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    Prologue - Hero


    That was definitely a lie, the girl thought. She thought that the boy in front of her was mocking her as the thing that he said was far away from what she perceived as ‘common sense.’


    “Hahaha, don’t worry, don’t worry, you don’t need to be so anxious about it.”


    Perhaps mistaking the girl’s suspicion as anxiety, the boy let out a soft smile to calm her down. However, the girl’s expression didn’t brighten up even a little. Like her surroundings, her expression was grim and dark. The girl knew. Young as she was, a mere third grader, she understood. Magic didn’t exist. ‘Hero’ was merely a fictitious concept.


    “Eating someone’s ‘love’ is a piece of cake!”


    There was no one that could heal her ‘broken heart’, the pain that tormented her heart for so long. If such being existed, then they would be a real hero, at least for the girl.


    And so, the girl, Miyama Aoi, met a real hero this time.

  


  
    Chapter 1 - Burnt Bacon and Egg


    “Let’s go already!~ Hurry up!~”


    “Don’t get too close to me. It won’t look good to other people.”


    One of Aoi’s classmates, Satou Takayuki, was about to enter a hotel with a young woman in a business suit. Seeing this, she was confused on how to react to the situation.


    “Is this what you’d call compensated dating? …No, no, even so, it’s still a little…”


    Aoi hid her boast-worthy body behind a pole, her eyes focused on the two people in front of her as she looked for an answer that she failed to find. She wanted to think that it was all her misunderstanding and pretend to not have seen them, but her own beliefs made her unable to do so.


    Because this action wasn’t ‘right.’ The heroes that Aoi looked up to wouldn’t turn a blind eye to this kind of thing.


    “Good grief… Seriously, how did I find myself in this kind of situation?”


     Despite showing a cramped smile, Aoi still tried to judge the situation rationally.


    She tried to recall what happened up to this point.


    “Even though I don’t have time for this…”


    So, how did Aoi manage to witness this scene?


    To find out about the cause, we have to go back a few hours prior.


    *   *   *


    Miyama Aoi was in her first year of high school.


    Long, raven-colored hair. Mature-looking, dignified beauty. A tall height, even taller than the average boys. Slender arms and legs, all the curves in her body were in the right places. The mole under her left eyes, along with her bewitching smile would capture the heart of anyone who laid their eyes on her.


    On top of that, her appearance wasn’t her only charm.


    “Aoi-chan, Aoi-chan, I don’t understand this problem, can you help me?…”


    “Which one? Ah, that one. I get you, it’s a hard one for me too. What I did to solve it was to use the same method as the previous problem and go from there…”


    In line with her intelligent-look, she was also good at studying. Moreover, she was good at teaching others. Her classmates would always thank her for her easy-to-understand explanation that they received whenever they came to ask her questions about their studies.


    “Woah, that’s a first year? She doesn’t look like an amateur at all!”


    “She’s so tall… Taller than the rest of us… The basketball and volleyball club will go to war to get her on their side…”


    Her excellence wasn’t limited to her studies as she was as accomplished in sports. She was so talented that she managed to catch the eyes of all the sports clubs the moment she entered the school.


    Above all, there was a certain incident that boosted her popularity to sky high.


    “Miyama-san, help! Satou got into a conflict with the senpais! They’re still staring at each other, but they could start a fistfight at any moment!”


    “Got it. You should call the teachers first, I’ll try to calm them down in the meantime.”


    In the early school year, one of her classmates, Satou Takayuki, had a standoff with a group of second years. It was Aoi’s resolute attitude that prevented the incident from turning into a massive brawl between the two sides.


    “Yes, I’ll try to tell them as quickly as possible! But, Miyama-san, why are you carrying that bucket? Wait, was that water from the toilet?!”


    The method she used to resolve the incident was a rather forceful one though.


    “…Hm? What is it, Miss Honor Student? You should get away from here, it’s danger—”


    Firstly, she dumped the bucket of water on Takayuki to calm him down.


    “Please forgive him, senpais!”


    “““Y-Yes…”””


    Then, without a pause, she bowed her head toward the second years who had been staring daggers at Takayuki. Seeing her actions, the venom in their eyes were instantly gone and they seemed ready to let him off with this.


    With this incident resolved, Aoi’s presence became more well-known throughout the school.


    As a result, she managed to become the central figure for the freshmen in a span of a single month.


    “Miyama-san, Miyama-san! Are you free today? If so, can you go to the art club with me? My senpai asked me to bring you there with me!”


    “No can do. Miyama said that she can’t do club activities because she has to help out at home. So, until you’re needed, Miyama, how about we go karaoke?”


    “Eh? Karaoke with Miyama? Can the boys join too?~ If so, can I go with you guys?~”


    “Aren’t you in the soccer club? Your senpai will chew on your ass if you miss out on the first day of club, you know?”


    Since she became a popular girl, naturally, her classmates started to try to hang out with her. They’d inquire about her schedule and send out various invitations to spend more time with her.


    “Karaoke, huh? …Hm, that’s a good idea. A good way to get to know each other better…”


    “Right?! Then, let’s go~”


    “On one condition, though. Rope Satou in too, let’s make it a class event.”


    “Eh?”


    However, just because she was popular, that didn’t mean Aoi would let everyone lead her by the nose. Aoi was the type of a person who’d state out her intention clearly. She was also good at controlling the conversation so that she didn’t get swept by the other party’s momentum.


    “S-Satou is a little… You know… Ahaha…”


    “So lame. This guy is obviously scared of Satou.”


    “If you’re that scared, just go to your club already, Suzuki!”


    Perhaps due to the well-known delinquent’s name being mentioned, the boy’s momentum quietened down considerably. Seeing this, the girls immediately pounced on him. But, Aoi didn’t pay any heed to that scene.


    “Satou-kun.”


    “…Hm?”


    After school, by herself, Aoi approached the isolated delinquent. Said delinquent was Takayuki, the boy who almost got into a fight with a group of second years not long after the school started. There was a rumor that he did it because he was protecting a girl that was being harassed by the second years, but the rumor didn’t stop him from being isolated by the rest of the class. At best, the rumor only made people stop treating him like a delinquent.


    “Do you want to go karaoke with us?”


    Miyama Aoi was the only person who was able to send out such an invitation to someone like him. The act left the other classmates surrounding her dumbfounded.


    Of course, Aoi wasn’t a saint. She could express her likes and dislikes clearly and Takayuki was definitely someone she disliked. However, despite her personal feelings, it was clearly against her sense of justice that someone who wasn’t even a real delinquent was being isolated like this. Hence, she tried to change the boy’s situation.


    “I’m flattered by that invitation, but dear Miss Honor Student, sadly I’m born with the skill called ‘reading the air’, you see?”


    “Oh my, I’m surprised. I called out to you because I thought you’re unable to do exactly that.”


    “I mean, their faces are clearly screaming for me to not come with them, it isn’t hard to figure that out.”


    After being called out, Takayuki didn’t even try to look at Aoi’s direction as he continued fiddling with his phone. After he said his piece, he stood up and moved his gaze around.


    Seeing that, the students around him who were expressing their displeasure, immediately jolted in surprise. Their shoulders shook at the sight of him. However, Aoi didn’t even flinch. Wearing her beautiful smile, she confronted Takayuki once more.


    “In any case, keep your meddling in moderation, please, Miss Honor Student.”


    “That’s for me to decide, Satou-kun.”


    “I see.”


    Without any hesitation, Takayuki sent her a fearless grin, turned his back on her and left the classroom.


    Aoi just saw him off until his back left her sight before turning around to her classmates. With a shrug, she said,


    “Too bad, I got dumped.”


    There was a reason why her classmates put complete faith in her. She wasn’t just a pretty face or a brainless leader that could only say pretty things. She was a real leader with an unshakeable will.


    This rooted from her self-confidence.


    “Ah, that scared me… Miyama-san, you got guts, seriously!”


    “I know right? Unlike that Suzuki guy.”


    “Why are you bringing me to this?!”


    A month after the school year started, she already showed enough achievements that she could be proud of. Everyone could safely depend on her. Her school life started off well.


    “Ah, sorry! Aoi, I want to ask you something, can you come with me for a second?”


    That was the case, until this moment came.


    *   *   *


    “You need a love advice? From me?”


    Aoi slipped out of the classroom with the person who asked for her help and went to the back of the school building.


    “Mhm. Please help me, you’re the only one I can count on…”


    The other person was Ukai Tomoe. Aoi and her had been friends since middle school.


    Although her classmates were inviting her to karaoke, Aoi herself liked Tomoe quite a lot and Tomoe was someone who’d prefer to get things done by herself rather than asking for help. Situations where she’d come out to ask for Aoi’s help like this were rare, so it was only natural that Aoi would prioritize helping her out.


    “Hm, fine. Ever since my first love was broken, I hated all kinds of love stories, but for you, I’ll be your love counselor.”


    “Huh? Wait, did I ask the wrong person for help?”


    To those words, Aoi showed Tomoe a fearless grin, an expression that she’d never show to her classmates. In response, Tomoe’s tense body relaxed a little as she showed a smile.


    “Just kidding, but are you sure you want to ask me for love advice, Tomoe? I only ever confessed to someone once and honestly it was a shitty confession.”


    “Shitty confession?”


    “Yeah. Basically, I just forced my ideal into that person and it was a huge mess. I don’t think you should use it as a reference.”


    “T-That’s… But, you received a lot of confessions from boys, at least, right?”


    “Yeah, but you know, most of them were just half-hearted confessions that everyone would forget in ten seconds. Honestly, I think you’d better ask someone other than me, or I’ll end up destroying your love life.”


    “What, are you calling yourself the romcom destroyer now?”


    At Aoi’s joke, Tomoe let out a giggle.


    The girl had natural brown hair that was tied into a ponytail. Her wheat-colored skin looked healthy and smooth. She had a slender, yet trained body, courtesy of her being a member of the track team. Normally, there would be a cheerful smile decorating her cute face, but this time, her expression was grim.


    “So, what do you want me to do? Yes, I advertise myself as an omnipotent beauty, but there are also things that I can’t do.”


    “Hahaha, yes, yes, I can’t even call you a narcissist because you’re just that capable, but has anyone ever told you that your personality is rotten? Anyway, you should be able to help me, it isn’t a big problem or anything… Um… I just want you to introduce me to a certain senpai in the art club…”


    Tomoe just brushed off Aoi’s arrogant and prideful words and stated her business.


    “Hmm… I guess I can do that much… What’s his name?”


    “Um… It was…”


    The name that came out of Tomoe’s mouth was the name of a second year student from the art club. But the name sounded feminine for some reason.


    “…Tomoe, I’ll help you out to the best of my abilities if things come down to it, but this love consultation isn’t for you, isn’t it?”


    “Ahaha… You know…”


    “I thought you’re going to confess to your childhood friend.”


    Hearing Aoi’s words, Tomoe’s face turned ugly, like a child that was about to cry. But it only persisted for a moment before she wore a cheerful smile. She made her voice a tone higher, trying to hide her true feelings about the matter.


    “I’m not! Jeez, I told you that Nao and I are just childhood friends, nothing more!”


    “Tomoe, you…”


    “B-Besides!”


    After stumbling on her words for a moment, Tomoe forced herself to speak in an upbeat and cheerful tone.


    “Nao found someone that he likes! Not me, but a senpai from the art club! She seems to be mature, kind and smart too!”


    Those words were enough for Aoi to fully grasp the situation.


    Tomoe was walking on the path of unrequited love.


    “Since I’m his childhood friend, I have to help him out, right? That guy is hopeless at everything other than baseball. He’s especially hopeless about love!”


    “…Right.”


    To Tomoe, who was forcing herself to act cheerfully, Aoi let out a sigh.


    “I agree with you. Your childhood friend is hopeless.”


    “Good grief…” Aoi said as she grabbed Tomoe’s hands.


    “Eh? Aoi?”


    “If you keep acting like this, you’ll be a bother to your clubmates, so come with me.”


    She dragged her puzzled friend by the hand and moved out to a different location to find out more about the situation.


    *   *   *


    As far as Aoi knew, Tomoe was especially close to her childhood friend, Mihara Naotsugu.


    Their relationship went as well as your typical childhood friend relationship that one would find in anime or manga. Their houses were next to each other, they knew each other for so long that one wouldn’t be surprised if they said that they introduced themselves to each other the moment they came out from their mothers’ wombs. They went to the same school from preschool to high school. Oftentimes, people around them would call them ‘married couple’ or ‘siblings’, but whichever it was, it was a general consensus that they were meant for each other.


    So, why did Naotsugu fall in love with another girl?


    “Eh, no, no, that’s not it, Aoi! Nao and I are like siblings! Family! We’re too close to each other to consider each other as a romantic interest!”


    The answer came out of Tomoe’s mouth along with a painful smile.


    In her normal state, Tomoe would act as a mood-maker by utilizing her cheerful smile to brighten the atmosphere around her. But in her current state, the same cheerful smile looked painfully awkward. This state of hers was enough to convince her clubmates that she wasn’t in the situation where she could afford to attend her club activities.


    “…*Sigh*. Look here, Tomoe, I really don’t care about which girl that childhood friend of yours ended up with. I don’t mind introducing that senpai to him, not at all. Just stop forcing yourself to smile, okay?”


    “A-Ahaha… But, Aoi—”


    “Tell me everything. That’s my condition before I start helping you.”


    “…You’re so mean, Aoi.”


    Both of them had moved from the back of the school building to a restaurant located in front of the station.


    Before Tomoe reported that she wanted to take a day off from her club activities, she texted one of her clubmates about it, stating that she didn’t feel that good and wanted to go home early. The reply to that text was, ‘I know it, you’ve been looking off all day,’ and she easily got the permission for it.


    It was then when Aoi realized that her best friend was in a worse state than she imagined.


    “Don’t worry, at this time of the day, barely anyone from our school comes here. Besides, I can see if someone familiar comes in from here, you don’t need to worry about that.”


    “Wow, you’re so thoughtful, Aoi. Amazing. The best. A perfect beauty.”
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    “I have to go this far if I want to make you talk.”


    “I guess so, huh? Hahaha… I’m really no match for you, Aoi…”


    Along with a dry laugh, Tomoe let out a big sigh before her face crumpled pitifully.


    “You know… Like I said, there’s nothing going on between us. Nao and I are childhood friends. The feelings he has toward me is ‘love toward family members’ instead of ‘love toward the opposite sex’. It’s not strange that Nao fell in love with someone else…”


    “I’m asking this just to make sure. Are you sure that isn’t a misunderstanding on your part?”


    “No, it isn’t a misunderstanding.”


    Shaking her head slowly, Tomoe told Aoi that.


    “It was Nao who told me about it first… He told me that he found someone that he loves…”


    “…”


    There was no room for misunderstanding based on his words.


    Aoi’s eyes widened involuntarily. Her lips trembled for a moment before forming a cruel looking smile. Her smile still looked pretty, but it made everyone who saw it felt a chill running down their spines.


    “Wait for me here, I’m going to break a motherfucker’s bones real quick.”


    “Aoi?! Wait, calm down a little!”


    “I’m calm. Calm enough to spare his dominant arm.”


    “That isn’t the point! His future as a baseball player will be ruined if you break any of his bones!”


    After a desperate persuasion from Tomoe, Aoi managed to suppress her anger. She was currently taking a few deep breaths while sitting down on her chair.


    “…Phew. I calmed down. Now that I think about it, breaking his bone is a bad idea. If I want to deal with him, I have to do it in a way that doesn’t leave physical evidence.”


    “You haven’t calmed down at all!”


    “…Just kidding. I won’t actually do it, so calm down. Still, what he did was horrible. You like him, don’t you, Tomoe?”


    “Um, that’s…”


    “I may not know much about love talks, but there’s no way that I’ll ignore your situation. You’re my best friend. We’ve spent our middle school lives together. I won’t let your love life end this way.”


    Tomoe’s shoulders shook as she heard Aoi’s words.


    “Uh, really? Is it that obvious that I like him?”


    “Well, whenever you’re talking with him, you always wear that ‘maiden-in-love’ look.”
 “No way!”


    “The only one who isn’t aware of your feelings toward him back in middle school is that dense idiot. Honestly, if we were to tell our friends from middle school about this, they’d be more than happy enough to finish him off.”


    “U-Uuu…”


    The girl was shocked to find out that more people knew about her feelings than she expected. But, after letting out a long groan, she seemed to be over it and moved on.


    “B-But, Aoi… I’m happy for him.”


    Her cheeks were tinted with shades of red as she confessed her feelings to Aoi.


    “Nao has always been staying by my side, protecting me like I’m his real sister. If she could fall in love with someone without minding my presence, it would make me feel happy…”


    Tomoe looked resolute and unwavering as she said that.


    “…Tomoe.”


    “Well, I said that, but I know that I’ll mess it up somehow, so please, Aoi, help me! I want to help him with his love!”


    Seeing her best friend asking for help while disregarding her pain, Aoi couldn’t bear to reject her.


    Even if it meant to send her off to a thorny path, she just couldn’t bring herself to deny Tomoe’s decision to walk on that path.


    “Got it, I’ll see what I can do. But keep in mind that even if I managed to introduce that senpai to you, it doesn’t mean that everything will work out fine, okay?”


    “Mm! Thank you, Aoi!”


    Seeing the blossoming smile on her best friend’s face, Aoi’s heart ached.


    “Don’t mind it. I’m only helping you for my own self-satisfaction, okay?”


    Aoi was more than familiar with the pain that was hidden beneath her best friend’s pretty smile.

  


  

  
    


    This happened during the summer vacation back when Aoi was still in the third year of grade school. Miyama Aoi found herself in distress.


    It happened on a mountain in her neighborhood. Aoi wandered along the mountain paths that were covered in thick greenery. The cause of this act was she was trying to find a place to hide, so she went to the path no one would ever come to normally. The problem here was she didn’t take into account that the sun would be setting soon.


    “…Uu…”


    And when the sun had finally set, she was stuck in a pitch dark path where barely any light could go through. She had no choice but to wander around aimlessly until she found an abandoned shrine in the middle of the forest. Having nowhere else to go, she hid her body inside the dilapidated shrine and began to weep.


    However, the reason she started crying wasn’t because of her distress.


    Was it because of the darkness? The anxiety of not knowing when she could return to her normal life? The fear of the possibility that a mountain beast might come to prey on her? For the young Aoi, all of those were trivial matters, things that were not worth mentioning. As for her, the pain that was eating her heart out overpowered any feelings that the darkness brought her.


    The pain of her broken heart.


    “Uu… Haru-kun, you dummy…”


    Aoi was heartbroken as she had confessed her feelings to the person that she admired, but all she got was a clear rejection.


    However, the young Aoi didn’t think about the reason why she was rejected in the first place. Instead, she spent her time sulking about the fact that she got rejected by said person. And so, to make herself feel better and to make said person feel bad, Aoi decided to hide herself in a secluded place. She was too young to think about the consequences of such actions.


    “Hic… It was… My first time confessing… Hic… But you…”


    Surrounded by the darkness, tears kept pouring from Aoi’s eyes.


    Her distress was caused by her rash behavior, but she wouldn’t realize it until much later. The young Aoi foolishly believed that she was so pretty that everyone in the world liked her and rejecting her was the same as rejecting herself as a human being.


    “I hate you… I hate you so much, Haru-kun…”


    No matter how many tears she shed, no matter how many curses she uttered, the pain in her heart didn’t disappear.


    After all, no matter how things actually went, it was her first time experiencing love and being heartbroken at the same time. The pain that she felt was akin to being pierced by thousands of needles. No matter how many times she screamed, the pain didn’t disappear, nor did someone come over to comfort her.


    But, it was her just deserts.


    In the first place, the reason why she got rejected was because she selfishly imposed her own selfish ideal on the boy she confessed to.


    And the reason why no one came over to comfort her was because she was the one who went to a deserted place like this.


    “…Someone, please, save me!”


    With nothing in sight, in the pitch darkness, Aoi’s heart began to reach its limit.


    Aside from the pain of her broken heart, she also had to bear with the anxiety over the fact that there was no other person nearby.


    If left alone, the fear and pain that she felt would eventually eat her heart out and leave a traumatic scar on her mind. That was only if they didn’t end up killing her heart off completely.


    “Oi~ Is anyone there?~”


    Those horrible things would definitely happen if a certain boy’s inaudible voice didn’t reach Aoi’s ears.


    “…Hic. Who is it?”


    She answered his call with a voice filled with both anxiety and anticipation. The boy’s voice was familiar, but she had a vague idea that this encounter wouldn’t lead to a romantic one.


    “Jeez, such a troublesome princess. I’m here to pick you up.”


    Then, a boy came over to her side with a flashlight in hand. He had the same height as her, but his appearance was unruly. Unlike adults, it felt like she couldn’t really depend on him for anything. 


    At that time, the young Aoi didn’t know. It was this boy who’d eventually save her from her pain. It was this boy who’d eventually become her ‘hero.’


    This encounter with the young ‘hero’ would turn into the most impactful moment of her life.


    *   *   *


    “…*Sighs*. What do I do now?”


    Aoi was on her way back after parting ways with Tomoe at the restaurant.


    She was wandering around while looking at the passersby’s faces. Her expression would alternate between hopeful and disappointment as she tried to compare the people’s faces with a particular boy’s face from her memory. This was a bad habit that Aoi always did whenever she was feeling hopeless about something. Driven by her annoyance toward her own weakness, she’d try to look for that person who reached his hand out to her back when she was at her worst.


    “Why do I keep doing this whenever things don’t go the way I want it to? I really need to stop— Huh?”


    After scolding herself for being so weak-hearted, Aoi turned her gaze forward, only to see a strange sight.


    “I-I finally found you! Please, I can’t bear to live without you anymore!”


    “Stop! Don’t hug me out in the open like this! Also, stop saying things that could be misunderstood like that!”


    In the middle of the street, right in front of the station, in the direction Aoi was facing, a man and a woman could be seen. From the look of it, they seemed to be arguing about something.


    Aoi raised her eyebrows, wondering what it was that made them act like this in broad daylight. But then she realized that one of them was one of her acquaintances.


    “Ugh…”


    It was one of her classmates. To be exact, it was Takayuki, the person she had such a bad impression of to the point that she’d grimaced whenever she ran into him like this. That same person was being embraced by an older woman.


    “Please! Hear me out, please! I really can’t take it anymore! I-I can give you more than usual…”


    “Idiot, stop! I told you to watch your words!”


    The older woman looked to be in her twenties. She was dressed in a suit, implying that she was an OL. Said woman was about to take out a 10,000 yen bill, but Takayuki promptly held her back.


    The exchange between them was so quick to the point that a normal person wouldn’t be able to see it. But Aoi wasn’t a normal person. She didn’t miss a single moment in their interaction. With her disposition, she would never overlook such actions happening before her eyes.


    “Fine, I get it! I’ll make an exception for you, but next time, make a proper appointment with me!”


    “Yes! I promise to do that next time!”


    And so, Aoi decided to follow the two people who were about to engage in a dubious act.


    *   *   *


    “Now, what to do?”


    After recalling the events that happened in the span of a few hours, Aoi finally managed to calm herself down.


    She already took a picture of both of them entering the hotel with her phone, so she had already got the evidence she needed to report Takayuki to the school, where they would punish him accordingly.


    ‘But, is this really enough?’ Pondered Aoi. The situation was quite suspicious and it was hard to misunderstand anything from that exchange. But, there was a possibility that there were some kind circumstances that she wasn’t aware of.


    Aoi had learned various ways of enacting justice from a lot of dramas that she watched on TV. That was why she tried to learn about the situation properly before actually taking action. She didn’t want to wrongly accuse someone innocent, after all.


    “Huh?”


    When she was immersed deeply in her thoughts, the two of them had already left the hotel. However, fifteen minutes barely passed since they entered the hotel.


    The time was too short for such a deed to be done, yet the woman’s face was that of satisfaction. She thanked Takayuki multiple times before parting ways without looking burdened in the slightest.


    “Huh? What?”


    Aoi’s mind was thrown into confusion.


    Fifteen minutes was too short of a time for them to do anything. Takayuki could claim that they were just going there to borrow the restroom and everyone would believe him. In addition, their clothes still looked tidy and proper. The most they could do in fifteen minutes would be getting a room, undressing and dressing themselves back up and nothing more. But there was no sign of them even doing that. So, what the hell were they doing inside?


    There were a lot of questions in her mind, but the more time she spent asking those questions to herself, the further Takayuki walked away from her.


    “…Ah, jeez, whatever!”


    The situation made Aoi quickly cut her line of thoughts and started running.


    Yes, one should think twice before taking an action, but the situation demanded her to take an immediate action. It was the kind of situation where doing something would be better than doing nothing. Using that logic as a base of her action, Aoi moved her feet.


    “Woah, what the hell?!”


    Fueled by her fear, uneasiness and doubt, Aoi reached Takayuki’s position in a blink of an eye. Without time to catch a breath, she unleashed the pent up feelings in her chest and slammed it down on the boy in front of her.


    “No sex, no life!” (T/N: This is in English.)


    “I understand what you’re trying to say, but that’s a hell of a grammatical error that you made there, Miss Honor Student.”


    However, she got ahead of herself and the words that meant to serve justice against the other person ended up humiliating her instead.


    *   *   *


    “Love counseling? It isn’t prostitution?”


    “Of course not. I won’t do something shady like that.”


    “…So suspicious. Is there another meaning behind ‘love counseling?’ It’s just a ruse, isn’t it? Otherwise, there’s no way you’d be open about it…”


    “Why would I even make such a lame excuse to you? What’s in it for me?”


    Since it wouldn’t look good if two high school students were to be found quarreling in front of a hotel, they moved to a nearby coffee shop to talk.


    “Then again, I’m not an actual counselor. All I do is to listen to their complaints.”
 “Still, you coming out of a hotel with an older woman like that is more suspicious than anything.”


    Hearing Aoi pointing that out, Takayuki let out a wry smile.


    “Guilty until proven innocent, huh? So you’re that kind of person, Miss Honor Student…”


    “…”


    Aoi’s gaze turned into a glare after seeing the other person’s nonchalant attitude.


    The boy she was talking to was a tall boy with black hair. He had a rather long bang that was partly tied with a bright red hairpin. His gaze bore irreverence while his mouth wore fearlessness. There was an air of maturity coming from him due to the way he was dressed, a shirt and a neat pair of pants. In a glance, he looked pretty harmless, but there seemed to be something fishy about him.


    To put it mildly, he looked like the kind of guy one needed to be on guard against.


    “After seeing that, do you think I’d believe you just like that?”


    After all, Takayuki was known to be a delinquent who got into troubles with a group of second-years as soon as the school started. There were a lot of bad rumors going on about him concerning his middle school days. Compared to Aoi, who was an honor student, he was the exact opposite end of the spectrum.


