kun?”


  “Ugh, nothing.”


  “Really?”


  Mahiru noticed that something was on Amane’s mind, and tugged at his sleeve. He shook his head, making a poker face.


  After all, he could not say that he was thinking of something guilty, and wanted to change topics.


  “Ah, right. We’re going to be in our second year soon.”


  “Yes.”


  He mentioned this, as there were only a few days left for their spring vacation. Mahiru seemingly forgot her doubts as she went with the flow.


  “We will have to change classes then, no?”


  “Change classes? It’ll be easier for me if I get in the same class as Itsuki and Chitose.”


  “…Yes…I am looking forward to it.”


  “Looking forward?”


  “I wonder if I will be in the same class as you.”


  Mahiru gave a little bashful smile, and Amane wanted to bang his head onto the sofa armrest, and also to scratch his chest.


  “…I won’t talk to you, you know?”


  “That may be so, but I will be relieved. And…you will keep an eye out for me, no?”


  “Not to the point of being a stalker, no.”


  “…I will not be angry about you looking at me, Amane-kun.”


  Please look at me more, that was what Mahiru said so innocently, and looked so innocent that a sheepish Amane dared not look at her directly.


  She meant for him to watch over her, but to him, it seemed to imply more.


  Since she did not intend otherwise, it was pointless for him to second guess.


  Hmph hmph, he snorted to purge his own thoughts, and shrugged.


  “If I’m to look at you, everyone else will find that disgusting. I’m like this after all.”


  It was one thing if they were alone together, but if he were to do the same to Mahiru at school, he might be labelled a disgusting guy in addition to his reputation as a gloomy one.


  He intended to pretend to be a passer by at school. He was not particularly keen on letting others know his feelings for Mahiru.


  However, Mahiru was strangely peeved for some reason.


  “Look, even if you make that face.”


  “…Amane-kun, are you not cutting your hair?”


  “What’s with this out of a sudden? Well, I’ll tidy it up from time to time, but I don’t really cut it short.”


  “It is a pity…”


  “Say.”


  “But your handsome side is a secret only to me. That is fine too.”


  Amane had a feeling that Mahiru was being sweeter to him than usual, as though she was showing affection to him.


  Usually, he could handle it, but since he already realized his feelings for her, this attitude from her might cause him fatal damae.


  “…What’s cool about that?” He muttered to hide how embarrassed he was being. At that moment, Mahiru showed a peeved look, and slapped his thigh.


  He knew what she wanted to say, but he dared not look at her in the eyes due to the shame.


  “I get it I’m sorry I’m sorry. I look handsome to you, is it?”


  “It is not good of you to think so, but I shall leave it be.”


  Mahiru accepted his apology for the time being, and reached out towards his bangs.


  His clearer vision reflected her serious eeys.


  “Are you not belittling yourself too much, Amane-kun? You are rather handsome after all.”


  “…I’m embarrassed to hear you say that to me directly.”


  “You often say so to me. Perhaps you should try enduring that shame too.”


  I too am embarrassed. She said confidently, and Amane recalled that when he called her cute, her face really was blushing.


  She would feel embarrassed whenever she was praised, and because she was so adorable, Amane earnestly praised her for being so. Whenever he did so, she would feel embarrassed. Surely it was not a good feeling to her.


  “…You’re the only one who’ll call me handsome.”


  “You should have a little more self-confidence, Amane-kun. The person who consoled me has to have some confidence.”


  “…But.”


  “Amane-kun, you helped me, and gave me confidence. I am really grateful to you…I hope you can muster some confidence. You are a kind, handsome, outstanding.”


  “…Oh, uuhh.”


  Amane unwittingly felt bashful the moment he was praised.


  He was never praised before, and his heart felt unbearable when the girl he liked praised him.


  Of course, he was elated. The emotion called embarrassment took precedence however.


  One might say his embarrassment was the majority, and he was restless. He reached out to ruffle Mahiru’s head to divert his attention, and to disguise his emotions.


  “Wait, A-Amane-kun…”


  “Shut up.”


  “…I-I am fine with this, but you will mess my hair up.”


  Amane felt that his actions might be too violent to a girl, so he hastily switched to a different gesture, gently combing her hair. Mahiru then earnestly leaned her head over.


  Please pat me more. Her voice sounded like a background noise, but it was probably a delusion on his part.


  Despite that, Mahiru did not look unwilling, and Amane continued to comb the smooth glossy hair.


  …Is she fawning over me?


  She never had one to fawn over, and at this point, she finally had someone understand her situation and true thoughts. Perhaps she had the urge to.


  In that case, he felt that he should dote on her more. He buried his immoral thoughts to touch her back in his heart, and gently patted her head as she wished.


  Once he was done, Mahiru lowered her completely beetroot face. Amane got too carried away, and he too was blushing once he was done. This was the outcome to be expected after all.
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