    In addition, Aoi disliked the red hairpin that he wore. No, it wasn’t because it didn’t look good on him, but it was because of her personal distaste due to the fact that she remembered her childhood hero wore something similar to it.


    That was why Aoi had no intention of letting Takayuki off this time.


    “Well, whatever. What can I do, anyway? You got everyone on your side, so no matter what I say, they’ll definitely listen to you instead of me. I’m just a poor little carp on a cutting board, my fate is sealed, boohoo.”


    Yet, he didn’t seem perturbed at all even though he was aware of his dire situation.


    Even in this kind of situation, his irreverence didn’t change. From the way he was sipping his drink, it showed nothing but his graceful movements.


    “Yes. No matter what random things you say, you can’t deceive me. I’ll let you know that I already took a picture of you as evidence and sent it to a trustworthy person, so don’t even think of doing anything to me here. The moment I smell something suspicious from you, I’ll immediately report it to the school.”


    “Oh my, you’ve covered all your bases, huh? It can’t be helped, then I guess I’d have to do this…”


    He placed his cup on the table before confronting Aoi’s gaze head on.


    His eyes were still, akin to that of a dead animal. They gave Aoi a sense of dread, but she persisted and stared right back at them. The boy in front of her was like a super-villain that she had to face. Even if there was a fear inside her heart, she must suppress it to be able to thrive over him.


    With her sense of justice backing her up, she confronted the boy in front of her with a resolute gaze.


    “…Can you please let this one slide?”


    The words that came out of his mouth threw Aoi into a state of bewilderment.


    “…What?”


    That was a strange thing to say. Aoi couldn’t believe what she was hearing at the moment. She thought that he would try to fight back a little harder at least.


    “You didn’t catch that? Okay, I’ll repeat it… Can you please let this one slide, Miss Honor Student?”


    “Uh? Satou-kun?”


    “I get it, I’m in the wrong here, but you know…”


    Aoi couldn’t believe what she was seeing.


    “Can you please not report this to the school? Please, I beg you…”


    The Takayuki who was sitting with composure was gone, replaced by a humble-looking Takayuki, who was sitting with a straight pose while bowing his head down.


    “S-Satou-kun?”


    “Yes?”


    “Do you really feel that way?”


    “I don’t understand what do you mean by that, but I’m not trying to hurt anyone here. I know that I’m in the wrong, I shouldn’t have acted suspiciously like that.”


    “So you do know how to apologize, huh?”


    “Of course. Also, I don’t want to be expelled, you know?”


    “Hmm… So even someone like you is afraid of being expelled?”


    “Of course I am. I’m not the kind of person who’d treat expulsion lightly. If possible I want to avoid it at all costs. That’s why, please let this slide. I’ll get on my knees if I need to, but we’ll need to move to a more appropriate place first.”


    “You don’t need to do that… Also, you don’t need to speak politely to me either…”


    “Ah, got it…”


    Aoi couldn’t hide her confusion after witnessing Takayuki acting all-obedient.


    After all, this was Takayuki, the delinquent who got into troubles with a group of second-years at the start of the school year and the one who got a lot of bad rumors going on around him. But, looking at the situation, it felt like Aoi was the bad guy here.


    “In any case, I’ll hear you out first. I’ll decide on what to do with you afterwards.”


    Since he was more obedient than she expected, she decided to lend him an ear. She didn’t let her guard down though.


    “Firstly, who was that person?”


    “A regular of mine… You know, for my love counseling service. I can’t really divulge her personal information and the content of the counseling to protect her identity, but I assure you that we aren’t sexually involved with each other.”


    “Hm… So, what is this love counseling thing, anyway?”


    “It’s a service where I help people to deal with problems concerning their love lives. I’m specialized in dealing with people who have an unrequited love or people with a broken heart.”


    “You said you’re not an actual counselor… So, how did you get clients in the first place? I can understand if your clients are someone from the same school as ours, but I can’t wrap my head around you getting adult clients as well…”


    “Ah, they contacted me through my social media, that’s how.”


    “Can I see it?”


    Aoi was able to confirm that Takayuki had an account under the name of ‘Baku’ on his phone. The account had a deformed baku as its profile picture and its follower count was over five thousands. (T/N: Baku is a mythical creature from Japanese folklore. It looks like a tapir and is known as a dream-eater. In the past, people would pray to it to help them get rid of their nightmares. Also, just some information for you who don’t know, baku isn’t classified as yokai/evil spirit, it’s a holy beast.)


    “My account is mainly about anime and manga stuff, occasionally, I’ll post about love counseling if the concerned party doesn’t mind me posting it. Most of the counseling I performed, I did in DMs. Also, it’s rare for me to get face-to-face counseling like I just did. I only got money through face-to-face counseling though.”


    “You seem to be telling me the truth… From what I’ve read, your posts are quite popular too. I remember seeing some of them on the hot topics once in a while.”


    “Most of the things that went viral were just my impressions on a certain anime or manga. Well, most of them are romance, but they’re irrelevant to the counseling service, honestly.”


    “Hmm… I’m not well-known in this matter, but from your exchanges with your clients, you seem polite and the other parties also seem to be very grateful toward your service…”


    “Is something wrong?”


    “Nothing. As far as I can see, at least.”


    It was hard to tell what was on Takayuki’s mind, but at least he answered all Aoi’s questions clearly. She couldn’t feel any sense of guilt that a villain would normally have from him.


    “And so, why did you choose a hotel for this particular counseling session?”


    “Since it’s a private matter, it feels wrong to talk about it at a restaurant or a coffee shop like this. I wanted us to talk in a place where no one is around, you know?”


    “I see your point, but you know that going to that kind of place with an adult woman like that is bad, don’t you?”
 “I’m sorry, I know that I’m wrong…”


    There were no lies in his words. But still, Aoi felt that he was still hiding something from her.


    “But, still… Love counseling, huh? I’ve been looking into it and it seems that you’re doing pretty well with this business of yours, but are you sure that you aren’t offering something like massage or illegal drugs?”
 “Putting aside the matter of massage, if you’re really suspecting me of selling drugs, why don’t we just stop this and call the police right now? It’s easier for me to prove my innocence that way.”


    “I guess so, huh? I went too far, I’m sorry.”


    From their exchange, Aoi concluded that whatever it was that he was hiding, it didn’t seem like a crime or anything.


    If, by chance, her conclusion was wrong and Takayuki was actually doing something horrible, that just meant it was impossible for her to deal with him by herself in the first place.


    “…Phew, fine, I get it. I’ll let you off for today. But, if I were to see something similar happen again, I’ll report it to the school immediately, okay? Keep it in mind. I’ll be watching you.”


    “Yes, thank you, I won’t be repeating the same mistake in the future… Jeez, I thought I’m gonna die for a second there, you know?”


    Takayuki let out a sigh of relief and smiled. The familiar irreverence in his face had disappeared, replaced by the face of a normal high school boy.


    Or maybe he had been acting like this since the start. After all, Aoi had been in a bad mood even before she ran into Takayuki. There was a possibility that she was venting her anger toward him unconsciously.


    “By the way, you got paid from the counseling service, right? You aren’t doing it voluntarily?”


    “Uh… Yeah… I charged 3,000 yen for a counseling and if I can’t finish the problem in a day, I’d raise it to 5,000.”


    “Huh, that’s a good price. Even if something goes wrong, no one would make a fuss about it.”


    “Don’t treat me like a scammer. I do my job properly, okay?”


    “You’re still playing in the gray area, do you know that?”


    “…Let’s do this, if you need any counseling, I’ll do that for you, free of charge. You can determine whether I’m a scammer or not after seeing the result.”


    “Hm..”


    The matter was pretty much resolved with that. But Aoi was feeling petty after dealing with this kind of misunderstanding, so she decided to harass him a little for the hell out of it. She glanced at the coffee shop’s menu.


    “…Uh, Miyama?”


    “What is it?”


    “If you don’t mind, I can buy you a drink or something…”


    “Hehe, you’re quick on the uptake. I’ll take you up on that.”


    Seeing Aoi’s mischievous smile, Takayuki’s shoulders slumped in dejection.


    From an outsider’s perspective, their exchange was like that of a petty princess and her poor servant, but there was no way that Aoi would realize this.

  


  

  
    


    Aoi had a belief that even heroes need a break.


    After all, if one were to be on guard 24/7, it’d be inevitable that they’d be too tired to function. That was why one should rest whenever one had time to spare. To Aoi, that was how a hero should be.


    “AAAAAAAAAAHHHH! YUUUZUUUU! Why is everything so annoying?! It’s hard to see Tomoe acting like that! Yuzu, should I really introduce her to that senpai in the arts club? Tell meee!”


    “Don’t ask me.”


    “Coomee ooonn!!”


    “So troublesome…”


    Aoi’s day off was mostly her visiting her bad friend’s room and venting her heart out to the poor girl. In addition to that, Aoi would always stick her face in the girl’s belly.


    Of course, the bad friend would never appreciate this act and would always try to shove her away from her side. She’d use light violence if necessary sometimes.


    “Why are you so mean to me, Yuzu? Heal my heart, please…”


    “Let me tell you a fact, Aoi. From the human’s perspective, it feels good to lay their head down on a cat’s belly, but from the cat’s perspective, said human is nothing but a bother.”


    “C’mon! We’re friends, aren’t we? Friends are supposed to share their happiness and sorrow, aren’t they?”


    “I see. In other words, it’d be justified if I were to inflict as much pain on you as much as you bothered me.”


    “AAHH! My chest! You’re hitting my chest!”


    The girl who was pushing Aoi away with a book was Amami Yuzu.


    Like Aoi, she was also in her first year of high school, but unlike Aoi, her body was slender and her back was a little hunched. The glasses that she wore gave her a rather subdued atmosphere, this atmosphere was further enhanced by the fact that she was wearing all black. At first glance, she looked like your typical shy bookworm, but she had this gloomy air that projected her unwillingness to interact with other people. Aoi gave her the nickname ‘The Gloomy Bookworm’ due to her rarely showing her emotions.


    Although they were the complete opposite personality wise, they had been friends since back when they were freshmen in middle school. Yuzu was rather blunt with her words when she was dealing with Aoi, but she was friendly enough to recognize their relationship as friends. Nowadays, they didn’t talk to each other as much due to them being in different classes, but Yuzu was still someone who had been friends with Aoi the longest.


    “So mean… Your belly exists to comfort me, does it not?”


    And Yuzu was the only person that Aoi would ever show her pathetic appearance to. Well, aside from her own family, at least.


    “You’re annoying, do you know that? Anyway, it’s what Tomoe had decided, so just let her do what she wants to do. She wants to suffer, so let her be.”


    “But, I don’t want her to suffer like this…”


    “You don’t even understand her feelings and you’re still acting like this. You’re as arrogant as ever, Aoi.”
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    Yuzu hurled more merciless words at Aoi. Words that were so sharp that it’d definitely hurt the other person if they didn’t know her that well.


    However, it was this merciless attitude of hers that made Aoi feel comfortable confiding in her.


    “Yes, I’m arrogant. It’s because I’m arrogant that I want to help her ease her pain. It’s just, I don’t know how to!”


    “You don’t need to know how to. Tomoe had already decided to do this, so just let her be. It’s her decision, you have no rights whatsoever to meddle in this matter.”


    Toward Yuzu, who never took her eyes off the book in her hands while spouting out those sharp words, Aoi smiled while saying, “As expected of my bad friend.”


    “In any case, instead of trying to do something about what she had already decided, I should just help her with something else, huh? By the way, Yuzu, you were also in the same class as Tomoe and Naotsugu back in middle school, right? What do you think I should pay attention to in regard to those two’s relationship?”


    “Don’t ask me. Just pay attention to the obvious things, it should be enough.”


    “I see. How about this? Let’s contact our middle school friends. If they heard about this, they’ll definitely feel the same way as us and we can use our collective brain power to think of a way to help Tomoe. There will be some boys who’ll try to go after Tomoe, but I can just protect her from those guys, at least until she is back to normal again.”


    “Do whatever. I don’t care. In any case, you can’t solve this problem of yours by yourself.”


    For Aoi, Yuzu was her salvation.


    Whenever she felt lost, whenever she lost her confidence in herself, Yuzu’s harsh words would always guide her to the proper way. There was proper advice hidden beneath those hurtful words.


    Therefore, Aoi always treated Yuzu’s words as encouragement. Even though there was a possibility that she was just being delusional, Aoi ignored that. Yuzu was her only bad friend, the only person who was able to treat her mercilessly.


    Not only that, it was Yuzu who always stayed by her side whenever she did stupid things.


    For example, back in middle school, Aoi still didn’t know how far she should go to enact her ‘justice.’ Back then, she tried to sneak out to school at night to retrieve an item that one of her friends left at school. It was Yuzu who scolded and went together with her to retrieve the item.


    Aoi trusted Yuzu because of this. No matter how inconvenient the situation was for her, Yuzu would always stay by Aoi’s side.


    “…Well, there’s only so much a single person can do. But, what if we ask for help from something that isn’t exactly a human?”


    “Hm? That’s an unusual joke coming from your mouth, Yuzu.”


    “I’m not joking, there’s this urban legend…”


    Her words intrigued Aoi.


    Yuzu then closed her book and stared at Aoi’s eyes. The words that came out of her mouth afterwards, sounded like a bad joke, though.


    “Have you heard of the tale of ‘The Love-Eating Monster’?”


    “Yes, well if you live in this city, you’ll end up knowing one or two things about it. It’s a monster that’ll appear in front of a woman who got heartbroken and eats her love out of her heart, right? But, that story was inspired by a ghost story…”


    Love-Eating Monster.


    Aoi wasn’t unfamiliar with the words that came out of Yuzu’s mouth. In fact, she knew the person who was the source of the story as she had tried to investigate the matter. But, even after that investigation, she didn’t know what exactly triggered the start of the rumors.


    “That rumor died down a while ago, didn’t it? Why are you bringing it up now?”


    “…It won’t be a bad idea to rely on a monster when it comes down to it.”


    Muttered Yuzu before reopening her book and acted as if she had said what she wanted to say.


    “Monster, huh?”


    Knowing Yuzu, whenever she said something strange like this, she was hinting that something was about to happen. It was something that happened a few times in the past. 


    Of course, Aoi was aware that she shouldn’t rely too much on Yuzu’s cryptic advice.


    “Too bad, rather than monsters, I believe in heroes more.”


    Yuzu tilted her expressionless face at Aoi before asking,


    “Hero as in the guy who saved you a long time ago? You haven’t given up on looking for him yet?”


    “There’s no reason to give up in the first place.”


    Aoi answered Yuzu’s question with a fearless grin.


    “You’ve been searching for him for seven years already, no?.”


    “Yes. Back then, I asked the adults about him, but none of them knew who he was! I thought they were just mad at me for acting like a brat, but when I asked them about him again after things had calmed down, they still told me that they didn’t know who he was.”


    “No other answer then, it’s the ‘girl in a white dress’ phenomenon. A staple of summertime ghost stories.”


    “He exists! Stop treating my hero like an illusion!”


    Even though she firmly stood her ground, Aoi was still feeling uneasy about everything. After all, it wouldn’t be too far-fetched that she was just experiencing a mild hallucination due to her stress back then. However, that possibility didn’t make her heart waver. She still firmly believed that one day she’d be reunited with her childhood hero.


    “I believe in my memory and feelings. He does exist. That’s why until the day I reunite with him again, I promise to live my life proudly!”


    “So, helping Tomoe is part of that?”


    “No, that’s just for my self-satisfaction.”


    Replied Aoi smugly.


    “I mean, my friend is suffering, of course I’ll help her!”


    “…You and your pretentious bull…”


    Aoi said that as if it was a matter of course, meanwhile Yuzu sighed in response.


    While the two of them trusted each other with their lives, they wouldn’t depend on each other as much. That was the kind of relationship that two girls have.


    *   *   *


    After the weekend, Aoi started her week earnestly.


    [Oh, the girl who likes foxes? Sure, I’ll do it for you. You owe me one, okay?~]


    “Ugh…”


    Like what she said to Tomoe, it wasn’t hard to introduce her to the senpai in the art club.


    After all, Aoi knew one of the senpais in the art club personally since they went to the same middle school. All she needed was to text and make some arrangements with them so that Naotsugu could meet with the senpai that he liked.


    But, Aoi had a bad feeling about all this. That was why, when she received that text from said senpai, she let out a groan. Though, she decided to proceed with the plan anyway.


    Since this part of the plan could be finished quickly, she did it before the homeroom started.


    “The next step is to make sure that everything will go well.”


    Everything went smoothly so far, but it was just the beginning. There was still a possibility that some kind of problem would appear later.


    “Yo~ Everyone~ Good morning!”


    “Good morning, Tomoe.”


    Just before the homeroom started, Tomoe entered the class while greeting everyone. Aoi returned her greeting while watching her closely.


    “Good morning. You’re so energetic this early in the morning, Tomoe-chan.”


    “Morning. Isn’t morning practice tough, Tomoe-chan? It’s amazing that you willingly attend it… Track club members are something else…”


    “I know right? Even the soccer club doesn’t have morning practice.”


    “That’s because you kept skipping on your practice!”


    The moment Tomoe entered the classroom, the atmosphere brightened up. Before long, she became the main topic of the conversation.


    This was part of Tomoe’s charm. Unlike Aoi, who had the charisma of a leader, Tomoe had the charm of a class mascot, something that made her loved by everyone. Not only was she dependable as the girls could freely rely on her, she was also easy-going and treated everyone the same way regardless of their gender. It was no surprise that she was so popular in her class.


    Yet, this popularity of hers could also become a source of trouble for her.


    *   *   *


    “Tomoe, if this continues, your childhood friend will be buried in the schoolyard. May I receive your permission to lay down the necessary groundwork first?”


    “What?! Did someone send death threats to him?!”


    Lunch break.


    Aoi decided to take Tomoe to a less populated place for lunch, on a deserted stairway at the end of the hallway. Of course, Tomoe understood that she did this to help her out with her love problem.


    “Huh? Did that idiot offend someone by accident?”


    However, she didn’t know why that childhood friend of hers received a death threat from someone.


    “Well, that part was a joke, but it’s the truth that if this keeps up, his reputation will plummet to the ground quickly.”
 “H-How could that be?!”


    “Tomoe, stop pretending. I know you’re aware of the cause.”


    “…”


    Seeing Tomoe’s hunched back, Aoi let out a deep sigh.


    “Everyone regarded you and Naotsugu as the perfect couple. If that guy were to go out with someone else, it wouldn’t look good to other people around you two. They’ll probably think that he hurt you somehow. If that were to happen, who knows what they’d do to him.”


    “Really?! I-I know how they are thinking about us, but will they really go that far?!”


    “They will. At least in our class, there are more people who care about you than you think. I’m planning to spread a rumor about you and him growing apart, they wouldn’t immediately bite it, but it’s fine, the rumor will serve its purpose as a damage control when things come down to it.”


    “…”


    At Aoi’s words, Tomoe nodded with her eyes downcast.


    “Tomoe.”


    “Yes?”


    “You know what to do, don’t you? To make everyone believe the rumors I’m going to spread, you need to do this. Avoid Naotsugu for a while. Any excuses with work, like you’re busy with your club and such. Also…”


    Aoi stopped her words for a moment.


    She was hesitating. After all, she knew what kind of pain that her best friend would experience if she were to hear her next words. But, it wasn’t like she had any choice in the matter. If she were to stop now, her best friend would suffer a more painful experience.


    While sending her a quiet glance, Aoi mercilessly slammed down her words at Tomoe.


    “When he finally gets a girlfriend, you won’t be able to stay by his side anymore. Your role will be taken by his girlfriend. Though, I don’t think I need to tell you this…”


    “…A-Ahaha… Yeah…”


    The smile on Tomoe’s face looked fragile, but she didn’t shed any tears.


    The sight of her twitching cheeks and her trembling shoulders made Aoi’s mind wander, so she asked her a question.


    “You love him as a man, don’t you? Then, why are you hurting yourself like this?”


    “I’m wondering, if you’re in my position, what will you do?”


    “I’ll just abandon him.”


    “Ahaha, you’re so scary…”


    Hearing Aoi’s harsh words, Tomoe let out a weak laugh.


    In fact, Aoi knew that it was impossible for Tomoe to just abandon him. If she could do that, she wouldn’t be struggling like this.


    “…But, yeah, I love Nao. I’ve always loved him for a long time.”


    Since her best friend was doing this far to help her out, Tomoe decided to not hide anything from her anymore.


    “Then, why? If you still love him, you could just push through, I think it’ll work out well. Well, it’ll be hard for you to do it alone, but you can always ask for help. I refuse to believe that you don’t have a chance to go out with him.”


    “Well, maybe that’s the case. If you were to help me, I could probably go out with him in the end since you’re that amazing, but Aoi, I already made up my mind.”


    It was clear that her own words hurt her, but Tomoe looked resolute.


    “I want to help Nao out.”


    Aoi sensed an iron will behind that fragile smile. The will that would never crumble even if her action ended up destroying her heart.


    That was when she realized that no amount of persuasion would be able to make Tomoe change her mind.


    “Surely he doesn’t want you to go through this…”


    “Of course he doesn’t. This is just my selfish desire. Hehe, I sound like an idiot just now, huh?”


    “Yes. You’re an irredeemable idiot.”


    Aoi stared at Tomoe in dismay.


    “Well, I’m the same as you. Only an idiot would help out her friend going down a path filled with thorns like this.”


    “…Sorry, Aoi.”


    “Don’t apologize or else I’ll get angry.”


    “Good grief.” Aoi put her hand on her forehead before letting out a sigh.


    I only want to make my best friend happy, but why does it turn out this way?


    *   *   *


    Despite her inner complaints, Aoi proceeded with the plan and things had been proceeding smoothly.


    The timing and Aoi’s social skill made it a success. It was a month after the school year had started and everyone was starting to get used to their new school life. During this time, even though they were busy, they had the lenience to care about their surroundings. If Aoi, someone who was well-liked among them, were to spread a rumor like that, they wouldn’t question the authenticity of it.


    After that, if Tomoe were to act as planned, the rumor would gain even more credibility.


    And so, the plan was entering its next step.


    *   *   *


    “Eh, seriously? I can go to a mixer with senpai?!”


    A few days after Aoi started her plan, she stopped by a restaurant on her way home. With her was a good-looking boy with a shaved head, Mihara Naotsugu. The boy was smiling at Aoi innocently.


    His body looked well-built and he was quite tall compared to your average boys. He was even taller than Aoi, not to mention Tomoe, whose height was just average at best.


    “Yes. I know a senpai in the art club. Well, I called it a mixer, but it’s more like a meeting between the sports club and the cultural club. But, remember that other people will attend the meeting too, so you have to work on it yourself if you want to approach her.”


    “That’s enough for me! Thank you, Miyama!”


    “Don’t thank me, thank your childhood friend instead. If she didn’t ask me to do this, I wouldn’t even bother.”


    “I see! Thank you, Tomo!”


    Completely unaware of what was going on, Naotsugu expressed his gratitude to Tomoe.


    Aoi almost stepped forward to sack him in the face, but she managed to hold it in.


    “Being thankful isn’t enough! You should worship me, respect me and take this gratitude to your grave– no, to your next life!”


    “O-Ow! Stop slapping my back like that, it hurts! Even the senpais on the baseball club wouldn’t hit me as hard! You’ll give me rashes on my skin!”


    “Before worrying about that, you should worry whether your crush would be creeped out or not if you were to approach her so suddenly! Your body has grown to be this big, but you’re still acting like a child!”


    “Speak for yourself! You haven’t changed at all! You always slapped my back whenever you got the chance to!”


    Tomoe gently patted Naotsugu’s back, in which he responded to her without holding anything back.


    “Hah?! I did it to encourage you! Instead of complaining, you should be grateful to me for it!”


    “I’m grateful to you, but I don’t appreciate the violence!”


    Tomoe had the same attitude as usual– No, she tried to act the same way as usual. She was trying to reenact the exchange that she did countless times in the past with Naotsugu. The action gave Aoi a sense of deja vu.


    If one didn’t know her circumstances, they wouldn’t feel any discomfort after seeing that exchange. In fact, even her childhood friend didn’t notice anything.


    But this only made Aoi feel even more worried about her. What kind of pain did she have to endure to pretend that nothing actually happened? How long could she endure that pain before she eventually broke down? Aoi couldn’t help but feel anxious about Tomoe’s unstable state of mind.


    “Your body is massive, but you’re still a big ass loser! Are you sure you’re okay? Can you even greet her properly later?”


    “O-Of course I can! Back when she asked me to be a model for her painting, we talked quite a bit! Rather, we got along well! She must have a good impression of me!”


    “That could change for the worse if you’re too pushy, so be careful, okay?”


    “Roger!”


    “But, if you’re acting too distant, you’ll just creep her out, so be careful.”


    “Roger! …W-Wait, then what should I do?!”


    “Keep your eyes off her chest for starters.”


    “Damn, that’s a tough one!”


    In the end, Tomoe managed to keep her act up until the moment they broke up.

  


  

  
    


    For Aoi, watching Tomoe’s behavior was like watching an inflated balloon that could burst at any moment. Due to this, she felt really uneasy about her situation. That was why as soon as she got home, she immediately texted Tomoe.


    [Are you okay?]


    After seeing the text that had been sent, a rush of embarrassment came over her. She felt ashamed of her own stupidity. Of course Tomoe wasn’t okay, her question was completely pointless.


    She hurriedly tried to delete the message, but before she was able to do so, a reply from Tomoe came.


    [I’m good!]


    The reply came with a sticker of a cute-looking rabbit.


    Seeing that her best friend could still act like this, Aoi felt relieved. But immediately after that, another reply came from Tomoe.


    [I’m good, but you know, if only I didn’t fall in love with Nao, maybe I wouldn’t feel like this. Maybe I could help him more willingly.]


    Before five seconds had passed, Tomoe deleted it and in its place, there was a new reply that said, [Sorry].


    “What should I do? Should I really leave her alone?”


    After looking at that short reply, Aoi muttered.


    ‘What kind of reply should I give to that one word reply? Aoi pondered. But even after the night passed, she still couldn’t find an answer to both questions.


    *   *   *


    Miyama Aoi wasn’t good at handling love affairs.


    It wasn’t like she hated it, but she wasn’t particularly fond of it either.


    To her, love was something that she’d read in novels or watch in dramas. Something that she could use as a topic of conversation with others.


    Rather than romance, Aoi preferred stories that were related to heroes. If romance stories were something that she read to help her socialize with people, stories about heroes were something that she enjoyed wholeheartedly. She adored heroes so much that she filled her own bookshelves with shounen manga and American comics.


    However, not even those heroes that Aoi adored would be able to help Tomoe with her troubles.


    Of course, it wasn’t because they were powerless or anything, but her problem was something that was out of their jurisdiction. After all, what Tomoe needed wasn’t a hero of justice, but an expert of love.


    Even if Aoi tried to pretend that she was a beautiful girl with hundreds of years of knowledge about love, she still couldn’t think of anything to say to Tomoe. She could probably give her an advice or two, but they wouldn’t help resolve Tomoe’s problem at its roots.


    As far as Aoi was concerned, there was only one person that would be able to help Tomoe with her problem.


    Aoi was looking at her social media while idling on her bed when she remembered about a certain account with the name of ‘Baku’. Yes, the account that Takayuki used for his love counseling service.


    “…Hehe, I see.”


    She went through the account’s page and browsed through the interactions between him and his followers.


    He wasn’t Kaitou Ranma or anything, but the way he responded was polite, despite being a delinquent. Not only that, he always tried to help his clients patiently until they managed to come to a conclusion. (T/N: Kaitou Ranma was a period drama about a detective that lives in the Meiji Era. I don’t know much about it, so I don’t exactly know what the reference entails, sorry.)


    “Love counseling, huh?”


    And so, Aoi decided to give it a try. Maybe this account that she found while searching in the dark would be her ray of light.


    *   *   *


    “Satou? That Satou Takayuki?”


    “Yes, that guy with dead eyes.”


    Next morning. On the way to school, Aoi planned to stop a student or two to find out more information about Takayuki. Before asking him for his love consultation service, she wanted to find out more about the person himself first.


    She was looking for a girl that went to the same middle school as him. It would be more preferable if she were from a different class. Of course, with her identity as the perfect beauty, she had a wide arrange of contacts and she had already befriended the right person.


    However, since it would be strange if she were to bring up the topic out of nowhere, Aoi started their conversation with a small talk before approaching the topic.


    “Satou, huh? That guy is bad news. The thing about him is he’s the kind of person that attracts all sorts of problems without trying. There were rumors about him having some beef with other delinquents, but since he always got away unscathed, it seems like he’s really tough in fistfights. Back in middle school, he was often spotted together with girls and they all cried in front of him, so I assume that he’s a playboy of some sorts.”


    The girl was Aoi’s friend from another class, Takayama. As she was speaking, she fiddled around her silver-rimmed glass to ease her nervousness. For Takayama who didn’t stand out much from the rest of the girls, it was hard not to be nervous around someone like Aoi.


    “Rumors, huh? …Takayama-san, have you witnessed those rumors in person?”


    “I saw a group of rough-looking adults wearing black suits bowing at him once and I never thought about trying to get myself involved with him ever since.”


    “What? That’s quite something, isn’t it?”


    “…Ah, right, those guys looked like guards of a selfish young lady or something, you know, the kind that you’d see in dramas.”


    “Seriously, what kind of connection does he have? That actually scares me…”


    Aoi tried to compare the Takayuki that she knew and the Takayuki that she heard from rumors, but she failed to make any connections between the two. It felt like they were two different people. The Takayuki that she knew was merely an ordinary high school student. Seeing the discrepancies between the rumors and the real person, Aoi tilted her head.


    “A-Anyway, Miyama-san! It’s better for you to not involve yourself with that guy! It won’t end well for you!”


    “I don’t want to involve myself with him, but he owes me something, so it’s all good. I doubt that he’ll try to hurt me or anything.”


    “Eh? He owes you?”


    “Yeah. I can ask for a favor from him, that’s why I’m trying to find out what kind of person he actually is. I want to use the favor wisely, after all.”


    That was why she decided to investigate him. Though she had no intention to find out about the secret that he tried so desperately to hide. The result of her investigation was quite something, though.


    “…Ah, that idiot… What kind of trouble did he get into this time?”


    Hearing Aoi’s words, the student in front of her scratched her head before letting out a sigh.


    Her face looked stunned as she grumbled, “That guy, seriously…” But it seemed like there was a sense of familiarity toward Takayuki in her tone.


    “Miyama-san, let me be honest with you. I hate that guy, I don’t give a damn about that idiot, but you see…”


    Takayama hurled abuses and curses at the boy, but there was something else hidden between those words.


    “Even though he’s a jerk and an irredeemable asshole, you can count on him. Whatever your problem is, he’ll help you earnestly. So, please don’t be too harsh on him.”


    Her words were clumsy, but the feelings inside those words were genuine.


    Aoi wasn’t skillful enough to confirm what exactly those feelings were, but she was able to tell that Takayama was telling her the truth.


    What Aoi managed to notice though, was the worry hidden between the curses and abuses.


    “I’ll keep that in mind, but Takayama-san, what kind of relationship do you two—”


    “L-Look at the time! I-I have to go now! See you at school, Miyama-san!”


    When Aoi tried to ask her for more details, Takayama cut the conversation short and dashed out toward the school’s direction.


    “…It seems like I need to find out more about Satou-kun.”


    As she watched Takayama’s moving back, Aoi silently resolved herself.


    She didn’t know whether he would become a ray of hope for her, but the boy named Satou Takayuki was too much of a mystery to be left alone.


    *   *   *


    To gather more information about Takayuki, Aoi tried her best to avoid coming into contact with her classmates.


    She didn’t want her classmates to know that she was asking people around about him. Before long, not only she managed to dig out information about him from her friends, but also from the friends of her friends.


    The result was 30% of them had a favorable impression about him, 50% of them admitted to hating his guts, but they had to acknowledge that he had good parts in him and the rest of them either had no interest in him or just didn’t want anything to do with him.


    Apparently Satou Takayuki was more famous than Aoi had expected.


    “I didn’t expect this…”


    By the time Aoi’s investigation concluded, it was already noon. She managed to come to a conclusion.


    Takayuki was a delinquent, but there was something in him that made people attracted to him.


    “Is he a demon? A snake? Or probably even a monster?”


    And so, Aoi decided to ask for Takayuki’s aid.


    The fact that he was more experienced in regards to the matter of love was part of the reason for that, but more than that, Aoi wanted to see what kind of surprise he would show her.


    Aoi decided to contact him.


    She already managed to get his contacts by using ‘monitoring’ as a pretext, so that first hurdle was gone. Though, back when they exchanged contacts, Aoi remembered that the boy had a sour look.


    Then, Aoi quickly operated the message app and sent him a text. All while grumbling that he should be more grateful toward her, after all it was rare for a boy to be able to exchange contacts with a pretty girl like her.


    *   *   *


    [We have to talk.]


    [But, I haven’t done anything yet.]


    [No, not about that, the other thing.]


    [You’re scaring me. Can you be more clear?]


    [What else do you think I’m talking about? It’s about the matter of love consultation.]


    [Got it. Is it urgent?]


    [Not really, but it’s preferable if it’s resolved quickly.]


    [I have an appointment until five today, we’ll talk then.]


    [If you don’t mind, you could just tell me the place where you’ll be having an appointment at, so I can get there as soon as possible.]


    [Got it. Look for the park fifteen minutes away from school. The one where there’s a fountain in the middle.]


    [Ah, okay.]


    [Please be there on time– No, it’s okay if you’re late. It’s better if you don’t come at all.]


    [Roger.]


    *   *   *


    Right after she finished exchanging texts with Takayuki, the school bell rang, signaling the end of the lunch break.


    “Phew.”


    After letting out a sigh, Aoi wrote a schedule in her note so that she wouldn’t forget about it.


    [Satou-kun. Appointment. Park. 4.30]


    Of course, she scheduled herself to arrive before the appointment.


    She kept telling herself that she was doing this to keep an eye on him, but in truth she was just curious what he was up to.


    “I’m going to see what you’re up to, Satou-kun~”


    Aoi couldn’t help but let out a smile at the thought. It was an inappropriate expression to make in this kind of situation but she couldn’t care less about it.


    After all, Miyama Aoi had not lost her adventurous spirit yet. The thought of discovering a hidden side of someone she knew made her heart pound in excitement.


    *   *   *


    Aoi saw a strange sight at the park.


    “No! I want to play with Takayuki-kun more!”


    “Taka-nii! Let’s play more!”


    “I don’t want to go home!”


    There was a humanoid lifeform that was being surrounded by children from every side. It seemed to be struggling to breathe due to a little girl hugging its face firmly.


    “Mmph! Mmph!”


    The humanoid lifeform, Takayuki, let out a groan in protest before he gently peeled the children off his body one by one.


    However, despite his efforts, the children kept clinging on to him, creating an endless loop.


    “C’mon! You guys are troubling him! Stop it!”


    “It’s time to go home!”


    “Seriously. Sorry about this, Takayuki-kun. I keep troubling you to take care of these children…”


    However, the loop didn’t end up being an endless one as the mother of the kids forcibly pried her children away from Takayuki.


    “Huff… Huff… I-It’s fine, the benefit goes both ways anyway… A-Anyway, see you guys later.”


    ““Bye!””


    Takayuki saw the kids off while panting heavily. He then let out a deep sigh.


    “…Didn’t I tell you not to come early?”


    Then, he turned his glance to Aoi, who was sitting quietly on a bench while witnessing his pathetic state.


    The current time was 4.52pm according to the large clock installed in the park.


    “You did. But, consider this from my perspective, Satou-kun. You have a ‘criminal record’ already, so it’s my obligation to monitor you, especially when you were acting suspiciously like that.”


    “Ugh…”


    As her words hit a sore spot, Takayuki let out a groan.


    Since Aoi held his weakness, he couldn’t really go against her words.


    “But, I gotta admit that you surprised me. I never expected that you’d be so popular among the children… Sorry that I doubted you. I can bow my head if you want me to.”


    “No need to. It isn’t like I’m doing this for free.”


    “The children seem to be attached to you, though.”


    “They’re children, they could be attached to anyone who is kind enough to them.”


    Takayuki brushed the dust off his uniform before sitting down next to Aoi without any hesitation.


    “So, what do you want to talk about?”


    “Is it okay to talk about it in the open like this?”


    “This park is a playground for the grade schoolers, no high schoolers or adults would ever come here to hang out. The kids won’t come here to play after 5pm, so there won’t be anyone to disturb us. We can talk for an hour or so here. Well, of course we can move to a better place if you want to.”


    “No, here is fine.”


    The reason why she asked that question was to test Takayuki. She was already aware that there were no people around them, but she wanted to make sure that he considered her circumstances.


    Of course, Takayuki passed her test with flying colors. She decided that it should be okay to talk to him about Tomoe’s situation.


    “Well, this is about my friend who lives in the next town over.”


    But, she wouldn’t carelessly give out Tomoe’s name here. After all, she decided to consult Takayuki about her problem without telling Tomoe herself. With this, even if the content of their conversation was somehow leaked, no one would connect it to Tomoe.


    “I see, so it’s the matter between Ukai and Mihara. Their problem is trickier than you thought, huh?


    “!”


    But, Takayuki managed to see through her lies.


    “…What are you even talking about?”


    “Sorry about this, but I figured it out the moment you contacted me. Well, even if I’m not a certified counselor, I should know this much if I want to call myself one.”


    Aoi tried to suppress her reaction by acting as calm as possible, but it seemed like there was no point in doing it.


    “Don’t worry, I won’t say anything to anyone. Even if I were to do it, everyone knows that it’s a bad idea to get on your bad side, so it’s pointless.”


    “…Ugh.”


    “C’mon, stop sulking. I can go on with your lies, but I just don’t want to complicate things later in the future, okay? Please, just bear with it.”


    Hearing Takayuki said that in an aloof tone made Aoi shut her mouth close. She wasn’t childish enough to keep sulking in this situation, though, so she snapped out of it quickly.


    After keeping a mental note on this shortcoming of hers, she proceeded to ask Takayuki a question,


    “Speaking of the future, can you give me some sound advice for them, Satou-kun?”


    “Before we get to that, let me ask you a question, Miyama. So, what you want to do is to ease Ukai’s broken heart, right? It isn’t for something stupid like wanting to be recognized by everyone for your feat of solving her relationship problem, right?”


    “I hate it when my question is answered with another question… But, yes. I’m only doing this for Tomoe. Feat or whatnot, that superficial thing doesn’t matter. I won’t betray my friend’s trust in me for such a trivial matter. I just want to make Tomoe happy, that’s all.”


    “Amazing. As expected of our Miss Honor Student.”


    “This much is expected. Tomoe is my best friend.”


    After hearing Aoi’s answer, Takayuki smirked.


    “Your relationship is so beautiful… Ah, this isn’t sarcasm or anything, I’m genuinely praising you. Normally, people only came to me carrying dirty feelings like jealousy or betrayal. I really respect you.”


    “…”


    But his eyes weren’t smiling.


    There was a possibility that he was just messing around with her, but Aoi dismissed it. The initial impression she had of the boy was off by a mile. He always did something beyond her expectations.


    “Now that we’ve gone through all that, let’s begin. First thing first, though. There’s no sure-way to solve this problem of yours. The source of the problem is Ukai herself, after all. We can’t really do much until she becomes sick of the situation on her own.”


    There was irreverence in his expression as Takayuki said his words.


    Naturally, Aoi didn’t take his words well. She tried to suppress her bad mood and ask him another question.


    “…Are you telling me to just give up and let her suffer?”


    “That’s not what I mean. Here’s the thing, the problem is that this is what Ukai wanted. She was the one who put herself in this kind of situation. But here comes the question. Why did she do that in the first place?”


    “Why?…”


    “I’m an outsider in this matter, so this is just my speculation, but I think she’s too devoted to Mihara. Her devotion is already on the level of being abnormal. I’m not implying that it isn’t okay to hide her feelings like that, it’s completely fine. Taking a step back and letting her childhood friend chase after his love is also fine. The problem here is that she’s trying to actively help him. She brought this suffering upon herself.”


    After hearing Takayuki’s words, Aoi pondered over Tomoe’s past behavior.


    Indeed, there was something off about it. Yes, Tomoe was a kind girl who’d always put others before herself, but even for someone like her, this action was abnormal.


    “Do you have any idea about this, Miyama? She seems to be thinking that she has to help Mihara no matter the cost. Does she have a life debt to him or something? Or maybe she’s feeling guilty about something? If it’s the latter, then she’ll be treating this suffering as just deserts.”


    “…That’s…”


    “You seem to know about something, but you don’t know whether it’s okay or not to tell me about it without asking her permission first. Got it, I’ll ask her for permission myself.”


    Aoi blinked her eyes and tilted her head at Takayuki, who said everything so casually.


    “Don’t you think it’ll be better if I’m the one who asks her for permission?”


    “I don’t think it’s right for me to hear it from you. I know you’re involved with the case directly, but it’ll be better for me to hear everything from the person herself.”


    “You want to talk with her? …Well, fine, I’ll let her know.”


    “Honestly, I prefer face-to-face counseling. Well, if you’re worried that I’ll do something, you can just stay by her side. Well, that should be it for today, we’ll continue this tomorrow.”


    “…I thought you said that there’s no sure-way to solve this problem, why do you look so confident?”


    Aoi asked while glaring at him.


    More than anyone, Aoi understood that she could use her beauty as a means of intimidation. That was why her glare looked both enchanting and intimidating. 


    “I mean, it’s true, there’s no cure-all for this situation. What we need to do for Ukai is to make her forget about her feelings completely. To do that, she has to go through this suffering to the point that she’ll regret everything. You, as her best friend, can help her with this, but not me since I’m a stranger to her.”


    But Takayuki maintained the same attitude of aloofness and irreverence. He met Aoi’s glare with a fearless smile.


    “Well, that’s how it normally goes. But there’s this neat thing that I have, a power that’s similar to magic.”


    “…Huh?”


    Aoi opened her eyes wide after hearing those words.


    No one would blame her if she were to lash out at him in anger. Throwing out a joke-like sentence in the middle of a serious talk was anything but rude.


    “Well, it doesn’t matter if you believe me or not, everything will end the same way anyway. All you need to understand is that I can solve Ukai’s problem.”


    However, it was clear from his tone that he wasn’t joking.


    “Wait a minute, are you being serious right now? There’s a magic that you can use to solve her problem?”


    To Aoi’s question, Takayuki answered in a dignified manner.


    “Yes, I have the power to eat other people’s love.”


    He nonchalantly answered her question like that.


    “…Could it be?”


    Seeing Takayuki’s attitude, Aoi felt irritation and anticipation swirled inside her.


    In all her life, there was only one person who could say such an absurd thing with confidence like that. However, that wasn’t enough for Aoi to make a final judgment on the matter.


    The fact that he was wearing a similar looking red hairpin with her childhood hero wasn’t enough. The fact that he looked similar to her childhood hero also wasn’t enough.


    Unless Aoi could confirm that everything he said was real, she wouldn’t come to any conclusion just yet.

  


  

  
    


    Ukai Tomoe loved sprinting.


    The thrill she felt when she gave it her all to dash under the sound of the signal pistol.


    The feelings when she moved her legs and stopped thinking about anything else but to move forward.


    The sensation of moving as fast as she could as she aimed for the finish line.


    All those feelings were something that Tomoe couldn’t help but fall in love with. During that short amount of time, she could take her mind off her worries and the sense of freedom she felt when running was something that she enjoyed.


    But the current Tomoe wasn’t able to feel that way.


    “Ukai, you should clean up and take a break today. You don’t look good today. You’ll only hurt yourself if you keep this up for a moment longer.”


    “…Yes.”


    Tomoe obeyed the harsh words of the captain of the track club.


    She understood where they came from. They didn’t chase her off because she became worse at running. Rather, it was because she couldn’t stay focused when she was running.


    More than anything else, she felt embarrassed.


    She felt like her action was insulting the sports itself.


    “…*Sigh*”


    Tomoe’s steps were heavy. Each step was filled with her anguish and regret.


    If there were people around, she’d always try to make it as if she was okay, but whenever there was no one around, she’d always find herself sighing and doing nothing all day long.


    “Even so, I still have to do it…”


    It felt painful, yet Tomoe reminded herself over and over that this was something that she must do. No matter how much she was hurting, no matter what she had to sacrifice, she told herself that this was her duty.


    “That idiot over there, why do you look so down? I can see why the captain sent you home early.”


    “…Aoi.”


    After hearing someone calling up to her, Tomoe was finally able to register her surroundings.


    It was then that she realized that Aoi was waiting for her in front of the school gate and she was currently forcefully grabbing her collar.


    “Jeez, you’re so out of it. At least pay attention to your surroundings, you’ll get into an accident if you walk around listlessly like that.”


    “Uu… T-There’s no way that’ll happen! I-I’m perfectly fine!”


    “Sure you are. You know that I can tell you’re forcing yourself to act cheerful, right? Seriously, if you keep this up, nothing good will happen.”


    Aoi released her hands from Tomoe’s collar and firmly grabbed her shoulders before pulling her closer.


    “In any case, follow me. There’s someone that can solve your problem.”


    “…Huh?”


    Those words were like finding an oasis in the middle of a desert. Tomoe, who was nearly at her limit, had no reason to turn her best friend down, so she nodded her head.


    *   *   *


    “Hello, I’m Satou Takayuki, a love counselor. Nice to meet you.”


    The moment she sat down in front of her notorious classmate, Tomoe regained her vigor out of fear.


    Takayuki’s irreverent smile somehow triggered her survival instinct.


    “Um, Aoi? You’re making me doubt our three years-long friendship…”


    Aoi dragged her to a restaurant that hadn’t even opened yet without giving her a chance to resist. Then she dragged her to the corner of the restaurant only to find Takayuki there, waiting for her with his usual irreverent smile. Considering how many bad rumors were circling around about the boy, Tomoe’s reaction was justified.


    “It’s fine, Tomoe, just trust me. I hold one of his weaknesses, so you don’t need to be wary of him.”


    “Aoi, while I’m thankful to you, your words just made me scared of you instead of him…”


    “…See, Satou-kun? I told you going to a cafe will be better.”


    “Cafes are no good, too many people there. This is as good as we get because it isn’t like we can rent a room in a hotel somewhere. I had a lot of trouble trying to get permission from the owner’s wife to borrow this place, you know? Give me a break.”


    “Ah, so that’s why you were playing with the children the other day. It was to gain her trust.”


    “Yes. Though I could only use this place for specifically high school students’ clients.”


    When Tomoe saw them talking normally in front of her, she let her guard down a little.


    The boy was here to help her, she understood that much at least.


    “First of all, let me apologize, Tomoe. I told him about your situation without asking for your permission. Even if I’m your best friend, I did something inappropriate.”


    The counseling began with Aoi bowing her head to Tomoe.


    “D-Don’t be! Y-You were only thinking about me, you don’t need to apologize!”


    “Still, I shoulda asked for your permission first. Sorry.”


    “…Seriously, you don’t need to act like this, it isn’t a big deal.”


    Tomoe responded to Aoi’s apology with a wry smile.


    Even though she knew that she didn’t do anything wrong, Aoi still apologized. Tomoe began to appreciate the loyalty of her best friend.


    “Ah, let me tell you this, Miyama didn’t mean to tell me that she was talking about you. It’s just, I managed to guess it thanks to me knowing roughly about our classmates’ love lives.”


    Takayuki gave Aoi, who was still bowing her head, a follow up. Then, he continued,


    “Besides, no matter how hard you’re trying to keep your situation a secret, it will leak sooner or later. I know that you guys are spreading rumors to keep everyone from going after Naotsugu’s ass. But you know, what? That won’t stop people from finding out about the truth. Also, Ukai, if you keep this up, you’ll reach the limit eventually and when that happens, even that awfully dense childhood friend of yours will notice that there’s something wrong with you.”


    “!”


    Takayuki’s words made Tomoe’s shoulders jolted in surprise.


    Of course, it wasn’t like she hadn’t thought about that outcome. It was just, she had been busy trying to prevent that outcome from happening,


    “I heard that you had to take a leave early from your club today. Sure, you can get by for a few days if you tell people that you aren’t feeling well, but if the situation doesn’t change, eventually, people will connect the dots and find out about your situation with Naotsugu. That will be enough for people to make up absurd rumors about your childhood friend.”


    The calm remarks from a third party had enough of an effect to make Tomoe’s face turn pale.


    What little energy that she had was starting to fade away at a rapid pace. She began to worry that all of her efforts had been in vain or maybe even counterproductive. Tomoe hung her head down and clutched her chest tightly. ‘If only I could erase these feelings, everything would be easier for me,’ she thought.


    “And so, let’s finish it all before it’s too late, Ukai. I’m going to take those feelings away from you.”


    “…Um, what?”


    She failed to understand his words. Her head that had been hanging down was involuntarily raised up.


    Until just now, his words had been filled with things that made her feel despair. The sudden lifeline that he gave her threw Tomoe’s heart into turmoil.


    “U-Um, Aoi?”
 “Just trust him for now. It isn’t like we have a lot of choice here. Don’t worry, if he were to try something strange, I’ll break his fingers.”


    Puzzled, Tomoe turned her gaze toward her best friend. But, Aoi’s reply didn’t clear her confusion at all.


    “Buzz off! Hands off my fingers, I won’t do anything to her!”


    “Oh my? You should be happy, a beautiful girl is holding your hand willingly.”


    “If anything I’m going to cry because you’re gripping it so tightly… Anyway…”


    Takayuki tried to pry Tomoe’s hand away from him before turning his gaze back to Tomoe. His pathetic look was gone, replaced by a calm and serious look.


    “Ukai. Tell me everything about your circumstances. If you don’t do this, I won’t be able to do anything.”


    “Eh? Could it be…”


    Tomoe took a glance at Aoi, but before Aoi could open her mouth, Takayuki already cut her off.


    “Miyama hasn’t told me anything. This is a sensitive matter for you, isn’t it? She knows better.”


    “…I see.”


    Tomoe nodded weakly. She felt ashamed for suspecting her best friend even after everything that she had done for her.


    “But still, we won’t get anywhere if you were to keep your mouth shut like this.”


    Tomoe nodded and looked up. Her gaze met Takayuki’s.


    His eyes, normally looked gloomy and stagnant, similar to that of a dead animal’s, perfectly reflected Tomoe’s figure.


    “…”


    However, Tomoe was still hesitant to tell Takayuki about this.


    “Well, I understand your feelings. Speaking your heart out is hard, everyone also feels the same way, but you know what? Your silence won’t fix anything, Ukai. I know that it’s hard for you to trust me, but know that it was Miyama who brought you to me. She’s genuinely concerned about you, so just trust her instead. And so…”


    Takayuki stared at Tomoe’s eyes and asked her a question, as if trying to probe her heart.


    “Ukai Tomoe, what was it that made you willingly throw yourself into this path ridden with thorns?”


    “…That’s…”


    Before long, Tomoe’s mouth began to move.


    *   *   *


    It happened back when Tomoe was a fourth grader. During a picnic in the middle of autumn.


    The reason why Tomoe fell in love was because she actually fell down.


    Yes, her love began when she fell off a cliff.


    It wasn’t hard to figure out the cause. As a kid, Tomoe was a tomboy who loved to run around. She was the kind of kid who’d let her feet lead her everywhere. During that time, Tomoe was running on a mountain road that looked more like a mountain trail than anything. Her parents warned her to not go too far but to no avail.


    Even back then, she was already the fastest kid in her age range. The bumpy mountain road, filled with thick tree roots, rough rocks and rough paths were only fueling her determination to run faster rather than making her wary.


    “Eh?…”


    When she was running around and came across a thick patch of grass, her world flipped upside down. But Tomoe, clueless as she was, didn’t even notice her situation until the moment her body was about to hit the ground.


    “Ouchie… Hehe, that was a failure! But at least the cliff wasn’t as high as I thought.”


    “…Ow.”


    Tomoe found out that she had messed up when she noticed Naotsugu, who managed to break her fall spectacularly.


    Naotsugu himself had been chasing after her out of worry. The moment he saw Tomoe was about to fall into the cliff, he jumped in to save her without hesitating. In the end, he ended up falling right under Tomoe’s body.


    “N-Nao! Your leg! Your leg!”


    “I’m… Fine! I-I can take this much… T-This barely hurts me, instead i-it’s making me yawn. B-But, can you call my parents here? I-I’m a little tired…”


    “…Y-Yes!”


    As it turned out, neither of them were seriously injured.


    Like Naotsugu mentioned, the cliff wasn’t that high. Naotsugu’s body was strong enough to endure the fall and break Tomoe’s fall on top of that. Aside from that, there was actually a clinic just near their picnic spot, so they could receive treatment almost immediately. The fall wouldn’t hinder their normal lives.


    Or at least that would be the case if they lived in a perfect world. Sadly, Naotsugu’s leg had to be sacrificed for their well being.


    *   *   *


    “Sorry… I’m sorry, Nao!…”


    “It’s fine, it’s fine! I love milk anyway! I’ll drink enough of them to get better in no time!”


    Naotsugu’s words somehow came true when school started, though he still had to wear a cast on his left leg. Both his overall health and broken leg was healed a week ahead of schedule with no aftereffects. In fact, as soon as he wore off his cast, he could immediately play baseball again.


    However, he was unable to participate in the baseball tournament he wanted to be in. No matter how fit he was, it was impossible to participate in a tournament with a broken leg.


    Tomoe’s first love began from this point. The fact that Naotsugu risked his life to save her from a tough situation was enough to make those feelings appear in her heart.


    But, she never confessed her feelings to him.


    Because starting from this time onward, their relationship had become slightly distorted.


    “Tomo is in danger! I have to save her!”


    Having almost lost his childhood friend right in front of his eyes, Naotsugu grew to be overprotective of her. As long as Tomoe didn’t reject his presence, he’d always try to find a way to stick by her side.


    The accident had distorted the nature of their relationship.


    Seeing her childhood friend caring for her made Tomoe happy. Alongside that happiness though, there was a slight pain. Over time, the pain that she felt became stronger and stronger to the point that it became unbearable for her.


    And now, that pain was ready to tear Tomoe’s heart apart.

  


  

  
    


    “In other words, you’re in love with Mihara, but at the same time, you feel guilty for loving him.”


    When Tomoe finished telling her story, Takayuki summarized the content in a muttering.


    Hearing his muttering, something clicked in Tomoe’s mind.


    “I feel guilty? …I guess so, huh?… I feel guilty for loving him…”


    A wry smile appeared on her face, but it only showed for a moment as she immediately covered her face with both hands.


    “Still, everything was my fault, you know? If I didn’t do such a stupid thing, Nao wouldn’t be injured… He could have participated in that tournament back then… But… But… Instead of feeling bad about it, I fell in love with him instead! I thought that he was cool back then! He sacrificed his life for me and I was all giddy about it! Hahaha! I’m so disgusting, right? I know…”


    At first, her words were filled with grunts before she started screaming her words out. Not long after, she started to laugh.


    She laughed at her pathetic self.


    At her own feelings.


    “Right! I made a fool of myself and thanks to that, Nao had been treating me like an annoying little sister that he couldn’t get rid off even if he wanted to! Sure, I could confess my feelings to him and we could probably live happily ever after, but I don’t want that! I don’t care about my feelings for him! Hell, if I could throw these feelings away, I would do it in a heartbeat! All I wanted is to go away from his life, I’ll be content with that! That should be the thing that I wanted but… When Nao said he fell in love with someone, I became a wreck like this… Seriously, I’m such an idiot…”


    Seeing her best friend struggling to say anything more as her face was starting to be covered with tears and snot, Aoi opened her mouth, trying to say something. But, no words came out of her mouth.


    There was nothing she could say to her. Tomoe was currently in a really fragile state, if Aoi were to be careless with her words, she’d end up hurting her best friend even more. She started to blame herself for her powerlessness. The girl simply couldn’t stand seeing her best friend’s tears any longer.


    Aoi knew that Tomoe was by no means in the wrong here. So, she decided to tell her to accept her own feelings.


    Let Tomoe be ridden in her guilt and suffer for a bit more, driving her to the limits with cold words. And after all that, try to comfort her somehow with warm, yet strong words. Reward her suffering with the warmest feelings she could provide. The method was clumsy, but this was the only thing that Aoi could come up with to stop her best friend’s tears.


    “We’re not done yet, Ukai.”


    However, before Aoi could do anything, Takayuki called out to Tomoe, completely ignoring Aoi’s dilemma.


    “Eh?”


    “Seriously, why do you act like you’re giving up? Didn’t I tell you before that I’m going to take your pain away? I’m going to do it now.”


    His words sounded so light that no one would be blamed if they were to take them as a bad joke.


    If one were to follow the common sense, there was nothing Takayuki could do here. The cause of Tomoe’s problem was something that was irreversible, even Aoi, her best friend, couldn’t think of a way to solve her problem. Takayuki’s confidence reminded Aoi of a certain young boy who said something similar to her.


    “…Stop joking. There’s no way you could do such a convenient thing. Or are you telling me that you’re going to use magic right now?”


    Naturally, Tomoe called bull on his words. According to common sense, there was no way that kind of convenience method existed.


    “Exactly, I’m going to use my magic right now. It’s a tiny little magic that will make your pain and suffering disappear, but…”


    Except that the boy who was sitting in front of her with his lips curved up didn’t look like someone who’d act according to the common sense that Tomoe knew.


    The way he smiled made Tomoe feel eerie. It made the boy in front of her seem inhuman.


    “My magic isn’t omnipotent. Once I erased those feelings, it’s gone forever. Just like you can’t fix a cracked egg, you can’t get your love back no matter how hard you’re crying to me. That’s why I’m going to ask you, are you okay with this?”


    Irreverent and confident.


    He had an expression that said he could overturn the world even if he wanted to. Evil was a word that could describe his expression. If Takayuki were to admit that he was actually the devil at that moment, Tomoe would easily believe him.


    “…Yes, I’m okay with that.”


    And so, Tomoe gave in to the devil’s whispers.


    After all, the devil in front of her was able to grant her something that she had always wanted.


    For that reason, making a deal with the devil didn’t sound so bad.


    “I’ll believe your nonsense as long as I can erase these feelings, Satou…”


    “I see. Let me ask you once again just to make sure. You’re okay with this? I won’t accept any take backs after this.”


    “Don’t worry, just proceed.”


    “I mean, I never wanted to be Nao’s lover. I just want to help him achieve his dreams.”


    Tomoe shrugged off Takayuki’s words as she spoke of her true feelings.


    Then, she wiped her face that was stained with tears and snot with her uniform and smiled.


    “I’m ready.”


    Tomoe stood up from her seat and declared those words proudly with the most Tomoe-like smile that Aoi had ever seen. It was the smile of a person who’d brave through any danger.


    “Phew… I see… Well, sit down first, we have to follow the procedure if we want to do this.”


    “…Okay.”


    However, her smile didn’t last long as it was replaced by a cramped smile filled with embarrassment. She regretted acting so courageously like that.


    “This won’t hurt, relax.”


    “A-Are you sure?”


    “Yeah. Miyama, go grab— I mean, support her from behind. Yes, just like that, perfect. Now, Ukai, like I said, this won’t hurt, you can even keep your eyes opened if you want to.”


    “Huh? W-Wait, what are you going to do to me?! Why does the procedure look so ordinary? I-I’m not going to die, am I?!”


    The ordinary looking procedure made Tomoe feel uneasy more than anything. She expected something more grandiose, but instead she had a feeling like she was facing a dentist right now. It was supposed to be nothing big, but the dread she felt was immense.


    “Don’t worry, don’t worry, it’ll be done in a jiffy, Tomoe… Right, Satou-kun?”


    Aoi turned her glance toward Takayuki.


    “Yeah. We’ve gone through the most painful process, so all I need to do is to finish it in one go.”


    Takayuki’s expression didn’t change.


    With a confident smile on his face, he casually extended his fingertips to Tomoe’s forehead.


    “For me, eating out someone’s ‘love’ is as easy as taking candy from a baby.”


    The moment his finger touched Tomoe’s forehead, the latter’s consciousness was cut off.


    *   *   *


    Aoi witnessed everything up close.


    From the moment Takayuki’s fingertips touched Tomoe’s forehead and she lost her consciousness. Then right after that, something that looked like mist emerged from her limp body.


    The mist-like substance looked glittery as it swirled around Takayuki’s finger. Eventually, it turned spherical before Takayuki casually threw it into his mouth as if he was eating candy. From his gesture, it seemed like he was used to doing this.


    “It’s hard, bitter and salty. It tastes like burnt bacon and eggs. The classic taste of regret and anguish.”


    Contrary to his spiteful tone, his expression was cheerful.


    Though, when he noticed that Aoi was staring at him, his expression turned awkward. He let out a few coughs before changing his expression to his normal one.


    “Ah, Miyama… Like I said, this is something similar to magic. Ukai lost consciousness because her body finally let go of all the tension that she felt previously. She’ll regain her consciousness soon, so don’t worry–”


    “Satou-kun.”


    “Yes.”


    Hearing Aoi’s unexpectedly firm tone, Takayuki stood up straight. He was trying to decide what kind of expression should he show to her in this kind of situation, an important decision since it concerned his life and death. After all, if he were to make a wrong decision here, he’d most likely be finished socially. One thing was certain for him, though. No matter what he said here, the end result would be the same.


    After all, there was no one in this world that managed to perceive his power, let alone understanding or remembering it.


    “What was that just now?”


    “What?”


    However, something that exceeded Takayuki’s expectations happened right in front of him.


    “That glittering mist…”


    “…You can see it?”


    “Mhm.”


    No, it wasn’t only his expectation that was overturned, his common sense was also overturned by the girl in front of him.


    “Am I not supposed to see it?”


    Noticing Takayuki’s frozen expression, Aoi let out a smile as she tilted her head.


    “…Uh, not really?”


    Takayuki decided to run away since there was no way that he could deceive her at this point. But before he could do anything, Aoi already grabbed his hand tightly.


    It was then that he noticed Tomoe’s body resting peacefully while leaning on the table.


    “Satou-kun.”


    “Wait, let’s talk this out. I know how you feel, but as human beings we should try to solve everything by talking it out first! So, please let go of my hand— Huh? Miyama?”


    “That red hairpin.”


    Takayuki stopped his pleading as he made eye contact with Aoi.


    He didn’t notice it because he was afraid of her, but unlike what he had expected, there was no anger in Aoi’s eyes. Instead, there was an indescribable pure and intense emotion there.


    “My hero. My cool hero.”
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    Then, Aoi said something that only a select amount of people would understand.


    There was prayer and hope hidden beneath those words.


    Takayuki’s eyes widened in response to that. The face he made looked so weird that it wouldn’t be strange if Aoi were to laugh at him for that.


    “Ha… Hahaha! What the hell, hero? That’s not something you’d normally say to a monster like me.”


    Even though he laughed, there seemed to be sadness hidden beneath his laugh.


    *   *   *


    Aoi didn’t know why Takayuki was making a face like that.


    However, there was one thing that she knew. No matter how inexplicable the situation was, there was one thing that Aoi was sure of.


    “We met again, my hero.”


    It was the fact that she was finally reunited with her childhood hero.


    *   *   *


    Mihara Naotsugu’s love life was going well.


    With the help of his childhood friend, he managed to befriend the senpai he had a crush on. At first, he was afraid of being unable to talk with her since they were in different clubs, but with Tomoe giving him enough courage to do so, he managed to successfully capture his crush’s interest.


    “At this point, if I were to confess to her, won’t she accept it?”


    “Idiot, what did I tell you?! Don’t be too pushy or else she’ll come to hate you instead!”


    However, even when his love life was successful, he never forgot to go home together with his childhood friend. It seemed like it was ingrained within his body to do so without him realizing it.


    “G-Got it, I won’t do that! So, should I pull back a little? That way she won’t think I’m being pushy.”


    “Idiot, if you do that, she’ll think that you came to hate her! Think about it for a second! She’s a quiet and ladylike person, if you were to pull that move on her, you’ll just hurt her!”


    “T-Then, what should I do?!”


    “For starters, keep your eyes off her chest!”


    “Damn, that’s a tough one!”


    This was how they usually interacted with each other.


    Tomoe was like a little sister to Naotsugu, someone that he had to protect. She was also a good friend that he could rely on. It was because of Tomoe’s help that his dull self managed to catch an eye of his crush. For that, he was grateful to Tomoe.


    “With that said… I guess we can’t walk to school together anymore, huh?”


    “Eh?”


    That was why, when Tomoe said those words as a joke, it made Naotsugu stop in his tracks.


    “Huh? What are you so surprised about? Think about it for a second, I’m a girl, a pretty one to boot. If I were to keep staying by your side, you won’t be able to get a girlfriend.”


    “T-That… B-But… I-It’s dangerous for a girl to walk to school by herself!”


    “I’ll be fine! I can just go with my friend! Rather, I’m thankful that I won’t be going with you since I’ll be going with the most beautiful girl at school every morning! Eat that, you loser!”


    “Tomo, I’m not joking—”


    “You know what, Nao?”


    To prevent Naotsugu from saying anything else, Tomoe held her finger on his mouth.


    “It’s fine. I can get by myself even without you, Nao.”


    When she showed him a fragile smile that seemed like it was about to disappear at any moment, Naotsugu understood everything. But sadly for him, everything was too late. That was why he could only respond to her with a wry smile.


    He started blaming himself for being the worst kind of asshole to his best friend. He convinced himself that someone like him should just ram his head to a pole and die right then.


    “I see. I guess so, huh? We’re already high school students, huh?”


    Naotsugu then muttered the words that would change their relationship forever.


    With that, he finally realized that relationships were something that could change over time.


    *   *   *


    “Phew… Everything’s finally over…”


    After saying what she needed to her childhood friend, she immediately parted ways with him.


    However, she had no plans afterwards. After all, parting ways from him was something that she did in spur of the moments. She just wanted them to be apart from each other, that was it.


    “…At least I managed to say everything properly.”


    But for some reason, she was wearing a proud smile on her face.


    The pain of her broken heart made her tremble a little, but it wasn’t enough to make her cry, hell it wasn’t even enough to make her stop walking. She knew that over time, even this painful experience would turn into a good memory for her.


    “Alright, now what should I do?~”


    As she walked along the road, she suddenly felt a small vibration coming from her phone. When she opened it, she found out that one of her classmates invited her to a karaoke session.


    “Ahaha, well, I guess that’s what I’m gonna do.”


    With a grin on her face, she turned around and started walking again.


    From the lonely way home, to the place where her friends were at.


    *   *   *


    “…Everything seems to be okay.”


    “You’re so overprotective, don’t you realize that?”


    “Speak for yourself.”


    “Aftercare is part of the service.”


    Watching Tomoe from the shadows were Aoi and Takayuki.


    Seeing the determined look on Tomoe’s face, the two were sure that she was going to be okay. Nevertheless, it was human nature to be worried over others, so they didn’t stop watching her until she was out of their sight.


    “Well, I’ve seen enough, so I’m going now.”


    “Wait, Satou-kun.”


    “…What is it?”


    “Can I ask you something?”


    “Nope, I’m busy. Save it for later.”


    “Can’t you spare some time for me?”


    “Nope, the kids will cry if I dawdle any longer.”


    “Kids?… Ah, is it the payment for borrowing the restaurant the other day? Well, since it’s that important, it can’t be helped then.”


    “No, it’s unrelated. I need to hurry because the limousine will arrive anytime soon, so see you.”


    “Limousine?! Wait, what?! Hey, I’m not done yet!”


    Takayuki managed to slip out from Aoi’s grasp when she let her guard down a little. His movements were too quick for Aoi to follow and he managed to get far enough to disappear from her sight. However, there was something that Takayuki managed to overlook.


    “…Well, I can ask him tomorrow.”


    It was the fact that they were classmates. Whether he liked it or not, he’d have to deal with her again tomorrow.

  


  
    Chapter 2 - The First Bittersweet Dark Chocolate


    For Satou Takayuki, his grandfather was a hero.


    His grandfather was a farmer, a man that owned a large patch of land in a rural town. A reliable man that one could always count on. A man with a gentle and kind temperament. He was someone who’d always wear a smile on his face, always strived to help others no matter how busy he was, much to his wife’s dismay.


    Even for Takayuki, his grandfather was simply too kind.


    If he were to hear about someone from a mile away having trouble, he’d rush to their side to help them.


    If he were to hear someone’s cry from a mile away, he’d rush to their side to comfort them.


    He was the embodiment of a good person that you’d often heard in poems.


    Not only that, he was also an incredibly talented person. As far as Takayuki knew, there was nothing special about his grandfather’s background, but for some reason, as long as he had the means to do so, he always had the capabilities to do everything. From tuning a radio, fixing a computer, even doing D.I.Y.


    “It’s nothing amazing. I just trained myself to do something that everyone would find troublesome to do.”


    Whenever someone praised him, he’d always reply with those modest words. Even though his skill was so amazing that no one would be able to criticize it, he never let it go to his head.


    Of course with his temperament, there was no shortage of people who tried to take advantage of him. Some people even blatantly tried to use him.


    If that was the end of the story, there was no way that Takayuki would come to admire him.


    In addition to his knacks for fixing and making things, he also had another talent.


    He was a good listener.


    “Seriously… I told him that he’s giving me too many gifts, why does he have to do it again this year too? What am I going to do with these?”


    “Hoho, it’s a sign of his goodwill, just accept it.”


    Every year, his grandfather would receive a lot of gifts from other people. Every time that happened, his grandmother would feel troubled by it.


    Most of the gifts came from the people he helped.


    The people who tried to take advantage of him always came back to the right path after they spent more time with him. They would always feel obligated to give their thanks to him. Takayuki’s grandfather was a man born with that kind of talent.


    There was a time when he received a scam call. Not long after they talked, the scammer turned himself in to the police. If that wasn’t talent, what was?


    In any case, that was the kind of man Takayuki’s grandfather was.


    He was a man of character. Everyone knew him and depended on him. He was a great person that could erase evil from another’s heart. It wasn’t unreasonable that the young Takayuki would come to admire him. And eventually developed a complex about him.


    “Listen to me, Takayuki. Grow up to be a dependable person. Be a person that could live according to your own will.”


    Takayuki loved his grandfather.


    He loved it when he praised him, patting his head with his rough, yet gentle palm.


    That was the starting point for Takayuki. His grandfather’s praises became his motivation. He didn’t care about anything else. Even though he tried to help others, it was just part his effort to imitate his grandfather.


    “Takayuki, you want to be like me, huh?”


    That was why he failed to understand the wry smile that his grandfather wore when he praised him.


    “I planned to take this to my grave, but if it’s for the sake of my lovely grandson, I guess it can’t be helped, huh? Listen to me, Takayuki.”


    The old man looked at Takayuki with a troubled expression. Before long, he had a look as if he had given up on something as he pulled out something out of his pocket. It was a hairpin. Painted in red color, it looked sturdy without any scratches on it, but at the same time it was as light as a feather.


    He gave it to his grandson with a mysterious look on his face. It was a strange thing to give to a boy like him.


    “This is a medium for summoning a witch.”


    The way he gave it to him without making any unnecessary movements while leaving such strange words left an impression on the young Takayuki. No matter how young and pure Takayuki was back then, he was still a kid born in modern times. He wouldn’t believe in fantasy-like things such as the witch and the likes. Unless it was his grandfather who told him about it.


    “I couldn’t bring myself to throw this away. It has a curse attached to it. For a price, it could summon a witch that could help you solve any problems that you might come to face. Witchers are bad, that’s why they need some kind of price to help you out, but they’ll definitely grant your wish… When the time comes, don’t hesitate to use it. You don’t have to believe me, though. It’ll be better if the time when you have to use it never comes, after all.”


    Of course, Takayuki completely believed in his grandfather’s words. But, he failed to understand his intentions.


    After all, he was still a child, he wasn’t mature enough to understand that his grandfather wanted him to make a wish for himself, not for others.


    *   *   *


    The red hairpin was like a medal for Takayuki.


    He even went out of his way to grow his hair so that he could wear it every day. To not let his grandfather down, Takayuki devoted his life to helping people more than before. It was to the point that his way of thinking began to differ from the other people around him. Nevertheless, the young boy devoted most of his time to helping others.


    Eventually, he started to think of himself less and prioritized others more.


    “I hate this! Why does my chest hurt so much?! I don’t want to feel like this anymore! Someone, please… Save me!…”


    That was why, when she found a certain little girl asking for help, he decided that it was time to do it.


    Even though the girl was someone that hated him and a selfish pampered princess, Takayuki helped her anyway. Her tears moved him to summon the witch and erase the girl’s tears.


    With this, he completely went against what his grandfather had wished for.


    “Witch-san, please come out!”


    There was no doubt in his heart as he followed his grandfather’s words.


    The young boy clasped his hands tightly as if he was praying to God.


    “Oh my, this is a surprise~ My contractor this time is a young boy, huh?~”


    The lack of doubt in his heart was the reason why he wasn’t surprised after seeing the witch suddenly appear in front of his eyes.


    *   *   *


    “Satou-kun, you’re free today, aren’t you?”


    “…Yes.”


    Back to the present. Takayuki had grown into a fine young man. He was currently being pressured by the same girl that he saved a long time ago, Miyama Aoi, to walk home with her. Judging by the way she smiled, it was clear that if he were to refuse here, she’d bring up his weakness again, so he gave up on resisting.


    “Oi, Satou is going to go home with Miyama-san! How could this be?!”


    “Come to think of it, there was a time when Aoi was trying to find some information about him… What kind of relationship do those two have?”


    The girl confronted him right after the final class was over, so he couldn’t escape even if he wanted to. Thanks to that, his classmates gave him quite the stares. Some of them even scorned him as if he was a criminal. To those gazes, he shrugged his shoulders mockingly.


    Normally, people would be annoyed after looking at his attitude, but there were some of his classmates that went to the same middle school as him.


    They went ahead and rebuked the other classmates who started gossiping about Takayuki.


    “Good grief, you guys know nothing. Look at his face closely. Don’t you think his expression is pathetic?”


    “Eh?”


    “He’s trying to look smug, but that’s the face of someone who’s given up to his fate.”


    “That means she got a hold of his weakness now, huh? Thank God, that means he’ll be quieter now.”


    “Glad that you got what I meant. Well, that guy is usually well-behaved anyway…”


    The boys who had been gossiping behind Takayuki’s back were taken aback by the knowing look of some of their classmates. 


    “What’s going on?! The number of people explaining things is increasing!”


    Takayuki inwardly nodded at the boy’s question. He was puzzled too.


    Strangely enough for Takayuki, everyone who knew him since middle school or even before that acted like this often. Instead of explaining things clearly, they’d just take a look at him while nodding, sometimes explaining things as if they knew what was going on already. The worst part of it was that their explanation was, more often than not, correct.


    “Let’s go quickly, Satou-kun.”


    “Yes…”


    Prompted by Aoi, Takayuki left the classroom.


    He wondered what kind of rumors he would hear about them tomorrow morning, but his thoughts were cut short as he had to find out how to get out of his current predicament first.


    *   *   *


    Aoi brought Takayuki to a coffee shop. The place was located somewhere off the normal school route, so there wouldn’t be any other students who’d come there. Most customers of the cafe were part of the workforce. Actually, calling it a coffee shop was a stretch, it was more of a bar since they’d be starting to sell alcohol as soon as the sun was set. As the place was surrounded by hotels and mahjong parlors, it wasn’t really a convenient place for students to go to.


    “Alright, let’s have a long and heartfelt talk. Oh don’t worry, I won’t be asking you to treat me today. I’m not evil enough to make you do it every day.”


    “How very kind of you…”


    Hearing her words, Takayuki figured out why Aoi had brought him to this place. Just as he did before, Aoi wanted them to talk in a place where no acquaintances nor friends could disturb them.


    “So, Satou-kun, can I ask you a question?”


    “Go ahead.”


    After taking a sip of the blended coffee that she ordered, Aoi asked Takayuki a question.


    “So, what was that?”


    “…I knew it, you could see it. And it seems like you managed to remember it even after a long time had passed.”


    “Am I not supposed to see it?”


    “Not really, it’s just up until now, I’m the only one who was able to see it.”


    “Can you elaborate?”


    In contrast to the smiling Aoi, Takayuki made a sour face.


    She got a hold of his weakness, so for self-preservation purposes, it would be wise for him to tell her everything that she wanted to know. It was just, there was no benefit for her in knowing about it. On the contrary, it would be a huge burden on her. Takayuki racked his brain, trying to decide whether or not it was okay to tell her. It was for her own sake, after all.


    “Satou-kun, are you contemplating not telling me everything after all that happened? I was directly involved in Tomoe’s case, I think I have the right to know.”


    “…Fine.”


    Hearing her words were enough to make him decide to tell her everything. There was no turning back anymore after this, but he could just leave any future troubles to future Takayuki to solve.


    “That was love. Ukai’s love.”


    “Love?”


    “Mhm. I have the power— special ability to eat other people’s love.”


    Then Takayuki began to explain about his ability.


    “When I used my ability, I could see other people’s ‘love’ manifested in the form of mist that you’ve previously seen. Up until now, I was the only one who could see it.”


    Despite Takayuki’s unwilling look as he explained and reached out to his orange juice, Aoi’s eyes were shining in excitement.


    “Satou-kun, how did you get the ability? Did you inherit it from your family? Or are you the awakened type? Maybe you were born with it? Did someone bestow the ability on you? Tell me, tell me!”


    “Someone bestowed it to me. Girl, you’re really excited about this…”


    “I mean, try to place yourself in my position! There’s someone with a real superpower right in front of me! Of course I would be excited! Can you tell me more?”


    “Sure, whatever.”


    Takayuki let out a deep sigh to calm himself down.


    While he decided to tell her about his ability, he took a mental note to not divulge too much information about it to her.


    “I gained this ability back when I was a third grader.”


    He took a sip of his orange juice as he tried to dig up his memory.


    “Uh, due to various circumstances, I ended up having to summon a witch to help me out. Things happened and I ended up making a contract with her, so she gave me this ability…”


    “A witch? Witches exist? Well, I guess it wouldn’t be strange for them to exist since superpower does exist in this world…”


    “Honestly, I don’t know the details. The one who gave me the medium to summon the witch told me that she was a witch. She dressed exactly like one too, so I just called her a witch for convenience sake.”


    “Hoho~”


    Takayuki kept his explanation in monotone, meanwhile Aoi’s eyes shone brighter by the seconds.


    The mood between the two were total opposites.


    “By the way, are you sure it’s okay to tell me this kind of thing so easily? I could just report you to the authorities. In the worst case situation, a special government task force could arrest you and experiment on your body.”


    “What special government task force? Jeez, what’s wrong with you?”


    Aoi tried to tease him, but he replied to her calmly.


    “Well, no one will believe you even if you tell them anyway. Or rather, even if you tell them, none of them will be able to understand it correctly.”


    “What do you mean?”


    “Well, let’s say…”


    Takayuki placed the glass of orange juice on the table and tapped the rim of the glass lightly.


    “My ability is to cleanly erase the content of this glass.”


    “What a useless ability.”


    “It’s just an example. Anyway, say that I use my ability to erase the content of this glass in an instant, what would the people who witnessed it think? How would they perceive it?”


    “They’ll probably think that it’s a magic trick, I guess?”


    “That’s the normal reaction. No matter how much I told them that I’m using my ability to make the content of the glass disappear, they’d just think that I’m either using a magic trick or I drank the juice in a blink of an eye. After all, it’s common sense. People wouldn’t connect it to supernaturals that easily.”


    Takayuki shrugged his shoulders.


    “In other words, even if you try your best to explain to people about my ability, no one will believe you. They’ll believe in their common sense more than you. Besides, my ability isn’t even what you could consider a common ability. The ability to eat someone’s love is even harder to explain than your usual flashy battle-related ability. Barely one will believe that it even existed.”


    “But–”


    “And even if you managed to make someone believe you, it would be meaningless. Normal people can’t maintain a correct perception of my ability. When I use it, they can somewhat understand that my ability is part of the supernaturals, but gradually, their memory would be altered to fit the common sense that they’re familiar with.”


    “Huh?”


    Aoi tried to raise her voice in protest, but Takayuki’s next words made her tilt her head in confusion.


    “Think of it like this. At first they’re like children who just came to know magic tricks for the first time, they’ll think of it as real magic. Then, they’ll gradually come to think that the magic tricks are just magic tricks, since that’s what common sense says. Even people who genuinely believe that my power is real would come to think that it’s nothing but a trick eventually.”


    “Is that how it is?”
 “Yeah. Let’s take Ukai for example. I believe she had forgotten about my ability already. Hell, she probably had forgotten about the fact that she passed out during our last exchange, maybe she even forgot about our exchange altogether.”


    “…Ugh.”


    Seeing Aoi groaning with a dissatisfied expression, Takayuki let out a chuckle.


    Her expression reminded him of his younger self when he found out about everything that he just told her.


    “It is what it is, Miyama. My ability isn’t part of the common sense of this world. That’s why, all memories related to my ability would be ‘corrected’ by this world’s common sense.”


    “But I remembered everything about it…”


    “Normally, your memory should be ‘corrected’ too. People other than you always fail to remember my ability. For example with Ukai’s case, she’d probably remember it as she fainted because of exhaustion or something similar to that. Which made me wonder, how were you able to remember everything?”


    He didn’t know how it turned out like this, but he let out a smile nevertheless.


    Yes, he could use a supernatural power, but it wasn’t like he knew everything about it. Even the explanation that he gave Aoi came from his deduction as he had no way to prove his words. In the end, Takayuki decided to just leave it as it was as there was no point to ponder about it too much.


    “I see, so there are things that even you don’t understand, huh, Satou-kun? I’ll accept your explanation for the time being. Honestly, I’m still curious about why I could remember about your ability, but if you don’t know about it, then it can’t be helped.”


    “Honestly, if you want to know more about it, it’s better to ask the witch directly instead of asking me.”


    “I guess. Well, let’s stop talking about this then.”


    Seeing Aoi straightened her posture and stared at his face intently, Takayuki made up his mind.


    “It’s time to get to business, huh?”


    He expected this to happen even before they entered the coffee shop. After all, she managed to remember his ability, so it wouldn’t be far-fetched to think that she would remember that.


    “Seven years ago… During the summer of our third year of grade school… Back when I was suffering from my broken heart… It was you who saved me back then, right, Satou Takayuki-kun?”


    It was time for the past to finally catch up to him.

  


  

  
    


    It was summer vacation during her third year of grade school. That day was the day when Aoi’s heart broke for the first time, the worst day of her life.


    “I’m glad that you’re safe~ C’mon, everyone is waiting for you, so let’s go home together!”


    “No!”


    “Eh? You don’t wanna go home?!”


    When the boy who later turned this day into the best day of her life, Takayuki, found her, Aoi felt relieved, but at the same time she was disappointed.


    After all, back then, Takayuki was someone that she hated.


    “Why though?”


    “Because… No one understands my suffering…”


    “Why are you sulking?”


    To her, Takayuki was an outsider. He was someone who’d only come to the town for the summer vacation. The young boy was the only child who’d refuse to treat Aoi like a princess. Every kid in the town would go along with Aoi’s selfishness, except for him, who’d give her a clear refusal every time she tried to impose her selfishness on him.


    Naturally, this made her furious. She didn’t bully him, but whenever he was around, her mood would turn sour immediately and that made every kid reluctant to play with Takayuki.


    Now the same kid she hated was trying to help her. It hurted her pride and Aoi hated that.


    “I won’t tell you! Even if I were to tell you, you won’t understand!”


    “I see.”


    “…You see, just now, Haru-kun…”


    “So you’re going to tell me.”


    However, she couldn’t bear the pain anymore, so she decided to compromise. After all, it would be better to confide with someone that she hated than being stuck alone in this dark place.


    “He’s too much, isn’t he?! I went out of my way to confess to him!”


    “That was your fault, though.”


    Even so, Aoi was acting selfishly as always. She kept whining and asked to be spoiled by Takayuki. Despite this, the young boy didn’t ditch her. Instead, he listened patiently to her complaints and stayed by her side.


    “Um, so what should I do to get you to go back with me? Should I help you make up with this Haru-kun?”


    “No! I don’t like him anymore! I hate him! …I hate him, but…”


    Suddenly, Aoi started crying.


    “I hate him, but why does my chest hurt so much? I don’t want it to hurt anymore! Help me, please!”


    Aoi kept crying as her tears refused to stop, not knowing that in the future she’d come to regret this pathetic action. If she was a bit more mature, she’d be aware that if it wasn’t Takayuki who was beside her, they’d already abandoned her out of annoyance.


    “Hmm… Alright, let’s do this!”


    “Huh?”


    “I’ll be your hero! I won’t let a girl keep crying!”


    But it was Takayuki who was beside her. He reached out to her.


    “W-What are you talking about? My chest is really hurting right now! You can’t do anything about it!”


    
      [image: ]
    


    


    “You won’t know unless you try! My grandfather once told me ‘Everything will eventually turn into memory,’ so, I hope that someday this pain will turn into a good memory for you! I’ll try my best to help you to make it happen!”


    He extended his hand to the crying Aoi, pulling her out of the darkness where she sat down and spilled her tears.


    His action was something that Aoi’d come to admire later. She’d reminisce about this scene over and over again and each time she did, the more her admiration toward him grew.


    The fact that this was the moment that led to Takayuki gaining his ability made Aoi feel happy. After all, it was his ability that reunited them both.


    *   *   *


    “Satou-kun, can you answer me? Are you the hero from that time? Are you the one who found me when I was alone in the dark?”


    Aoi approached Takayuki with a barrage of questions. She was so excited to the point that she leaned her body forward unknowingly.


    “…If you’re asking me if I was the one who found this little shit who was causing trouble for everyone because she got her heart broken, the girl who was crying and screaming all the time to the point that I had to use my ability to calm her down, yes.”


    Takayuki kept his mouth shut for a while, but eventually, he gave in to Aoi’s passion. With a sigh, he admitted that he was indeed the boy who saved her back then.


    Though not without throwing some thornful remarks at her.


    “I knew it! You got uglier, your personality became rotten and there’s so many bad rumors about you, but deep down you’re still a good person! Still, Satou-kun, my childhood hero!”


    “I thought you’ve grown up to be a decent person, but you’re still a selfish prick.”


    Aoi grabbed Takayuki’s hand firmly, completely ignoring Takayuki’s rude behavior. The force she put into her grip made him think that she was trying to break his bones though.


    “…I knew it, it’s you.”


    She could feel Takayuki’s warmth. It felt like she was being taken to that time. Back when they were walking together, hand in hand.


    “My hero…”


    “Ugh…”


    Aoi held Takayuki’s hands tighter. He could see her eyes starting to tear up. Her passionate gesture was akin to a maiden finally meeting her long-lost lover.


    Facing that expression of Aoi’s, Takayuki didn’t seem to be entranced. On the contrary, he had a sour smile, as if he had just swallowed a bitter pill.


    “Can you stop?”


    “Huh?”


    “Stop calling me ‘hero.’ I’m not a hero…”


    His words sounded as if he was denying Aoi’s beliefs.


    “I’m not a hero now, nor was I one back then. I’m just a loser, nothing less and the old me was no better either. Sorry, for shattering your delusions about me, Miyama.”


    After Takayuki finished talking, Aoi slowly released her grips on his hands.


    She blinked, her eyelashes trembled and a hiccup came out from the back of her throat. Her previously shining eyes now trembled.


    “Eh? B-But… It’s my dream to be a hero together with you… I’ve dedicated my life to that goal…”


    “My bad then. Too bad I can’t do that since I’m not a hero to begin with. I’m a monster. I’m someone who used his ability for his own personal gain.”


    “B-But…”


    “Didn’t you hear the rumors? Not all of them are lies. Some of them are wild, but what I did was atrocious enough to justify them. I’m not the person that you should admire.”


    The words that were thrown by him at Aoi were like bullets that ripped through her heart.


    To be rejected by the person she longed for was quite a shock for Aoi.


    “…But, there are deeper circumstances behind the rumors about you, right?”


    “That’s just your assumption. I’ve been doing worse things than you’ve ever imagined. Well, I haven’t done any crimes yet, but I’ve caused enough trouble for other people. Not exactly a hero-like behavior, right?”


    “But, you helped Tomoe…”


    “Only because you forced me to do it.”


    Takayuki’s reaction made her feel perplexed. It was clear that the boy was trying to push her away. She wanted to say something, but in the end, she shut her mouth tightly and lowered her gaze.


    “…I don’t understand you anymore, Satou-kun…”


    “Of course, we aren’t even friends to begin with, just classmates. We barely interacted with each other, how would you understand me?”


    Ignoring the girl’s sadness, Takayuki delivered the hard truth to her.


    “Let me tell you this. Don’t try to be a hero just because you’re trying to imitate someone. There will be a time when you’ll come to regret it.”


    Aoi still kept her mouth shut. Her gaze was still down, as if she was contemplating something.


    “Enough.”


    Eventually, she let out those words and stood up.


    “I’m an idiot for doing this.”


    Before Takayuki could call out to her, she dashed out of the store.


    It was as if she was running away from the reality that she refused to accept.


    *   *   *


    In truth, Aoi had considered this possibility.


    After all, seven years had passed, it was long enough for a grade schooler to grow to be a high schooler.


    During that time, it was inevitable that people would change. In fact, it would be a miracle if someone were to stay the same for that long. Even Aoi herself had changed, it would be unreasonable if she were to expect that the boy would stay the same as he was back then.


    But, Aoi couldn’t accept the fact that he had stopped being a hero.


    “…Why?”


    Aoi, who was running without minding about her surroundings, let out such words while panting happily.


    ‘How did it end up like this?’ She pondered.


    “…Why?!”


    After letting out a shout, Aoi started running with an even greater speed.


    She dodged the passersby with minimal movements. Her legs moved quickly, who knows where they would bring her, but she couldn’t care less about it. 


    As her legs moved, so were her thoughts.


    “Why did I even get my hopes up?…”


    She should’ve expected that she would be left disappointed. It was clear from the rumors that Takayuki wasn’t the hero she once knew.


    Yet she let her expectations clouded her judgment. The yearning she had for the past seven years distorted her thoughts and gave her unreasonable expectations toward the boy.


    Even though she out of all people should know that it was unhealthy to force others to fit the image that she created in her mind.


    “…Haah… Haah… Phew…”


    In the end, she kept running until she managed to vent all of her pent-up feelings.


    Her legs brought her to somewhere far from the coffee shop. It was a bridge in the shopping district. There was a tinge of regret in Aoi’s heart when she realized how far she had run. Her thoughts wander to recount the event that just took place before this.


    “Why?”


    Then, she spouted out a question while panting.


    “Why did you follow me, Satou-kun?!”


    “…Haah… *coughs*… Haah…”


    The question was directed at Takayuki, who was standing right behind her. Sweat covered his face as he struggled to catch his breath.


    “I noticed you halfway through, I tried to shake you off, but why are you still following me?! What do you want?!”


    “Haah… Haah…”


    “Also, who paid for our drinks? Don’t tell me you were dine and dashing?! I know that I don’t have the right to lecture you because I was the one who jumped out first, but…”


    “Haah… W-Wait…”


    While trying to calm his breath, Takayuki raised his hand to stop Aoi from asking him another question.


    “Haah… Phew… Okay…”


    After a minute or so, he finally managed to catch his breath.


    “First thing first, I paid for the bills. Because I had no time, I gave the waiter 5,000 yen and told them to keep the change. Thanks to that my wallet is practically empty now.”


    “Sorry about that. I’ll pay you in half later…”


    “No, you don’t need to, I was the one who brought that to myself. As for what I am doing here…”


    “Yeah, why are you following me here? Did you forget to tell me something?”


    Aoi didn’t bother to hide her annoyance as she gave him a cold stare.


    If it was any other male student, they would be trembling in fear, intimidated by her presence. But this was Takayuki. Instead, he replied to her glare with a fearless grin.


    “Yeah, there’s that…”


    Suddenly, his expression froze.


    “Uh, how do I put this…”


    His gaze wandered around.


    “…Actually, I followed you just because.”


    In the end, he answered her question with a joke, which enraged her even more.


    “What? Are you an idiot?! No, that’s a pointless question, you ARE an idiot!”


    “I was worried about you, okay?! What if you got into an accident by running around like that?!”


    “You followed me because you were worried about me?”


    “Yes! I don’t want anything bad to happen to you, so I followed you!”
 “Idiot!”


    “I can’t refute that…”


    Seeing Takayuki acting meek made Aoi realize that he was telling her the truth.


    His idiocy astonished her. He was trying to chase Aoi, someone who was really good at running. Even Tomoe, a member of the track club, acknowledged her skill. Not to mention the fact that he was serious about it too. He could just pretend to chase after her and give up along the way, but he didn’t.


    Also, she was astonished by her own idiocy.


    What was she thinking when she set up such high expectations for this idiot in front of her?


    “Satou-kun.”


    “Yes?”


    “You’re such an idiot.”


    “…Yes, I am.”


    “Don’t try to lie to me and answer my questions honestly. If you don’t want to answer, just say that you don’t want to answer.”


    “I don’t want to answer…”


    “By the way, if you get me in a bad mood, I’ll report you about the time when you went into a hotel with an adult.”


    “Stop it! I thought you wanted to be a hero?! Why are you blackmailing me?!”


    “Above all else, my justice prioritizes my own will.”


    “The world doesn’t need such a hero!”


    Takayuki desperately tried to look for an escape route, but Aoi gave him an Enma-like smile. He froze in his place. (T/N: Enma is the Japanese name for Yama, the god of Buddhism who ruled over hell.)


    “Satou-kun, you told me to stop being a hero, right? Why? Could it be that I misunderstood your words because you’re an idiot who couldn’t explain things properly?”


    “…No, I really told you to stop. I’m just speaking from experience. Once upon a time, I tried to be a hero because I admired someone else, but I failed. Instead of helping, I only caused trouble to everyone around me instead. I don’t want to make that kind of mistake, Miyama. Besides…”


    “Besides?”


    “…Unlike me, you’re a girl. Just mediating a dispute should be fine, but I don’t want you to do dangerous things like shielding a kid from a car or barging into back alleys to beat up delinquents.”


    “What? I will never do something like that. Why would I?”


    “What?”


    “…Did you actually do it?”


    “Making mistakes is just part of being a human. What matters is whether one could accept said mistakes and reflect on them.”
 “So you did it. Are you an idiot? Wait, you ARE an idiot.”


    “Stop it! I’ve heard enough of that already! Everyone around me always reacted the same way whenever I did something stupid! I’ve reflected on it already, so cut me some slack!”


    Seeing Takayuki being tormented by his own past made Aoi understand something. The image of a ‘hero’ that they had was different.


    “Look here, the ‘heroic’ deeds that I’ve done were just the things that I could do with my own power. I only helped out people close to me, lent an ear to everyone who asked me for advice and did volunteer work. I told you that my justice prioritizes my will over everything else, right? I won’t do stupid things to put myself in danger or do something that I don’t want to do.”


    “…Alright, then forget what I previously said to you at the coffee shop.”


    “Satou-kun. Those rumors about you… Were they the result of your reckless heroism?”


    “No comment.”


    Aoi’s question was a bullseye.


    Seeing his reaction gave Aoi an idea about the boy in front of her. She could guess that someone must have scolded him really hard back in middle school.


    “I see. So that’s why you tried to give me advice with such a smug look.”


    Takayuki turned his head away.


    A beautiful smile bloomed on Aoi’s face. A sign that she had already regained her composure.


    “Satou-kun, could it be that your love counseling gig is originally part of a volunteer work? Because someone scolded you for doing it for free, you started charging people for doing it?”


    “No, it was just a hobby of mine. I mean, I have the ability to do it, wouldn’t it be cool if I could gain some pocket change from it?”


    “…What?”


    Takayuki hurriedly made an excuse to Aoi.


    “I wasn’t kidding, okay? I used the money for my allowance!”


    “But, if it’s just for money, isn’t it easier to just get a normal part-time job? I don’t know what kind of contract you have with that witch, but there’s no way that it involves you to go through that much of a hassle. I mean, voluntarily looking for people with broken heart, giving them advice, trying to gain their trust and meet them in person. All those work for pocket change? If I were to convert everything into an hourly rate, it wouldn’t even touch the minimum wage.”


    “That’s… You know…”


    Takayuki flinched.


    Amused by the situation, Aoi pushed him even more. 


    “You preached to me about not being a hero or whatnot, but why are you doing this to yourself?”


    “…”


    His answer was silence. He only stared at Aoi firmly without opening his mouth.


    “I guess you won’t tell me anything, huh?”


    “…Sorry. I’ll try my best answering your next question instead.”


    “Hmm…”


    Seeing Takayuki bowing his head, Aoi decided that she had enough fun teasing him and moved on.


    “Alright, next question then.”


    She decided to ask him a question that had been bugging her since a long time ago.


    “…Satou-kun, after saving me, why did you disappear? The summer vacation was almost over back then, but there were still a few days left. Even if there was an urgent business that you had to attend to, couldn’t you come back the next year afterwards?”


    “I didn’t expect to hear that question from my childhood bully.”


    “Why are you talking back to me? Do you want me to report your deeds to the school?”


    “Give me a break! Okay, fine! The reason why I disappeared… Well…”


    After hesitating for a moment, Takayuki spilled everything.


    “I was busy, I had to attend my grandfather’s funeral for the rest of the vacation.”


    “Eh?”


    “The reason why I was there for summer vacation was because my grandfather was there. After he passed away, well, I had no reason to go there anymore. That’s all, Miyama.”


    “That’s… I’m… Sorry…”


    “Don’t be. It happened a long time ago anyway.”


    Takayuki didn’t seem to be mad about it, but his tone felt empty.


    Aoi understood that she had tread upon a sensitive topic. Even if she had the right to ask this question, this wasn’t the right place and circumstances to talk about it. She reflected on her actions.


    However, after thinking for a bit, she started to think otherwise.


    ‘If I were to back off now, wouldn’t it be hard to make him start talking again? Should I make use of the momentum to say everything that I wanted to say?’


    Seven years ago, back when she let the boy’s hand go, she ended up saying nothing to him. If only she made use of the momentum and talked to the boy, she wouldn’t be left with regrets.


    “Are we done? …If you don’t have any more questions, I’ll go home. Sorry, for hurting you, Miyama. No one should have the right to deny someone’s feelings like that. I was completely in the wrong…”


    Seeing Aoi keeping her mouth shut, Takayuki apologized to her and tried to leave the place.


    Just before he left, Aoi grabbed his arm. The sight gave her a deja vu. It was the same arm that she once held seven years ago.


    “Miyama?”


    “…I have one more question.”


    “I-I see. C-Can you let go of my arm first? I-I won’t run away, I promise–”


    “Back then!”


    Aoi raised her voice, cutting off Takayuki’s words.


    “Seven years ago! At that time! On the dark night! When I was suffering!”


    She didn’t even know what to ask him. Instead, she just let out everything that she wanted to say to him.


    “Do you regret saving me back then? Do you regret playing a hero just to console me? Do you regret everything that happened back then?”


    Although she asked the question with such a vigor, she turned her gaze downward as she asked for his response. She was afraid that his answer would disappoint her. Aoi tried to suppress her racing heartbeat while waiting for his answer with bated breath.


    “I don’t.”


    “Huh?”


    “I don’t have any regrets, nor do I have the intention to regret everything that happened back then.”


    Because she looked elsewhere, she didn’t manage to catch Takayuki’s expression when he said that. She panicked, trying to look at his face, but by then, he had already worn his usual fearless grin.


    “Being a hero or not, it’s a man’s duty to save a girl in distress.”


    “…Idiot.”


    “Yes, I am. But, can you please release my arm? Why are you doing this in public anyway? Also, you’re gripping it too tightly! It hurts! Oi, you’re going to break it for real!”


    Hearing his words, she put even more strength in her grip.


    “Satou-kun, you once told me…”


    “What is it? Can you just let me go first? I told you I won’t run away!”


    “You told me that we are just classmates, we aren’t friends or anything, so there’s no way that we could understand each other.”


    “Yeah, I said that, so what?”


    “You know, I was pissed when I heard those words, but I understand what you were trying to say.”


    Aoi looked up at the boy.


    She did her best to convey the words that she failed to convey seven years ago.


    “That’s why, let’s interact with each other more from now on. Since there’s a lot of things we can’t understand about each other, let’s make it so that we can understand each other. Whether it is my admiration towards you or it’s your frustration about yourself, let’s find out which one is the right one. To do that, we should talk to each other more.”


    With a serious tone, she made a proposal to him.


    “…Sure, I guess.”


    After a moment of hesitation, Takayuki nodded his head.


    “I’ll do my best to not disappoint you.”


    “Hehe, don’t worry. If we end up unable to understand each other, I’ll give up on my own whether you like it or not. In return, you can give up on me whenever you feel like it. Let’s start our relationship with that rule.”


    “…Got it. Let’s keep our relationship that way for now…”


    Takayuki held out his right hand. Seeing this, Aoi let go of his other arm and held his right hand.


    Strongly, so that she could burn this moment into her memory.


    Now one could say that the two of them were finally reunited.


    …But there was one thing that they overlooked.


    “Huh? Is that Satou and Miyama-san?”


    “Really? What are they doing? Is it a shuraba?”


    They were talking on a bridge, a public place where a lot of students from their school passed by. They managed to calm themselves down after that tense moment, but they were immediately greeted by the chatters of their schoolmates that were passing by.


    “Youth… Their vigor blinded me!”


    “Seeing them made me feel old…”


    “It’s great to be young~”


    “I know, right? They remind me of myself when I was younger.”


    Of course, their schoolmates weren’t the only ones who witnessed the scene that they made. People ranging from children to elderly, men and women, students to adults in business suits, all were staring at them.


    “…I think we should leave, Miyama.”


    “Yeah, I’ll go on ahead, Satou-kun.”


    “Are you going to run again?”


    “It’s okay if you can’t keep up with me. Just walk slowly.”


    The two people who were the center of the attention exchanged glances before dashing away from the bridge. They made their way to the front of the station.


    “Haah! …Haah! …Why! …Are you! So tough?!”


    “I strived to be a hero, so I naturally trained myself physically. I should be the one asking you. Why are you so weak?”


    “What?! …I jogged! …Every morning! …I trained my muscles too!”


    The two quarreled with each other as they ran, not minding the stares that their surroundings gave them.

  


  

  
    


    “I’m home!”


    “My room is NOT your home.”


    After the matter with Takayuki was resolved, Aoi was left in a good mood, so she paid her bad friend, Yuzu, a visit.


    “This might as well be my second home at this point.”


    “Stop talking nonsense.”


    “Fine, if you hate it so much, then I declare that this is my second room.”


    “Stop invading my privacy.”


    “By the way, that book you’re reading is originally mine, I gave it to your sister. Part of my life had already invaded your room, so I might as well go all out now. Bring any complaints you might have to your sister.”


    Having to deal with the unusually energetic Aoi, Yuzu didn’t even bother to move her gaze away from her book. Though, it was clear that she was a little annoyed. She asked Aoi a question.


    “So, what happened?”


    “Right! Listen to me, Yuzu!”


    After Yuzu gave her the greenlight, Aoi immediately started talking at a rapid pace.


    She told her bad friend about Takayuki, her conversation with him and all the commotion that they caused.


    Of course, she wasn’t senseless enough to tell Yuzu about his ability. She only told her about how the boy saved her back when she was a kid and how stupid he actually was now that he had grown up into a high schooler.


    “Isn’t he an idiot? He actually went out of his way to chase me then when I asked him why, he told me, ‘just because.’ Seriously, what an idiot!”


    “Hmm. So, were you disappointed?”


    “Kinda, but you know, I can’t blame him. I was the one who pushed an image on how he should act to him even though we barely even know each other.”


    “Hmm…”


    “Huh? What’s that? Did you just laugh? Did you read a funny scene?”


    “No.”


    Muttered Yuzu as she flipped through her book.


    “It’s just, it’s rare to see you so excited while talking about a boy. You used to say that to get you interested in a boy, he has to be better looking than your first love or something.”


    “Are you implying that I like him? Because I’m not… Rather, can you stop mentioning the stupid things that I said back in middle school? I only said it because the boys kept confessing to me and I was sick of dealing with them.”


    “So you don’t like this Satou-kun then…”


    “Well, it isn’t like I hate him. It’s just I don’t like him romantically, you know…”


    “In any case, since you’re in a good mood now, why don’t you buy me some cakes? I’ll stop mentioning your dark past. Actually, it doesn’t have to be cakes, money will do.”


    “And why should I do that?!”


    “What a selfish girl.”


    “Ugh…”


    Being called ‘selfish’ was Aoi’s kryptonite. Whenever someone called her that, she’d fall into a brief period of depression and self-loathing.


    “U-Uuuu… I-In any case, I’ll try to be more mindful of my conduct. I don’t want to be seen as a selfish girl ever again… I’ll try to help Satou-kun deal with the bad rumors surrounding him and help him whenever he needs my help… Of course, this doesn’t mean I like him! It’s the least thing I should do for him as a classmate!”


    “Uh, do whatever you like.”


    To Aoi, who was shouting her words with vigor, Yuzu lazily replied while lying down on the floor.


    “But, don’t you think you forget something?”


    “What?”
 “I said, don’t you think you forget something?”


    Yuzu asked without taking her eyes off her book.


    From Aoi’s experience, she seemed to be talking about something important.


    “What is it that I forget?”


    “…Who knows.”


    “C’mon~ You’re always like this!”


    Thanks to her words, Aoi started to feel uneasy.


    *   *   *


    Seven years ago. The young Takayuki met a witch.


    “Alright~ Let’s confirm the contents of the contract again, shall we? I’m not a devil, so I want the contents to be clear before we proceed~”


    A wide-brimmed hat. Jet-black robe that seemed to have originated from the darkness itself covered her tall body. In one of her hands was a lantern, glowing in an orange hue. Her lips were twisted upwards, forming the shape of a crescent. Takayuki’s figure was reflected on her cat-like eyes.


    The witch looked like she came out of a fairytale.


    “Contract? Oh, so that’s what grandfather was talking about! He told me that I have to pay the price.”


    “Ah~ What a good boy! You remembered what your grandfather told you?”


    “Mu…”


    She proceeded to pat the boy’s head. But, due to how bad it felt like when she patted him, the young Takayuki pouted while staring at her with suspicion. It crossed his mind that enduring this treatment from her was probably the price that he had to pay.


    The witch realized what he was thinking and for a moment, she looked sad. 


    “Ahem. But, young man, are you sure that you actually listened to your grandfather properly? The price you have to pay for isn’t fixed. The heavier your wish is, the more you have to pay.”


    “I’m ready to pay for anything!”


    “Hm, if you say so… Well, why don’t you tell me what your wish is first and foremost?”


    Takayuki tried his best to explain the circumstances to her.


    About the crying girl and his desire to save her.


    “Do you like her?”


    “No, I hate her.”


    “I-I see. I commend you for trying to help the girl that you hate, but can you pay the price for it?”


    “What is the price?”


    “Hehehe… The price is–”


    After hearing the answer from the witch, Takayuki couldn’t help but feel disappointed.


    His childlike innocence and distorted way of thinking made him think that paying such a price wasn’t really a big deal. So, he nodded to the witch’s words.


    “I can pay you just fine!”


    “Are you sure? This is something quite important, you know? You might not understand it now, but you’ll come to regret it later when you finally understand it, you know? There’s no take back when that time arrives.”


    “I’m sure!”


    “So you said, but you didn’t actually think it through properly… Well, I don’t blame you for that. Okay, to make it more fair, I’ll give you a little bonus. Later, if you want to take your wish back—”


    Troubled by Takayuki’s response, the witch decided to give him a special treatment, which later would turn into something quite important for him. Though, he wouldn’t know about it until later.


    “I don’t get it, but I’ll remember your words!”


    “Okay, okay, as long as you keep my words in mind, everything should be alright. You seem to be really determined too… Okay, I’ll give you a special ability!”


    Seeing his innocent face, the witch smiled at him. She brought her fingertip close to his forehead. Her index finger, clearly visible in the darkness, touched his forehead gently.


    “The ability’s name is ‘Sugar Spice.’ With this power, you will be able to eat even the worst kind of love. The process will be as easy as taking candy from a baby.”


    At that moment, Takayuki’s vision was filled with light. He could feel various tastes on his tongue. This was the moment when he gained his ability. And the moment where he had to pay the price for said ability.


    *   *   *


    “…Ugh… T-This is the taste of love? …Urp…”


    Using his new ability, Takayuki managed to eat the love of the girl that he saved, Miyama Aoi. It was just, he had to bear with the terrible taste. It was bitter. So bitter that he felt nauseous. It was also sweet. So sweet that he got a heartburn, literally. Aoi’s first love tasted like a dark chocolate straight from hell. Aside from knowing how terrible love tasted like, Takayuki found out another thing about his ability. Its side effects. One of them caused the subject of his ability to faint. He made a mental note to make the subject sit down before using his ability again in the future.


    Also, there was no sense of accomplishment when he saved the girl using his ability.


    ‘What should I tell grandfather the next time I see him?’ For a while, Takayuki’s mind was occupied by that thought.


    “Takayuki… Calm down and listen carefully.”


    One day after the summer vacation was over. His mother told him the news about his grandfather’s passing.


    *   *   *


    Morning started early for Miyama Aoi. She got out of bed at six, did some light exercise and took a shower afterwards. Normally by that time, her mom would be done making breakfast. She went to the kitchen.


    “Good morning!”


    Arriving at the kitchen, the first thing that she did was greeting her mom cheerfully. On weekdays like this, only Aoi and her mother would usually be eating their breakfasts together. Her father had to wake up earlier due to his work, managing a convenience store, so he would only be there on holidays. Meanwhile her sisters weren’t exactly morning people, so it was rare for them to be at the table this early in the morning. 


    “Oh my, did something good happen?”


    “Hehe, yes~”


    “I wish your sisters could be as energetic as you this early in the morning… Speaking of them, your second sister said to come back home early today. She needs your help.”


    “Renka-nee did? Hmm… Sure.”


    After finishing her breakfast with her mom, she took a short break before going to school.


    Usually she spent this time reading novels or manga about heroes or surfing through the internet to look for conversation topics.


    However, she was particularly fidgety today.


    “I’m off!”


    In the end, she decided to leave home twenty minutes earlier than usual. Her steps were light and there was a bright smile on her face. She headed to school in high spirits.


    *   *   *


    “Do you want to have lunch with me, Satou-kun?”


    Lunch break. With her lunch in hand, Aoi approached Takayuki and invited him for lunch. This was no way a romantic lunch with just the two of them, though. A group of girls stood behind Aoi. Clearly, what Aoi intended was to make him eat together with the girls.


    “…Thanks for the sentiment, but no thanks.”


    “Eh…”


    Since that was the case, naturally Takayuki refused her invitation. It was a completely normal response. Rather, it was Aoi who acted strangely, inviting someone who was isolated from the rest of the class to join a group of girls for lunch.


    Aoi had a plan though.


    “I’m being kind to you and inviting you for lunch, but you’re acting like this? As expected of the Loner Satou-kun.”


    “What do you mean, ‘loner?’ I have friends! Just not from this class!”


    “Really? Then, introduce them to me some time!”


    “No! Think about your position, you’ll just make things awkward!”


    “That was a joke. But my invitation isn’t a joke. I did it for your own good, you know?~”


    “Ugh…”


    Her words made Takayuki’s face turn sour.


    “You just gotta bear the fact that everyone else is a girl, Satou-kun. If we can show everyone that we get along well, your reputation will get better eventually.”


    Currently Takayuki’s reputation was at an all-time low because of what happened on the bridge. There were various rumors running around about the event and one of them was that he made Aoi cry in public. If they didn’t handle this rumor before it got too far, he would be finished socially.


    Under such circumstances, Aoi’s invitation would certainly be a great opportunity for Takayuki to clear his name.


    “…Got it. Thank you for your consideration.”


    “Hehe, glad that you understand. Enjoy your harem for the rest of the lunch break~”


    “Hahaha. Funny.”


    And so, Takayuki ended up having his lunch while being surrounded by girls.


    As he had feared, the girls gave him strange gazes. There was curiosity in their eyes, but fear was mixed within their gazes. Having to endure those eyes made him feel uncomfortable, but he decided to just bear with it.


    “A-Are you sure that this is okay, Aoi?”


    “S-Satou won’t suddenly bite me, right?”


    “He won’t push me down and call it ‘light skinship,’ right?”


    “I’m not a wild dog! What the hell is wrong with you guys?”


    The girl asked Aoi jokingly, but there was a hint of real concern in their voices. They wanted Aoi to assure them that Takayuki was really harmless.


    “It’s fine, everyone. If we communicate properly with him, he’s not a scary creature at all. Satou-kun, hand~”


    “…Woof.”


    “““Oh!”””


    So, Aoi made a joke about the situation. It wasn’t like she wanted to treat him like a dog, but if she were to show everyone that he could go along with jokes like these, they’d let their guard down around him. She definitely didn’t do it because she was into that kind of play, definitely not.


    “Satou-kun, what kind of relationship do you have with Aoi?”


    “I heard you picked a fight with a bike gang back in middle school, was it true?!”


    “There are rumors about you having multiple girlfriends. Their ages ranged from grade school to adult women, are those rumors true?”


    After Aoi demonstrated that he was harmless, the girls let their curiosity speak for them. Aoi’s assurance made them believe that Takayuki wouldn’t suddenly lash out at them in front of Aoi’s eyes if they were to accidentally touch a sensitive topic.


    “Uh, that’s…”


    Thanks to the girls’ momentum, Takayuki fluently explained his circumstances to them, addressing all the rumors and their questions one by one. He knew the significance of this conversation, that was why he decided to do his best here. However, perhaps because he wasn’t used to being in this kind of situation, he’d often glance at Aoi, trying to ask for her help. Every time that happened, Aoi would only reply to him with a smile, refusing to help him in any way.


    This wasn’t her being mean. Aoi judged that helping him directly would only hinder his growth in the long run. Her goal was to keep inviting him to eat with the girls and make them befriend each other. She didn’t tell him her true goal, of course, instead she asked him to cooperate under the guise of erasing the bad rumors about him. Though, Aoi wasn’t that ruthless. She wasn’t expecting him to deal with the girls by himself during the first day. So, Aoi decided to give him a lifeline. This would make him be more grateful to her and remember this as a favor.


    “C’mon, you three! If you keep asking him questions, he won’t be able to eat!”


    But, before she could find the right moment, Tomoe interjected and ruined her plan to make him owe her another favor. 


    “““Fine~”””


    After receiving a warning from Tomoe, the girls promptly gave up and gave Takayuki some space.


    “Phew, thank you, Ukai, you’re a lifesaver.”


    “Don’t be! You and Aoi had done so much to me, this much is nothing! Also, those girls just want to befriend you, so don’t think badly of them, okay? Just play along with them for a while, you’ll get used to them soon!”
 “…Well, I guess I’ll do my best.”


    Takayuki nodded at Tomoe’s words. When he turned his gaze to the side, he saw Aoi pouting. It was clear that she was annoyed by something.


    “Uh, Ukai?”


    “Ah, she’s sulking because I stole the chance from her. She wanted to help you out too, you see~”


    “Seriously? She’s sulking because of that?”


    Seeing Takayuki’s questioning gaze, Aoi turned her head away from him. Her bulging cheeks were painted in the shade of red.
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    *   *   *


    When Takayuki started his social media account, no one contacted him for a consultation at all.


    It was as expected. He had no background nor qualifications. There was no way that someone would go out of their ways to contact a fresh account to solve their problems. Rather, it was doubtful that they knew the existence of his account in the first place.


    That was why, he gave up having any kind of vain expectations in a week. He accepted things as it were and moved on with his life.


    He didn’t delete the account though. Since he consumed a lot of anime and manga, he decided to use the account to share his opinion about them instead. Ironically, this was the thing that made his account well-known. Before he knew it, his follower numbers increased and he became more involved with other users.


    [Baku-san! I want to consult you about my senpai! They’re already a college student, but I could still talk to them thanks to their little sister!]


    It was recess, after the fifth period was over. Takayuki got a text from someone that he knew from his social media, Sunny.


    [That’s great. Don’t let your guard down though, Sunny.]


    [Of course! If I see anyone suspicious hanging around them, I’ll smash them with a volleyball!]


    [If you see anyone suspicious, run away. Also, I told you everytime, stop giving out your personal information.]


    For him, rather than a customer, Sunny was more like a friend and a benefactor.


    They met through their random talk about a certain manga. After they had established trust to some extent, Sunny was the one who approached him first for a consultation. There wasn’t anything big about it, Sunny was just trying to try their luck, therefore, they just consulted about trivial things to him. But Takayuki handled them surprisingly well.


    Since then, their interaction became known to Takayuki’s other followers. More people started asking him for a consultation. Though, not many of them actually expected anything from him.


    After that, he started to treat Sunny differently from other people. They never met in person, but he treated Sunny as if they were best friends. At one point, they exchanged each other’s contact information and texted each other directly instead of using the social media.


    [Eh, but I don’t mind it if it’s you, Baku-san! Rather, we should meet each other in real life already!]


    [I don’t want to meet up with someone who doesn’t understand what being anonymous on the internet means. Also, aren’t you a girl? Don’t you think that meeting up with a boy like me is dangerous?]


    Unlike with his other customers, he never met up with Sunny. He was afraid that if they were to meet up in real life, they would stop being friends.


    Normally, he tended to treat every regular who came to him roughly. Unlike with Sunny, he didn’t mind if they were to come to hate him. In fact, some of his customers got into bad relationships because of him. However, even though their relationships became worse, the customers put more trust in him than before. One of them was a certain office lady. She would buy him dinner from time to time or force him to listen to her bragging about her little sister.


    [Again with that excuse!]


    Another reason why he didn’t want to meet her was because Sunny thought that he was lying to her about his gender. She seemed to be thinking that Takayuki was also a girl due to how he conducted himself on his social media.


    [I know that you’re a pretty college student who’ll look great in glasses! You don’t need to lie to me, Baku-san!]


    [You’re raising the bar way too high…]


    [Hahaha. Anyway, I guess we really can’t meet up in real life, huh?]


    Takayuki took his fingers off his screen.


    They had been communicating for two years already. He knew that something happened to his friend across the screen. When she started acting like this, that meant she was trying to hide her anxiety. After a bit of thinking, he let out a sigh and started to type a reply.


    [Fine, just this once. Arrange a time and place, I’ll meet up with you.]


    Trying to overcome his fear, he offered to help his friend out.


    [Eh? EH??]


    [Calm down.]


    [I love you, Baku-san! Marry me!]


    [Hell no.]


    He let out a wry smile after seeing this exchange. It felt like he was growing soft, thanks to the influence of a certain someone.

  


  

  
    


    “What’s this?”


    Sometimes, when one finds themselves in a good mood, the world would find a way to ruin it. This was something that happened to everyone and Takayuki was no exception.


    “…A letter of challenge at this time and age?”


    After school. Just when he was about to go home, Takayuki found a brown envelope in his shoe box. ‘Letter of Challenge’ was neatly written on it. At a glance, it seemed like the writer was using a brush to write it.


    “Hm.”


    Inside the envelope was a letter. ‘I want to meet the scoundrel who made Miyama Aoi cry’ was written on it. Alongside those words were time and place where the writer planned to meet him.


    He benefited from nothing if he were to answer the letter. However, since this matter could implicate Aoi, things would turn troublesome if he were to ignore it.


    “It can’t be helped.”


    Takayuki let out a sigh, folded the letter and put it in his pocket.


    He figured that he could use the letter as evidence against the writer in the future.


    *   *   *


    It was currently 7pm. The place was a park about fifteen minutes away from school.


    “Thank you for answering my challenge, Satou Takayuki. I appreciate it.”


    When Takayuki arrived at the promised spot, he found a monster there. Well, not exactly a real monster, it was a person, but no one would bat an eye if someone were to call them a weirdo due to how they dressed. The person was dressed in a school uniform, but they were wearing a fox mask for some reason. With their husky voice, they called out to Takayuki.


    “Glad to know that you aren’t a coward who’d run away from a challenge.”


    Their words were intimidating, but Takayuki instead of being scared, Takayuki was bewildered.


    “…Uh, sorry, Senpai, but, are you sure you’re right in the head?”


    He doubted the sanity of the person in front of him. From the color of their tie, he guessed that they were a third year student. Takayuki suspected that they went insane because of the stress that the college entrance exam gave them.


    “Senpai? What are you talking about? I’m just someone who can’t tolerate evildoers like you! I am the Fox Mask!” (T/N: It’s Kitsune Kamen, but Fox Mask sounds cringier.)


    “Okay, Fox Mask-san. By the way, you realized that your tie gave away your identity as a third year, right?”


    “Hah! Good deduction, but not good enough! I praise you for having a good eye! Being able to tell the color of my tie in this darkness is impressive! However, this uniform isn’t mine! Too bad for you, you will never be able to find out my true identity just by looking at this uniform!”


    “I see. So, you’ll be put in quite a difficult situation if you get that uniform dirty.”


    “No, if possible I shouldn’t get it dirty… That person will scold me…”


    Fox Mask flinched at Takayuki’s words, but after shaking their head, they regained their composure.


    “…Even so, I don’t care! Even if I get scolded, I will never let someone who made my little sister cry off easy!” (T/N: 妹分/Imouto-bun is used here. It means someone that one considers as a little sister, not actual little sister. I don’t know if there’s an English equivalent to this word.)


    ‘Little sister?’ Takayuki was caught off guard by their words. No matter how much of a weirdo the person in front of him was, he couldn’t just treat someone who was close to Aoi roughly.


    “Wait, I’m—”


    “No! Not a single thing will come out of that mouth of yours, evildoer! Not before you taste my fist of justice first, then I’ll consider hearing your excuses!”


    Before Takayuki could clear up the misunderstandings caused by his bad reputation, Fox Mask already made a move. Their anger seemed to have reached a boiling point as they immediately attacked Takayuki.


    “Woah, time out, please. C’mon, let’s be civil and talk.”


    “Just! Let! Me! Hit! You! First! Why can’t I hit you?! Stop evading my fists!”


    “You really need to take off that stupid mask first.”


    However, Fox Mask didn’t manage to land a single hit on Takayuki.


    Partly because Takayuki was used to being in this situation, but it was mostly because of the mask that Fox Mask was wearing. It was clear that the mask hindered their vision, adding to the fact that their surroundings were dark. Under these conditions, even if Takayuki was a complete amateur in fistfight, he would still be able to evade Fox Mask’s assaults.


    Being as he was now, not only was Takayuki able to evade their fists with ease, but he also had enough lenience to let his mind wander.


    “Stop making fun of me!”


    Fox Mask, taking his attitude as if he was mocking them, continued their reckless charge.


    “Ah, that place is dangerous.”


    “Trying to deceive me— Kya!”


    With a thud, Fox Mask fell into the fountain.


    “Gurggle!”


    “What did I tell you? Calm down and take off that mask already!”


    When someone was panicking, even a bowl of water could drown them, let alone a fountain. So, Takayuki hurriedly tried to rescue the person who had just tried to hit him. His uniform turned wet in no time, but he didn’t seem to care as he peeled the mask off the person’s face. Then, he lifted their body to take them away from the fountain.


    But, since he did it in a hurry, the moment he lifted their body, he slipped up and fell down. Not only that, his hand managed to land on an unfortunate position, the person’s chest. Their faces were also close to each other as they could feel each other’s breaths.


    “!”


    Takayuki took a look at Fox Mask’s face.


    Flax-colored hair that extended to their shoulders. Their face was smooth like a doll, an androgynous beauty. If angels were real, this was probably what they looked like.
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    “…A-Aaa…”


    They couldn’t take their eyes off each other. Not long after that, Takayuki became aware of the soft sensation in his right hand, along with the feelings of touching something metallic with his fingers. As he moved his hand to confirm what it was that he touched, the face of the angel in front of him started to turn red.


    “Kyaaa!”


    With a girlish scream, the angel finally managed to land a good hit on Takayuki’s face.


    *   *   *


    “You want to get in touch with Satou-kun? Why?”


    It was a little after Takayuki received a firm slap on his cheek.


    Aoi was relaxing in her living room when her big sister asked her for something.


    “I have a request for him.”


    “A request?”


    “Mhm. My friend in college said that he is a trustworthy person. They said that he occasionally helped people with problems that even the police found troublesome for a small pocket change.”


    One could describe the person sitting in front of Aoi as a younger-looking Aoi. They had similar faces and the same hair color, except that this person had her hair tied into a side tail. Unlike Aoi who was wearing her sweatshirt, the other person wore a combination of shirt and skirt.


    Her name was Miyama Renge.


    She was a college student, the second oldest among the three Miyama sisters. Despite her appearance, she was Aoi’s older sister.


    “…Ah, come to think of it, he did say that he used to do something like that.”


    “Apparently so. I heard that he didn’t accept any payments for most of his deeds, but don’t worry, I’ll pay him properly. I could even pay him higher than the market price. So, can you introduce him to me?”
 “…Sure.”


    Unlike Renge, who was sitting properly on the couch, Aoi was lying down on the tatami mat. Outside her house, she tried to maintain a perfect appearance, but inside, she acted like a lazy house cat.


    “Why are you asking me this, though? I held him in high regard, but he’s still my classmate. I don’t really want to put him in danger unnecessarily.”


    Earlier today, their mother told Aoi that Renge had something to say to her, but never did she expect that it was a matter concerning Takayuki. Apparently, Renge had been thinking about asking for his help ever since Aoi started talking about him in a good mood during one of their small talks.


    “Fair enough. I need him to guard someone. There’s someone who got themselves into trouble and is in need of a little protection until things calm down a little.”


    “A bodyguard job?… You realized that Satou-kun is a high school student, right? His capabilities aside, do you think he could just ditch school to guard your acquaintance, Renge-nee?”


    “My acquaintance is also a high school student, so that isn’t a problem.”


    “Hm?”


    “That person is a third year at your school, Aoi. Haru-kun.”


    Haru-kun.


    Aoi’s heart no longer ached when hearing that name. The only feelings she had left toward that person was guilt. They reconciled a long time ago, but hearing their name again still made Aoi surprised.


    “Haru-kun? Last time I heard that there was a clingy girl that kept sticking to that guy like glue. Is this a similar case to that one?”


    “Yes. This time Haru-kun is stalked by a younger girl. She used to steal small things like erasers or key chains, but lately, she started sending that guy questionable letters.”


    “…Must be tough being good-looking.”


    “You, well rather, we don’t really have the right to say that.”


    “In our case, we shed enough blood so that no one will dare to do something like that to us anymore. But Haru-kun is too kind for that. I could guess that that guy is trying to be considerate to that girl.”


    “Obviously. But, at least that guy consulted me about this matter. You could say that Haru-kun had grown up a little.”


    “Good grief.” Renge sighed. Her gesture was similar to Aoi’s. Then she continued her explanation.


    “Anyway, that’s why I want him to stay close to Haru-kun. Of course, I don’t expect him to act like a professional bodyguard. His presence should be enough to make the girl hesitate a little. What do you think?”
 “I don’t know. Will he take on this kind of job if it’s unrelated to his consultation gig? Anyway, isn’t it better if I were the one who guards him instead?”


    “No. You stand out too much. Besides—”


    Just before Renge was about to bring up Aoi’s black history, the bell rang.


    “It’s probably Haru-kun. We promised to meet up in person to discuss the details of this situation. I’ll go fetch him.”


    “I’ll go with you. That guy is still my senpai, I need to show my face at least.”


    “While wearing that loose sweatshirt?”


    The pair of beautiful sisters went to the entrance to greet what they expected to be Haru-kun. But, instead of Haru-kun, they were greeted by a pair of idiots instead. They reacted the same way when seeing the pair.


    ““What are you doing? Are you an idiot?””


    “Hello, I’m the Wet Man.”


    “Hello, I’m the Wet Woman.”


    The pair of idiots in front of the two sisters called themselves youkai.


    *   *   *


    When Aoi heard about what happened to them, she let out a sigh.


    “You know, Haru-kun? I’ve already made peace with this Wet Man– I mean, Satou-kun. In the first place, I owed him more than he owed me, so even if he goes out of his way to hurt me, it’s all fine for me. Also, even if I have some grudge with him, that doesn’t mean you should seek him out and try to teach him a lesson. Are you an idiot?”


    Aoi, who was currently giving a sermon, was already changed into a more proper loungewear. Mostly because Takayuki was here.


    “It’s dangerous to do something like that. Think about my feelings. What if something happens to you? From now on, don’t act like a hot-head, stop being impulsive. It doesn’t suit your look at all. Do you understand? Answer me.”


    “Hic! I-I understand… I’ll reflect on my actions…”


    The Wet Woman, Amamiya Haruka, was currently being scolded by the younger Miyama sister. She had already changed into Aoi’s spare clothes after taking a light shower. The bravado that she had when facing Takayuki was gone, replaced by a sulky look. (T/N: Yes, Haru-kun is a girl. Now you know why Aoi got rejected. Anyway, I won’t revise the previous chapters’ translation since this is supposed to be a plot twist.)


    “Sorry for disturbing you this late at night. I’ll repay you for your kindness.”


    “No need, one of our relatives is involved in this anyway.”


    Next to them were Renge and Takayuki. Contrary to the pair beside them, they had a mature and polite exchange. Despite his appearance, Takayuki could act very politely in a situation like this.


    “Moving on. You came at the perfect timing, Satou Takayuki. I want to talk to you… No, I have a request to make. It’s concerning that idiot over there.”


    “A request?”


    “Wait, sister!”


    “You see…”


    Speak of the devil and he shall appear.


    Just when Aoi and Renge were talking about them, both Takayuki and Haruka came knocking at their front doors. Since the concerned parties were both here, Renge figured that she might as well tell them everything, despite her little sister trying to stop her.


    “What do you think? I can pay you this much for it. Of course, you can go home first to think it over. We can discuss the contract details at a later date if you agree.”


    Asked Renge with a perfect smile.


    
      [image: ]
    


    


    The amount of money that she offered to Takayuki was more than enough for her to hire a professional bodyguard or private detective.


    “…That’s a lot of money. Uh… Miyama-nee-san?”


    “Oh my, you noticed?”


    “Yeah. You seem more mature than you look.”


    “Hehe, I see. I’m a college student. I’ve heard interesting rumors about you in my college. Like for example, you’re close with the daughter of the Takayama family, aren’t you? You even acted as her bodyguard a few times.”


    “This world is filled with loose-tongued people, huh?”


    “I also heard from somewhere that the reason why she’s so fond of you is because you saved her when she ran away from home. Huh? Why does this story sound familiar, I wonder?”


    “Ugh…”


    Aoi, who remembered the time when she troubled her entire family, clutched her chest on the spot.


    “Ugh… B-But, this and that is different! Satou-kun, know your limits! Don’t act beyond what a high school student should do! Don’t worry about Haru-kun, we’ll take care of her!”


    Despite the futility, Aoi tried to dissuade Takayuki from agreeing out of concern for him.


    “Well, I don’t intend to force you. You can refuse if you want to.”


    Seeing Aoi’s reaction, Renge narrowed her eyes and said in a flat tone.


    “However, I just want to say that you’re the best person that I could ask for the job, Satou Takayuki-kun. Of course, I have a backup plan, so you don’t need to dwell over this too much if you really don’t want to do it. Just keep in mind that I’m someone who values track record. I’d rather entrust this matter to a stranger with a track record than an acquaintance with none. It’s safer that way.”


    “You’ve never even met me before this. Are you sure you want to trust me with this matter?”


    “That’s why I wanted to meet you personally in the first place, to make sure that I can trust you. Though, Aoi is a better judge of character than me, so I concluded that I can trust you on this matter.”


    “…I see.”


    After mulling over Renge’s words that came with her beautiful smile, Takayuki turned his attention to Aoi, who was sitting beside Renge.


    Flustered after seeing Takayuki turn his attention on her, Aoi turned her head away. Despite her words of concern, she actually had been looking at him with expectations since a while ago. It seemed like she was unable to suppress her expectations for him.


    “First thing first. I want to straighten this up. I’m a love consultant not a bodyguard. I might be unable to bring the result that you expected.”


    “I understand. Though, I heard from the rumors that you’re quite a capable bodyguard.”


    “Well, it’s still not my main occupation, so don’t expect too much from me. Next, I have prior plans. I might have to prioritize them over my guarding duty depending on the circumstances. If that’s okay with you, I’m okay with taking the job. Regarding payment, I’ll receive it until the job is over. Just in case.”


    “Hehe, you’re surprisingly thorough despite your appearance, huh? Anything else?”


    In response to Renge’s words, Takayuki moved his arm and pointed at Haruka’s direction politely.


    “The person who’s the center of this whole thing seems unsatisfied by this arrangement.”


    Haruka, who was dressed in a fluffy-looking loungewear, was listening to their conversation with a red-face.


    “Renge-san, I don’t need a bodyguard! I’m still a member of the volleyball club, I’m strong enough to protect myself! Besides, the culprit is also a girl! I don’t believe that I can’t outrun her when it comes to it! …A-Also, it’s embarrassing to be followed around by a younger boy!”


    “Haru-kun— No, Haruka. I’ll tell you this, but you’re way weaker than you think. Besides, your current appearance is embarrassing enough already. You don’t need to concern yourself with that.”


    “Classic Haru-kun. You look like a reliable, smart and handsome boy, but in truth you’re just a hot-blooded girl who flunked her exam often.”


    “Don’t bring my exam into this!”


    Hearing the precise assessment of the Miyama Sisters, Haruka’s eyes started to tear up. Knowing that she couldn’t go against them, she glared at Takayuki instead.


    “In any case, I don’t trust this guy! Sure, it was my misunderstanding that led me to attacking him, but the fact that there are a lot of bad rumors surrounding him is true! No matter how much you two trust him, I can’t bring myself to trust him at all! Above all! This guy had the audacity to rub my breast–”


    “It was an accident.”


    Before Haruka said anything else, Takayuki cut her off and explained the circumstances to the Miyama Sisters.


    He had already apologized countless times on the way to Miyama’s house, so the matter should already be resolved. But, rather than caring about what Haruka was thinking, he was more afraid of the Miyama Sisters’ reactions.


    “Satou-kun.”


    “Yes.”


    “Did you do it?”


    “I was helping her when she fell down to a fountain.”


    “Did you do it?”


    “…I did.”


    “Hmm… I see.”


    “Can you just scold me instead? That reaction scares me.”


    Right after that, Aoi smirked at him. At that moment Takayuki realized that she gained new material to blackmail him with. Meanwhile Haruka received huge damage from Renge’s remark about her situation; “It isn’t like there’s much to rub, though.”


    In the end, the situation was too chaotic for them to come to a conclusion. They decided to break up for the moment and discuss it at a later date.

  


  

  
    


    Seven years ago. During the summer vacation.


    For Aoi, that day was the day when she met her hero, a day that she’d never forget for the rest of her life. For Takayuki, it was the biggest turning point in his life.


    “Wait for me here, okay? I need to prepare something!”


    “…Are you leaving me?”


    Holding the flashlight under the dark path of the mountain, there was no fear in Takayuki’s eyes. Instead, what he was feeling was a sense of elation. He was sure that his grandfather would praise him for finding the missing Aoi.


    There was no hesitation in his heart when he decided to use the hairpin that his grandfather gave him.


    “Haha, I won’t leave you! I just need to prepare! I’ll tell you this, my hairpin has a special power! I need to use it to transform into a real hero!”


    “What’s that? That sounds dumb.”


    “Hahaha, maybe you’re right. But, I’ll do my best to make it happen! Will you trust me?”


    “…If you leave me here, I’ll break your fingers.”


    Even after receiving a scary threat from the girl that he tried to save, his feelings didn’t change. For Takayuki, his feelings about the girl didn’t matter. Yes, he wasn’t really fond of the girl, but that wasn’t enough of a reason to abandon her here. He moved further away from Aoi’s side.


    “Oh my, this is a surprise~ My contractor this time is a young boy, huh?~”


    He summoned the witch. The boy wasn’t surprised by her presence as he was certain that she’d answer his call.


    Then, she told him about the price that he had to pay. Again, he wasn’t surprised. He just accepted everything and their conversation went smoothly. 


    “Okay, to make it more fair, I’ll give you a little bonus. Later, if you want to take your wish back—”


    Even the witch took pity on his delusion and ignorance and ended up giving him a special treatment that none of her other contractors received.


    “You have to find your love. Love is the thing that you need to free yourself from the curse that is tied to your ability.”


    For the young Takayuki, her words didn’t mean anything. It sounded pretty and awesome, but ultimately, it didn’t change his decision. Without paying any more attention to it, he paid the price for the contract.


    Even after seven years had passed, he still didn’t know that those words were his only hope.


    *   *   *


    “Guess your ability doesn’t come with protection from cold, huh, Satou-kun?”


    “*coughs* God, I wish…”


    Next day. The planned discussion was canceled due to half of the participants catching a cold.


    “Now that I think about it, you two walked quite a distance to get to my house. Knowing Tohoku’s night, it would be a miracle that you two would be healthy after that.”


    “…Your point is? Also, why are you even here?”


    “To bring your uniform to you. My mom already washed it clean.”


    Currently, Aoi was visiting Takayuki’s room.


    It was a holiday, the time was during late afternoon. To be exact, it was 2pm. Takayuki’s room was dimly lit. The light source came from the faint light that seeped through the curtain. One could hear the pattering sound of rain from inside the room.


    “Ugh, damn… How did you find my address?… Ah, right, your mom… I knew that something was up when she said she’d wash my uniform for me and asked for my address…”


    “Well, it was our relative’s mistakes that caused you to be in that kind of situation. It was the least thing that we could do for you. When she heard that you caught a cold, she told me to visit and take care of you.”


    “And my mom didn’t stop you?”


    “She entrusted her idiotic son to me with a smile. Actually, I want to refuse her, but I couldn’t bring myself to.”


    “You put in quite the effort or someone who’s unwilling. Why are you even peeling that apple for me?”


    “Even if I’m unwilling at heart, I should at least do this much to a patient.”


    Other than the pattering sound of the rain and the ticking sound of the clock, the only other sound that could be heard was the sound that Aoi made when she was peeling the apple in her hand.


    “Here.”


    After she had done peeling and cutting the apple, she placed it on a white plate made of porcelain.


    “…”


    “Hm? Do you want me to feed you? It can’t be helped then, open wide~”


    “Stop it.”


    Takayuki sent her a sour look before glancing at the apples that she had cut. Not only did she make a rabbit with it, she even went out of her way to make a phoenix. The phoenix looked so beautiful that it made him reluctant to eat it.


    “Miyama.”


    “What is it?”


    “Are you mad with me? Wait, no, are you actually nervous?”


    “Hehe…”


    Aoi proceeded to cut her work of art into smaller pieces and shoved one of them to Takayuki’s mouth.


    “Mmph!”


    “Don’t get the wrong idea, Satou-kun. Yes, this is my first time being in a boy’s room, but I don’t feel nervous or anything.”


    “Nom nom… Well, you seem restless ever since you entered my room. You can look around if you want, not that there’s anything interest—”


    “Can I turn the light on?”


    “So you really are going to look around.”


    When Takayuki gave her permission, Aoi, without hesitation, turned on the light in the room. Then, without reservation, she looked around the room, observing every corner that she could lay her eyes on.


    “Hoho~”


    Aoi didn’t know anything about a boy’s room, but she found Takayuki’s room quite tidy.


    There were only a few notable things in his room. The only furniture that stood out were his bed, a bookshelf, a study desk and a built-in closet at the back of the room.


    “A bookshelf, huh? The books are all of different genres. Oh, you got quite a lot of romance books. Come to think of it, you reviewed some of these on your social media. Do you like them? Romance, I mean.”


    Among the furniture, the first one that caught Aoi’s attention was the bookshelf. Despite the variation of genres, most of the books were romance. There were some books about psychology mixed in too.


    “Not really. I don’t particularly like it, but I don’t hate it either. Well, if you want to be a love counselor, then you’d have to do this much research at least, no?”


    “What a diligent guy.”


    Hearing that clear cut answer made Aoi sigh in amazement.


    Takayuki proclaimed himself as a ‘love counselor,’ at first Aoi thought that it sounded so childish, but seeing how much effort he actually put in made her appreciate him a bit more.


    “Then again, even after reading all those books, I still couldn’t understand what exactly is ‘love.’”


    “Really? From the way you handled Tomoe’s case, I thought you’d be more experienced in this matter.”


    “Because I was pretty much a bystander then. I could see it clearly from that perspective. I’ve never actually experienced it myself.”


    “Hmm… Do you have a type of girl that you like?”


    “I love me a seductive and kind girl.”


    “You’re the worst.”


    “What do you mean? That’s a normal taste for a high school boy like me.”


    However, that appreciation Aoi had was soon lost due to Takayuki’s own words.


    “Hmm… Can I ask you something? There are notebooks with ‘for research’ notes on them. What is it for?”


    When she was trying to find other interesting things, Aoi found a stack of notebooks lined up on the shelf of Takayuki’s study desk.


    “Hm? Ah, those… You can read them if you want to. They aren’t that interesting, though.”


    “Are you sure? You’re letting me recite your black history out loud?”


    “Don’t recite it out loud! Well, it isn’t exactly my black history. I mean, it’s still ongoing and stuff…”


    “What?”


    Takayuki’s vague words made Aoi tilt her head in confusion. She then took one of the notebooks and opened it. As expected, the notebook was filled with letters. They looked wriggly, if someone were to tell Aoi that the letters were arranged by ants, she’d believe it. Though, they weren’t completely unreadable.


    “Satou-kun.”


    “Hm?”


    “When did you start writing this?”


    “Ah, around the end of my second year of middle school? I just wrote all the stupid things that came to my mind. It’s dumb, really.”


    Takayuki let out a wry smile, but unlike his usual smile, it looked like he was in pain.


    What was written in the notebook was the result of his research. To be more specific, it contained Takayuki’s view about love.


    It compiled various love stories, from fictional ones to real life ones. Analysis about how people came to love each other. The notebook was filled to the brim with those cases, along with the question, ‘Why does love exist?’


    “…I don’t think you could describe this as ‘dumb,’ this is easily beyond that.”


    The dense amount of information made it seem that he had a particular obsession toward this topic. Aoi had never seen another person around their age who’d give this much thought toward love.


    ‘Why did he do this?’ Aoi wondered. The obvious answer would be because of his consultation gig.


    But Aoi gave it more thought. ‘Why did he start the gig in the first place? Because of his ability? But, why? He gave up on becoming a hero, but he went out of his way trying to use his ability to help other people, even though he knew the risk of doing so.’


    “Satou-kun, that…”


    Right before she was about to ask him the question that bugged her, she stopped.


    She remembered the time when Takayuki kept her mouth shut, refusing to answer said question. They weren’t close enough for him to tell her his circumstances, Aoi was painfully aware of this fact.


    So, she decided to change her question. After all, she could try to ask that other question later when they became closer than they currently were.


    “Why did you stop being a hero?”


    “…That isn’t something you should ask a patient.”


    Hearing her question made Takayuki narrowed his eyes, but his smile didn’t fade.


    “Sorry. It’s fine if you don’t want to tell me. I’d appreciate it if you were to tell me about it, though…”


    Her words were laced with pain, but she managed to force them out of her throat.


    “You know, a long time ago, there was this little brat who thought that she was a princess. The little brat was talented, she could do anything easily, but that made her conceited and she grew up to be a selfish brat. She became arrogant… No, she didn’t even know what arrogance meant back then. She was just that stupid. In any case, she thought that the world revolved around her.”


    “I see. But, at least everyone fawned on that little brat.”


    “I guess so. Anyway, she grew up to be selfish. Because she had a good-looking face, she started to look for a good-looking prince. And then she found a kind older sister who fit that role. That older sister happened to be someone who often wore boy clothes and her face was also to the princess’ liking. Honestly, rather than looking for a ‘prince’ specifically, that little brat just wanted someone who’d listen to her selfish desires. As long as they were good-looking and kind, no matter the gender, she’d still try to make them her possession.”


    Aoi continued her words. There was an awkward smile on her face.


    “Unfortunately for her, said older sister managed to see through her shallow thinking. So, she refused her confession. It was obviously for her sake, the older sister just didn’t want her to be selfish for the rest of her life. Too bad it backfired on the older sister. The little brat was a fool. Instead of trying to think what she had done wrong, she hurt the kind older sister and troubled everyone around her. On top of that she went out of her way to hide in the mountain to guilt trip everyone who cared about her.”


    “I feel bad for everyone who spent the night trying to look for her sorry ass.”


    “Well, after they found her, they scolded her really hard. They made sure that she regretted her action and ever since then she never attempted to do the same thing ever again. But, it wasn’t the scolding that made her change for the better. It was the hero… The boy who came to save her…”


    Aoi glanced at Takayuki.


    The latter returned her gaze silently.


    “She was suffering by herself in the darkness. It was the boy who offered his hand and saved her. He granted her wishes that she thought would never come true at that time. For a long time, she wanted to give her thanks to that boy…”


    Aoi knew that her words wouldn’t change anything. But, she wanted to say it anyway. Chances like this wouldn’t come often, after all.


    “Thank you for saving me back then. You were very cool, you know?”


    “…”


    “I-I’m just thanking you, okay? D-Don’t think much of it!”


    She held her face in her hands.


    The embarrassment she felt made her want to turn her face away, but she didn’t want to miss his reaction. Through the gaps between her fingers, she continued to stare at Takayuki’s face.


    “I see.”


    Takayuki closed his eyes for a moment before turning his face toward the ceiling


    He still wore the same irreverent and fearless smile, but the tone of his voice was considerably softer than usual. The words that came out of his mouth afterwards were filled with both nostalgia and regret.


    “You know, I don’t think it’s right to let a girl embarrass herself like this. Also, being sick made me feel like talking about the old days…”


    And so, he decided to tell her his story.


    The story that turned the boy who aspired to be a hero into a boy who called himself a monster.


    *   *   *


    Seven years ago. At the end of summer vacation.


    Takayuki’s grandfather passed away after saving a little girl.


    There was a landslide that year and a house was buried by it. To save a little girl who was left behind in a mudslide, he received a fatal injury and ended up bleeding to his death. The cause of the injury was because during the process of him saving the girl, a piece of debris impaled his abdomen and he prioritized saving the girl over treating his own injury.


    Takayuki thought that it was a fitting end for him, but for some reason, he shed no tears during the funeral. The same thing happened when he bid his final farewell to his grandfather’s body and after he picked up his ashes. Until he graduated from grade school and became a middle schooler, he never mourned his grandfather’s death. 


    Instead, he became more invested in his heroism acts. He knew that there was no point in doing any of those since his grandfather wouldn’t be there to praise him, but that didn’t stop him. Takayuki was determined to grow to be a man like his grandfather, to be a hero.


    In hindsight, it was just his childish attempt to escape from reality. It was just his way to take his mind off his grandfather’s death. In truth, he didn’t really want to be a hero.


    “I can’t stand looking at you. If you really want to be a hero, then use your head better.”


    But, even when he had that half-assed resolution, there was still someone who stood by his side.


    Her name was Takayama Yui, Takayuki’s seatmate and someone that was involved with him quite deeply. She was the only person who could stop Takayuki from doing dumb things in the name of heroism.


    “If you really want to help someone, then make sure to take care of yourself too. The way you’re right now, it feels like you want to hurt yourself rather than saving someone.”


    Takayuki still remembered her words clearly.


    Back then, he was sitting alone in an alleyway, his body ridden with injuries after a huge fight. Takayama approached him and threw a towel at his face, along with those words.


    They already became good friends back then. Takayama was the only person who willingly went along with Takayuki’s antics, despite her grumpy look and harsh complaints. She was someone that Takayuki cherished from the bottom of his heart.


    “Seriously, stop this already, you look like an idiot! Look at yourself! You got broken bones everywhere! Your condition is bad enough to be hospitalized! Why do you still care about other people? Hey, did you even notice that I was worried sick about you?! When I heard that you got into an accident after saving that child, I almost got a heart attack! Yet you still!—”


    It was Takayama’s words that stopped Takayuki’s foolishness.


    When he was hit by a car to protect a child, trying to act selflessly like his grandfather, he didn’t feel anything in particular. Takayama’s words inflicted more damage to him than the car ever did.


    “Right now you aren’t a hero. You’re a monster. A monster who hides behind a cloak of justice. A monster who loves to hurt itself, everyone around it and laughs at their pain.”


    Red-faced, Takayama stared at Takayuki’s limp body on the hospital bed. Her silver-rimmed glass was clouded because of her tears. Seeing this, something clicked in Takayuki’s mind.


    His deepest desire, what he wanted to do. It was to scold his grandfather like what Takayama was currently doing.


    “I see. I’m not a hero, huh?”


    At that moment, he could finally let out the tears that he had been holding back for years.


    Through those tears, he managed to accept the reality that he wasn’t a hero.


    *   *   *


    “In the end, we are the same kind of person, Miyama. Blinded by our own arrogance, we did nothing but troubling people around us. Only after we hurt someone precious to us that we regret everything. Both of us were fools, really…”


    “…I’m a woman, though.”


    “For you specifically, a dumb bitch.”


    “Haha, that’s pretty mean of you.”


    After Takayuki finished his story, both of them looked at each other and laughed. The laugh was a sign that they could relate to each other.


    “Well, that’s why I stopped hanging out with Takayama… She still checks up on me occasionally to see if I’m doing well, though.”


    “…Um, Satou-kun, is the Takayama you’re talking about that girl from class A? The one wearing silver-rimmed glass?”


    “You know her?”


    “Yeah, kind of. I guess I can call her a friend.”


    “I see. Don’t say anything about me in front of her face. She’ll get very grumpy if you do.”


    “But, it seems like she still cares about you.”


    “I know. She’s kind to a fault, really. Like I said, she’s still occasionally checking up on me to see how I’m doing. I don’t deserve her, really…”


    Takayuki’s shoulders slumped as he let out a deep sigh.


    “…Satou-kun.”


    “Anyway, there you have it. I really wish I gave up on being a hero before things turned out that way. The bad thing about me is that when I decided to do something, I ended up getting tunnel-visioned and unable to see what was going on around me. Not to mention that I never regretted anything afterwards, no matter how dumb my actions were. I guess that was what made Takayama disgusted by me.”


    He was smiling, but his smile looked unfamiliar to Aoi. Seeing this smile, she realized that she really didn’t know anything about the boy in front of him. They weren’t close enough, after all, merely classmates, no more, no less.


    But, they could become closer. Aoi didn’t want to keep the status quo. She wanted to stand side by side with him, not admiring his back like what she always did in these past seven years. So, she gathered her remaining courage.


    “Um… S-Satou-kun, I have a suggestion.”


    “Suggestion?”


    “Yeah, so, to prevent ourselves from making any more mistakes, we need someone to keep an eye on both of us, right? You had Takayama-san to act as that person for you, but you don’t want to trouble her anymore, right?”


    “Yeah.”


    “Same as me, I have my bad friend to restrain me, but I don’t think I can keep relying on her, you know…”


    Takayuki nodded to her words. Aoi then reached out her hand to him. 


    “So, why don’t we be partners? Let’s keep an eye on each other so that we won’t make any more mistakes. We’re the perfect partners for each other, I can still remember your ability and you know my dark past. I believe that you’ll notice if I were to revert back into a selfish little brat. You can restrain me if that were to happen.”


    There was a cheerful smile on her face as she reached out her hand to him. Inwardly, though, her mind was in chaos. ‘Would he reject me? What if I said something that put him off? Seriously, what’s wrong with me?!’


    Despite her anxiety though, she managed to keep up a good front.


    “Haha… Well, if you don’t mind taking care of a monster like me, sure.”


    The moment he took Aoi’s hand, Takayuki’s fearless smile became a genuine smile. Meanwhile, Aoi’s smile matched that of a blooming flower. No, it was even prettier than that.


    “Hehehe, then we got a deal? Anyway, for someone who’s calling himself a monster, you’re actually quite a decent guy. On the inside at least, I mean, you look like a delinquent.”


    “Well, I promised Takayama to dress up this way, can’t just change the way I dress at this point. Besides…”


    At this point, Aoi realized that she was practically squeezing Takayuki’s hand. She was about to loosen her grip, but she noticed a change in Takayuki’s expression.


    “I think it’s correct to call someone who’s using his ability for his own personal gain a ‘monster.’”


    After a slight pause, his irreverent smile turned into that of a self-mockery.


    It was that moment when Aoi realized that the distance between them didn’t get that much closer at all. She still had a long way to go before she was able to walk side by side with him.


    Even so, she decided to stay by his side to prove that the feelings that she held for him weren’t a mistake.


    She had yet to know that her determination would be shattered to pieces in the near future.

  


  
    Chapter 3 - The Unforgettable Taste


    Amamiya Haruka was the vice president of the girl’s volleyball club.


    Being the complete opposite of the strict and serious president, she was the one who was entrusted to coach the younger members of the club while keeping the atmosphere of the club amiable.


    “Don’t just follow the ball aimlessly! Plan your movement properly as you do it!”


    “““Yes!”””


    Her recent sickness didn’t stop her from fulfilling that duty. As soon as she felt that her body had recovered, she went to the field to coach the first years.


    Inside the gym, after school. Even though summer hadn’t arrived yet, the atmosphere inside was hot. They opened the window to let the hot air out, but it didn’t work. The amount of hot air they generated was simply too much. As time went by, the temperature was getting hotter.


    Even so, Haruka’s expression didn’t relax. She took a step forward, bracing her pretty face and called out to the first-year students.


    “Your movement is too slow! Don’t be afraid of the ball, it won’t hurt you! Do your best to receive it properly!”
 “““Y-Yes…”””


    “I can’t hear your answer!”


    “““Yes!”””


    Hearing her angry voice, the first years replied in a panic.


    “That’s it, keep that up. We won’t finish this session until everyone can receive the ball properly.”


    Looking at the clumsy movements of the first years, Haruka sighed quietly. ‘I guess we won’t make it to the regionals after the third years retired.’ She thought.


    Their high school wasn’t well-known for its volleyball team. They simply didn’t have a good enough environment to practice seriously. Their advisor didn’t know anything about volleyball and no one was good enough to teach everybody. The second years only joined in for fun, so after the third years retired, it was doubtful that they would take practice seriously anymore.


    Not to mention that due to the strict president, people were put off from joining, so the club didn’t have many members to begin with. Haruka wished that they could get someone who was experienced to join this year, but seeing the scene in front of her, it was clear that none of the first years even knew the basics.


    However, she couldn’t just forcefully make them learn from the basics. She was the one who mediated the conflict between the strict third years and the easygoing second years, she knew that if they were to be strict with those new members, they’d just leave the club entirely.


    That was why she let them use the court even though they weren’t good enough to use it. Also, she coached them so that they’d feel motivated during the practice. Her presence as the vice president and her popularity could serve as a good motivation for the new first years.


    “Alright, that’s all for today! First years, tidy everything up before you leave! Mop the floor and put the balls away!”


    “““Yes!”””


    After receiving Haruka’s instruction, the first years responded energetically and began to move.


    Before Haruka started to coach them, they felt frustrated because their seniors didn’t let them play on the court and made them do basic training over and over again. Now, those frustrations seem to be long gone. Not only that, Haruka also chatted with the first years and bought them sports drinks to win their heart.


    “Sorry, Haruka. Dealing with the first year must be tough.”


    Haruka was wiping her sweat off her face when the president of the volleyball club called out to her.


    “Don’t worry about it, this is part of my duty. Besides, I just recovered, so I should coach them instead of practicing like usual.”


    “Who was it that ran the fastest during the warm-up again? You can’t fool me, I know you’ve been itching to move your body around.”


    “Aw, you got me~”


    The president was a head taller than Haruka. To describe her, she was like a lump of muscle born to play volleyball. She was skilled, her strong body and spikes were the force behind her team’s victory and her enemies’ demise.


    “The regional prelim is next month. Honestly, the first years should just focus on practicing the basics properly.”


    Despite her talent though, she was the kind of person who’d think that if she was able to do something, then it was a given that others would be able to do it too. That was the reason why the practice was usually so unfun and hard. If it was her and not Haruka who coached the first years, they would probably resign from the club in a heartbeat.


    “Well, don’t be like that. You should be lenient with them once in a while. Besides, it’s hard for everyone to match your standards, you know?”


    “…Sorry, Haruka. You have to go through this because of me… Wait, could it be the reason why you were sick was because of the mental exhaustion that I caused?”


    “No, no, of course not. Seriously, stop overthinking things, Prez!”


    


    However, her tough body and personality didn’t mean that she was invincible. The president was quick to fall into depression and needed to be consoled from time to time. That was why she was distraught when they fell out with the second years. She was also concerned about Haruka, who had a serious stalker problem.


    “Thank you for your concern though. That made me feel better.”


    “…Jeez, Haruka~”


    Because of that though, it was easy for Haruka to understand her. In turn, that made it easier for Haruka to support her as the vice president.


    For Haruka, her role as a supportive vice president was easy role for her to play.


    *   *   *


    Amamiya Haruka was always trying to live up to the expectations of everyone around her.


    Her parents, who were busy at work, always expected her to be obedient. Due to her looks, her friends expected her to be cool and reliable.


    After all, to Haruka, if she were able to fulfill everyone’s expectations, everything would be fine. Even though in truth, she was pathetic, dumb and a massive disappointment as a human being, as long as she could stick to her role and fulfill everyone’s expectations, everything would be fine.


    That was why she should never, ever expose her true self.


    There was a case when she was younger. Someone that she thought of as a little sister confessed her love to her, but she stayed true to her feelings and decided to reject her. Immediately after that, she had to suffer from everyone’s disdain and disappointment toward her. Thankfully, that case was resolved by now and she got along really well with that girl who confessed to her, but when the case was still happening, she was under a lot of pressure and stress.


    But that wasn’t the only case where exposing her true feelings brought disaster to her. Last year, she decided to help a kouhai from being bullied. The result? That same kouhai was stalking her.


    Then there was the most recent case where she tried to enact justice against someone that hurt the girl she thought of as a little sister. Turned out it was her own misunderstanding and she ended up falling into the fountain because of it. On top of that, her chest was groped by the very same person she tried to attack.


    The list went on. Thanks to this, Haruka concluded that unless she was trying to meet someone’s expectations, she was bound to make irreversible mistakes.


    This was why Haruka placed her complete trust in everyone who accepted her as the pathetic person she was.


    [Tomorrow evening at 6.30! After I go home, I’ll dress up in my best clothes and meet you there!]


    [Yes, yes.]


    Even if that person was someone that she never met before, a friend from the internet.


    *  *   *


    As far as Aoi was concerned, her cousin, Amamiya Haruka, was a cool woman.


    It wasn’t referring to Haruka’s appearance, well, truth to be told, Haruka’s appearance was cool, but that wasn’t what Aoi was thinking about. Aoi appreciated her cool personality more than her appearance.


    Haruka dared to do the things that she thought were right. For example, back when she rejected young Aoi’s confession. The strong will to not be carried away by the people around her was the cool part of her that Aoi appreciated. Well, sometimes, she made a mistake because of that, but to Aoi, it was a part of her charm. Even though she scolded Haruka whenever she made that kind of mistake, that didn’t mean she hated her for doing it.


    To summarize, Aoi thought that Haruka was a cool and brave woman.


    “U-Um… Aoi? D-Do you think this looks good on me?”


    And that same cool and brave woman was dressing up cutely in front of her.


    “I-I used a fashion magazine as a reference, b-but I-I don’t know… W-What do you think?”


    In front of her was a beautiful maiden with flaxen hair.


    A white dress with frills, decorated by cute accessories here and there. Shoes with a design that prioritized cuteness rather than speed. Her attire made Haruka look especially pretty to the point that the passersby couldn’t take their eyes off her.


    “Of course you look good. Honestly, you look so pretty right now– Wait, are you sure you’re just meeting an acquaintance today? It’s not a date, right? If it’s a date, I’m going home.”


    “I-It’s not a date! I-I told you that my acquaintance can help me solve my stalker case! I-I just want to leave a good impression on them…”


    “I see. I thought your brain got messed up when you caught a cold the other day.”


    “Why are you so mean to me?!”


    Haruka let out a wry smile.


    Seeing Haruka like this, Aoi sighed, “Whatever.”


    A few days after Aoi’s visit to Takayuki’s place, Haruka asked her to accompany her to meet up with a ‘reliable person’ that she found on the internet. Aoi told her that if she really wanted help, it was better to ask Takayuki for help instead of some random guy on the internet, but Haruka insisted that she wanted to ask for their help.


    “Anyway, can you even trust that person? What made you think that the person isn’t a creepy old man trying to hook up with a high school girl? You didn’t send them your selfies or anything, right?”


    “Don’t worry, they’re trustworthy! Actually, whenever I brought up the topic of meeting them in real life or exchanging selfies, they would lecture me for hours before letting me go. They only agreed to meet up today because I told them I have a stalking problem.”


    “Do you know the term ‘internet privacy?’”


    Both of them were walking to a restaurant where they were supposed to meet Haruka’s acquaintance.


    The presence of the two beauties naturally attracted all the people around them, but they were so pretty that no one managed to gather the courage to talk to them, so nothing happened along the way. Most of the people only stared at them for a few seconds before turning their heads away.


    “Uh, Aoi? I know about internet privacy, you know? That person is a special case! I won’t just give any other person the same offer as I did with them!”


    “That’s literally what everyone who fell for internet scams said. In any case, it won’t hurt to prepare ourselves for the worst. Give me a rundown on what kind of person we’re going to meet. If it comes down to it, we can call the police on them.”


    “Ah, well, that person told me that as well. Make enough preparation so that I can call a cop immediately and bring someone trustworthy with me. Preferably someone that looks mature…”


    “I see, so that’s why you didn’t ask my sister to come with you. Well, I can see that the person cared about you, but we still shouldn’t let our guard down.”


    As they walked, Aoi glanced sideways at Haruka’s figure. Instead of the cool expression that made her kouhais fall in love with her one after another, Haruka was currently wearing the face of a maiden in love.


    “So, what kind of person are they? From your words, I could tell that they’re a worrywart, but I don’t know much else…”


    “Glad that you asked! That person is—”


    Haruka’s cheeks loosened as she started to talk about her friend.


    As much as Aoi wanted to support Haruka’s love life, the description that came out of her mouth was just, outrageous to say the least.


    According to Haruka, that person was a good-natured tsundere. They always made the time to listen to all her troubles without many complaints. It was borderline delusional to think that someone like that existed in real life.


    “Uh, Haru-kun? I’m surprised that you have the willpower to exchange texts with this person all day, but more than that, I’m surprised that there’s someone who actually could stand all that.”


    “Ehehe~”


    “Don’t laugh, that was sarcasm.”


    Aoi showed her dismay, but at the same time, she began profiling what kind of person Haruka’s friend was.


    “So, Haru-kun, you told me that you first contacted this person back when you were in your third year of middle school, right? You got to know each other because of a manga and started to befriend each other after that?”


    “Yes. When I asked them about various things, they would always say, ‘I don’t know anything about this,’ or ‘You’re so persistent,’ but even though they said that they’d always help me in the end!”
 “Have you ever considered that this person isn’t being tsun? They just straight up hate you?”


    “But they always treat me so well! We’re besties!”


    From Haruka’s cheerful tone, Aoi speculated that the person was a patient, hard-working person and someone who wouldn’t easily give up. After all, only a very good-natured person would go out of their way to help out someone on the internet that they’ve never even met before. Even going as far as to meet them directly to help.


    “That person is probably an older woman in college. But, every time I told them this guess, they always said that they’re a man.”


    “Sure, sure. Anyway, how are we supposed to meet them?”


    “We have a secret code~ We’ll bring a manga and read it inside the restaurant. We agreed on a lesser-known title so we won’t mistake each other! When we get to the restaurant, we’ll just call out to the person who’s reading said manga!”


    Haruka then took a romance manga out of her bag. The cover looked pretty, but Aoi didn’t recognize it at all. As Haruka said, it was a lesser-known title.


    “Hehehe, I’m looking forward to discussing this manga with her…”


    With her red cheeks, Haruka’s smile was the brightest that Aoi had ever seen.


    “I hope that this person is a decent person.”


    “That goes without saying!”


    Aoi wished Haruka good luck.


    *   *   *


    ““…””


    Haruka managed to meet up with her acquaintance without incident.


    Fortunately or not, the restaurant where they were supposed to meet was pretty much empty. Rather, only one person was sitting inside. Unless some weird coincidence happened, since the person was reading the same manga Haruka brought with her, that person should be the one that she was supposed to meet.


    “…Are you Sunny?”


    “…Yes. Are you Baku-san?”


    “Yes.”


    ““…””


    After several years of interacting with each other on the internet, this was the first time the two of them met in real life.


    Sunny, or Haruka, dressed in a way that made her look like a princess from a modern empire.


    Baku, or Takayuki, dressed like a mafia executive who was about to go out for blood. (T/N: These two lines are probably references to something, that’s why it feels weird.)


    “Uh… I guess you could call this fate, huh?”


    Surprised by the scene in front of her, Aoi muttered. Because she was a totally unrelated party, she managed to recover from the shock quickly.


    “In any case, we should sit down first, Haru-kun.”


    “???”
 “Ah, she’s gone. Alright, I’ll be talking on her behalf until her mind finds its way back to her body, Satou-kun.”


    “…Sure.”


    With a reluctant look on his face, Takayuki nodded. Aoi then pushed the frozen Haruka to a nearby seat.


    “First thing first, a confirmation, Satou-kun. You’re Sunny’s– Haru-kun’s internet friend, correct? And you want to help her out with her problem?”
 “Yes, me and that idiot— I mean, Sunny, have the same preference in manga and we have been interacting for a while on social media. This time, she seems to have a serious problem on her hands, that’s why I decided to help her out directly in real life.”
 “I see. Now everything comes together. So, the other day, when you said that you have a prior appointment with a friend, you were talking about this appointment?”


    “…Yeah.”


    “I see.”


    Once again, Aoi took a closer look at Takayuki’s appearance.


    The first thing that caught her attention was his black-rimmed glasses. The glasses made him look less irreverent than usual and they gave him a more mature look. His clothes made him look older than his age, no one would doubt him if he were to introduce himself as a college student. While his combination of clothes looked like something that would be displayed by a mannequin, Aoi could tell that he put a lot of effort into this.


    Realizing this, a slight irritation rose in Aoi’s heart, but she covered it with her usual smile. Not like she had a choice. She didn’t even know why she felt this way, so instead of making a fuss about it, she decided to hide it.


    “Anyway, with this, I guess you can take on our request with no worries.”


    “No. Sorry, I have to refuse that request. I’m helping out a friend, I don’t need to be paid for it.”


    Takayuki denied Aoi’s words calmly without any hesitation. The words came out of his mouth naturally and his serious face expressed his sincereness clearly.


    


    “I understand your feeling, but let me say this to you. You’re such an idiot, you know that?”


    “I’m aware. But I only do this because she’s my friend. If it was any other person, I’d expect to be paid handsomely for my service.”


    “Sure, sure, whatever, you say. Seriously… So, Haru-kun, what do you think? …Come to your senses already!”


    “Hii!”


    After Aoi poked her on her side, Haruka finally regained her senses. Then, she immediately sent a sharp glare toward Takayuki, who sat in front of her.


    “No way! There’s no way that you’re Baku-san! Where did you keep her?! Release her!”


    “Ah, saying that kind of idiotic nonsense without thinking is such a Sunny thing to do.”


    “U-uu… S-Stop it! Stop acting like Baku-san! Baku-san is a dependable older woman!”


    “I’ve told you countless times that I’m a man. It was you who refused to listen to me. Also, stop shouting. Sure, this place is empty, but that’s impolite and rude to other people that might come here..”


    “See? Baku-san is polite! There’s no way that Baku-san will give me such a rough order!”


    “Sunny, be quiet.”


    “Yes.”


    
 Aoi felt amusement from seeing her cousin slowly turning into an adorable creature.


    “Ughh… The more you talk, the more I could see the resemblance between you and Baku-san…”


    “We’re literally the same person.”


    “D-Did Baku-san, your sister, tell you to come here to replace her for this meeting?”


    “Haru-kun, he’s an only child.”
 “Ugh! …F-Fine, I can admit that he is Baku-san logically speaking, but my heart refuses to admit it!”


    As Haruka spouted those childish words, her face turned red.


    Takayuki was amazed by this action and it was clear that he was troubled by it from his expression. But, there was a reason why Haruka’s heart refused to admit the truth that was laid down in front of her.


    “If you’re really Baku-san, then convince me! Convince me sincerely like Baku-san always did!”


    Haruka pointed her finger at Takayuki’s face. Even Aoi felt that her cousin’s demeanor was pathetic, but for Takayuki, who was used to dealing with this troublesome girl, this order that came from her mouth was nothing worth fussing about.


    “Alright. Miyama, can you cover your ears? This is a little embarrassing, you see…”


    “Just pretend that I’m not here.”


    “Ugh, that smug face of yours… Whatever…”


    Seeing Takayuki turning to face Haruka with a determined look, Aoi let out a smirk.


    “Sunny, even if you can’t trust me, I don’t care. I’ll still help you.”


    And so, Takayuki laid his feelings bare. Using the tone that ‘Baku’ always used. As if she was struck by lightning, Haruka’s body stiffened. After a while, she let out a deep sigh, her face was filled with emotions.


    “That tsun tone… You’re really Baku-san… I… I’ve always wanted to meet you!”
 “Only Sunny would act this stupidly honest to me…”


    The wave of emotions coming from Haruka stunned Takayuki, but he didn’t reject her.


    “…”


    But inside the room, there was someone who was completely unamused by this scene. Normally, watching this kind of interaction would amuse her, but Aoi couldn’t feel anything resembling that emotion at all.


    For some reason, Aoi just couldn’t bring herself to feel happy toward the both of them.

  


  

  
    


    After Haruka decided to rely on Takayuki, things progressed quickly.


    “So, you managed to get ahold of a bunch of cryptic letters as evidence. What about the missing items list? Have you compiled them, senpai?”


    “Ah, yes, here’s the image of the cryptic letters and the missing items list.”


    Because he had consulted with Haruka prior to this appointment, Takayuki moved quickly. He made no awkward movements, looking completely comfortable as if doing this was a part of his daily routine.


    “…Okay, I memorized everything. Also, I know you feel bad about this, but please keep the evidence in a safe place. If things were to spiral out of our control, we can just use this to rope the police in.”


    “O-Okay… B-But, Baku-sa— I mean, Kouhai-kun, I, um…”


    Haruka took a glance at the image of the letters before turning her gaze to Takayuki.


    “I know what you’re thinking about. We’ll try our best to not involve the police for the time being. I know you have your reason. Even so, we still have to gather as much information as possible about the culprit and the reason behind her actions. So, Senpai, can you tell me who you think is the culprit? And why is she stalking you?”


    “Eh? B-But, we talked about this already in our chat…”


    “Yes, but Miyama is here to help us out now, so we need to share everything with her. We don’t want any discrepancies in our information. Also, she might be able to point out something that we missed or bring up a new perspective on the case. That’s why, Miyama, no matter how trivial it is, please share your opinion with us.”


    “Ah, yeah, sure, but… Satou-kun, you’re getting worked up.”
 “My friend is in trouble, it would be weird if I’m not worked up.”


    There was no speck of hesitation in Takayuki’s reply to Aoi’s words.


    Seeing his attitude, Haruka’s tense expression started to relax as she began to speak.


    “Um… I have a suspicion that my stalker is one of the second years, a member of the literature club… Her handwriting looks similar to one of the letters that I received. Also, my friend said that she saw that girl carrying similar things as my stolen belongings… I don’t want to suspect her, but you know…”


    “I’ll look at her handwriting later. Do you have her picture?”


    “Yes. In this group photo…”


    Takayuki looked at Haruka’s phone screen. After a moment, his expression froze.


    “This girl, the one with the long bangs. Her name was—”
 “…Kageyama Misato.”


    Before Haruka could say her name, Takayuki managed to mumble it out first.


    He didn’t even need to look at the picture closely. It was as if he was familiar with the girl in question.


    “Yes, that’s her name… Huh, wait… You know her, Kouhai-kun?”


    “I won’t say that I know her personally, but I’m acquainted with her sister. Her sister is working as an office lady in the next town over. She has been telling me various things about her even though I told her to stop, seriously…”


    “You know Misato’s sister?”


    “Yeah, but I won’t get into details since it’s completely unrelated to our case. We’re close enough that I can contact her right away if needed, though.”


    After letting out a big sigh, Takayuki tightened his expression and said,


    “Seriously, I don’t know if this will help me or trouble me even more… In any case, I really can’t just let this matter slide now.”


    His eyes were filled with willpower.


    This appearance of him was the side that Aoi admired. The appearance of a hero. Someone who wouldn’t falter in the face of evil and wouldn’t be blinded by his own righteousness. The kind of person who’d shine whenever he was helping someone.


    Of course, Aoi knew that glorifying Takayuki like this wasn’t the right thing to do. Nevertheless, she felt happy to see him acting like this. Well, she was supposed to be happy, but for some reason, a feeling of dissatisfaction rose in her heart.


    “For the time being, we should focus on protecting Senpai. Yes, it’s important to solve the problem as soon as possible, but if Senpai were to get hurt because we were too focused on solving the problem, that would be counterproductive. We need to straighten our priorities.”


    “…Right. I guess we should take turns on the guarding duty then, Satou-kun.”


    Aoi was deep in thought when Takayuki threw those words at her. Luckily, she was used to this, so she managed to respond properly with a smile, despite her inner thoughts in turmoil.


    “No. Miyama, if you make a move, it will attract too much attention. You should focus on helping out from behind the scenes to eliminate any uncertainties that might provoke the stalker.”


    “I guess so, huh? It’ll be difficult for me to move out in the open…”


    “Mhm. So, I’ll be the one in charge of guarding her. Of course, it’s impossible for me to be with her 24/7, so Senpai, whenever you go out without me, try to go out in a group of three. You can’t let your guard down, okay?”


    “G-Got it…”


    At Takayuki’s words, Haruka nodded solemnly. Gone was the hostile look she gave to him just a few days ago.


    “Anyway, for now, before we’re doing anything big, we should try to ascertain the identity of the culprit first. No need to be hasty though, just take it slow, we’ll get them eventually. And, Senpai, if you need my help, make sure to contact me as soon as possible. Whether it’s in the middle of the night or early in the morning, I’ll go to your side as soon as I can.”


    “…Okay.”


    Normally, in situations like this, Haruka would don her ‘tough’ mask and act like a strong person. But, this time, she just nodded meekly at Takayuki’s words. From the reddish hue of her cheeks, it was clear how important an existence was ‘Baku’ to her.


    “…”


    Seeing this, Aoi felt restless. The turmoil in her heart grew bigger, though she was still able to hide it with her iconic smile.


    It was jealousy. Takayuki and Aoi made a pledge to be partners, yet she was unable to communicate with Takayuki as well as Haruka did. However, Aoi failed to recognize these feelings.


    “Alright, Miyama. I’m going to ask you to play a very important role. Are you willing to?”


    When Takayuki asked that question, her mood immediately improved. The poor girl didn’t even know the reason for her mood swings.


    “Of course. Who do you think I am?”


    She responded to Takayuki while wearing her usual smile.


    “Thank you, glad to hear that.”


    “Well, it’s our problem to begin with, so it’s a given that I’d offer my help. It’s for Haru-kun’s sake too. Anyway, what do I need to do?”


    “Mm, okay, so, what I need you to do is observe us from a distance. If you feel that something went wrong, immediately contact me. You have good eyes, the job suits you. I can’t entrust this job to anyone else because there’s a chance that things will turn messy if they let their guard down even a little.”


    “Leave it to me. I got your back.”


    “I’m counting on you. Also, there’s something else. It’s a low priority on the list, but if you can afford to do it, please do it for me.”


    “Hm?”


    Aoi tilted her head cutely. Then, Takayuki made a fearless grin and said,


    “Make up a plausible reason for me and Senpai to walk to school together every day. Just in case, you know? I don’t want to die early, you see?”


    


    Despite the fearless grin, there was a bead of sweat running down his cheeks. It was clear that he was trying to put up a strong face.


    *   *   *


    ‘If only I didn’t pick up that keychain, I wouldn’t be in this situation.’


    These days, that was the only thing that Kageyama Misato could think of. A few months ago, she found her adored senpai’s keychain sitting on the ground. It was shaped after a deformed baku. ‘If only I didn’t pick it up,’ she thought. ‘I would never turn out to be like this.’


    But then, a voice rose from deep within her heart.


    ‘Or probably not.’ The voice scoffed at her weak thoughts.


    *   *   *


    Kageyama Misato knew that she was a useless person.


    She struggled in doing things that everybody else could do with ease. Aside from having problems with her studies and athletic prowess, she was also unable to socialize well. Those problems, coupled with her mentality that refused to rely on others made her struggle even more in her daily life.


    Misato thought that exchanging words with others felt suffocating and painful. So, she always tried to keep her head down and not to get involved with anyone as much as possible.


    The reason why she was still able to go to school despite this was largely due to her older sister. She was a special existence to Misato. Sociable, cheerful, capable and kind, she was a goddess-like existence to her.


    “Mi~ Sa~ To~! I got dumped again! Waaah!”


    However, even the goddess-like sister had a weakness she couldn’t overcome. Her luck regarding her love life was awful. She was capable, but when it came to love, her bad luck was unmatched.


    Most of the people she fell in love with either already had a partner of their own or rejected her advances even before she started. Thanks to this, Misato found the purpose of her existence. To comfort her sister, who seemed to be hated by Aphrodite herself.


    “Hehe, Misato, recently I found a really good love counselor! Now I can finally keep my dignity around you! I won’t trouble you with my love life anymore!”


    But even that purpose was lost a few years ago. At first, she treated her words as a joke and ignored them. It was only when she realized that her sister stopped clinging to her that she understood, her sister wasn’t joking. After that, came the realization that she had lost her purpose in life.


    However, even when she lost her purpose, Misato’s life didn’t change drastically. She isolated herself from her surroundings in the first place, so it didn’t really affect her life that much. As usual, she kept her head down, trying to stay out of trouble. Whenever someone forced her to do trivial chores, she’d accept it without complaining. People started talking behind her back, but she ignored them completely. She was bullied, but luckily for her, her bullies were sensible as their bullying never went too far. Most of her time in school was spent listlessly staring at space, hoping that time would pass quickly.


    “You guys! Aren’t you ashamed of what you guys are currently doing?!”


    As she passed her mundane school days, without any warning, a special someone reached her hands out to her.


    That person shone brighter than anyone else. Her name was Amamiya Haruka, an upperclassman of hers, a popular person that was adored by everyone.


    In a matter of minutes, she solved Misato’s bullying problems. Ever since then, no one tried to force her to do their chores or harassed her anymore. But, instead of being thankful, a dark sense of resignation and a wave of envy rose up from the depths of Misato’s heart.


    Surely, Haruka only saved her because she found her pitiful. As soon as she managed to satisfy her daily dose of hypocrisy, she’d forget that Misato ever existed.


    And so, Misato gathered her courage and confronted Haruka. But the words that came out of Haruka’s mouth were incomprehensible to her.
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    Up until the end, she didn’t understand the words that Haruka said to her back then. What she understood though, being with Haruka filled her heart with warmth. For the first time in her life, she felt like a proper human being.


    “Congratulations, you can walk on your own now, Misato! I believe that you can befriend everyone you like on your own now!”


    But, her dream ended when she was finally able to socialize properly with her surroundings. As Haruka handed over a cheesy-looking certificate with a big smile on her face, Misato became aware that everything would come to an end.


    It was during that time that Misato realized how important was Haruka’s existence to her. Sadly for her, her feelings weren’t reciprocal.


    After that day, they no longer ate lunch together. Even when Haruka invited her, she’d always find an excuse to refuse it. Seeing Haruka surrounded by her friends pained Misato. To Haruka, Misato’s existence wasn’t any different from the other girls around her.


    But, that was just her assumption. In fact, Haruka often tried to invite Misato to hang out with her, even after she handed out the certificate. Never once did Haruka try to abandon her as Misato assumed. 


    All along, all the negativity came from Misato’s own heart.


    “…Ah, this…”


    And then, it happened. That day, Misato was on her way to meet with Haruka. In the hallway, she found a keychain on the floor. Misato knew that the keychain was Haruka’s. Not only that she often saw it hanging on Haruka’s school bag, Haruka also told her many times about how much she adored the keychain.


    The first thing that came to her mind was to give it back to Haruka, but then she heard a whisper from the depths of her heart.


    ‘If I keep this to myself, what kind of face will Haruka-senpai make?’


    That day, Kageyama Misato turned into a stalker.


    *   *   *


    Back to the present, Misato was enjoying the fruits of her work.


    “Clubtime is over, Senpai! Let’s go home already! Seriously, I really can’t take my eyes off you for a second, you immediately slack off when I do.”


    “I’m not?! I’m just talking with my clubmates!”


    “Your clubmates were the ones who begged me to help you with your studies! You know that if you get a red mark this time, they’ll forbid you from entering the tournament, right? I really should just tell Renge-san to teach you.”


    “Not Renge-san, please!”


    From the shadows, Misato was watching a certain pair making a fuss in the corridor between the gym and the school building. Burning the scene into her eyes, she clenched her fists so tightly that her fingernails dug deeply into her palms.


    “F-Fine, I get it! J-Just don’t get too close to me! I’m all sweaty right now!”


    Haruka made an embarrassed face as she was being pulled along by a familiar looking boy.


    She was showing an expression she had never made before. The expression of a maiden in love.


    “Who cares, everyone who’s passing here is at least as sweaty as you.”


    “I do!”


    


    Misato stared at the boy who was talking to Haruka with a blunt tone, Takayuki. For the past few days, he had been hanging around Haruka. Due to his reputation as a delinquent, Misato thought that he was there to flirt with Haruka, but according to the ongoing rumors among the first years, it didn’t seem to be the case.


    Apparently, Takayuki and Haruka were relatives and they were quite close. The rumors said that Haruka’s parents asked Takayuki to monitor Haruka’s studies since the latter had bad grades. Her grades were so bad that the school almost forbade her from participating in the upcoming tournament.


    Some people, including Misato, had suspicions about the rumors, but after seeing their interaction at school, they had no choice but to believe them.


    Of course, the rumors weren’t true. It was just something that Aoi deliberately spread.


    “Kouhai-kun, Kouhai-kun, do you know? Exercise consumes your energy, so I need to replenish it first before I can study properly.”


    “I’ll give you ten minutes of break.”


    “That’s not enough time to play a single game at an arcade!”


    “Then, don’t go there.”


    Haruka eventually resigned to her fate and let herself be dragged away by Takayuki. Seeing this scene, a sense of disgust and discomfort rose up from Misato’s heart.


    If this was anyone else, Misato wouldn’t feel this way. Even when she saw the freshmen trying to flirt with Haruka, she would only feel a little ache in her heart.


    But the scene that she was seeing felt different. Normally, Haruka would just brush anyone who tried to flirt with her off with composure, but with Takayuki, none of that was happening. It was clear that Takayuki was a special existence to Haruka.


    “Kouhai-kun, do you know that there’s a new crepe shop a block away from the station? Why don’t we go there first?”


    “As far as I’m aware, going there will take more than ten minutes.”


    As if it was the most natural thing to do, Misato decided to tail them.


    Misato didn’t have much presence in the first place and she was aware of this fact. That was why she was confident that even if she were to follow them, they wouldn’t notice her. It wasn’t a baseless confidence too, as she had been stalking Haruka for a while now and the latter never noticed her. She thought that as long as she was quieter than usual, things would be alright.


    “What about croquettes, Kouhai-kun? You’ll be surprised to find out how good freshly fried croquettes taste!”


    “Huh? You were just talking about crepes, I thought you’re craving for something sweet right now…”


    “I don’t know, I just feel like eating both, I guess?”


    “You’ll get fat.”


    “I’ll burn the calories away anyway!”


    Except that she failed to take into account the emotional damage that she would receive for tailing those two. And thanks to her clenching her fists tightly, her nails dug into her palms deeply, resulting in her receiving a physical damage on top of the emotional one.


    The sight of Takayuki and Haruka walking side by side while talking would make anyone who saw them think that they were a perfect pair of couples. Even Misato shared that opinion.


    To Misato, Haruka was a dependable senpai.


    To her clubmates, Haruka was a reliable vice president.


    Misato was aware that Haruka believed that her purpose in life was to fulfill the expectations of everyone around her. But, she made a genuine smile in front of Takayuki, a smile that she never showed even to Misato.


    “Yes, this is the thing! The cold evening makes the steamed buns taste better!”


    “Eat slowly, you’ll choke yourself.”


    “I know! Nom nom… By the way, Kouhai-kun.”


    “What? We are going straight home after this, no more side tracking.”


    “Isn’t the new issue for ‘The Harem King’s Shuraba’ out today? You love that one, right, Kouhai-kun?”


    “…Going to the bookstore before going home doesn’t seem bad, huh?”


    “That’s what I’m talking about!”


    Every time Haruka showed her smile to Takayuki, dark emotions rose in Misato’s heart.


    They were the same feelings that she felt back when she first stole Haruka’s belongings. Back when she decided to keep Haruka’s keychain to herself for no particular reason.


    ‘Hurt him.’ Whispered the dark emotion. The words echoed in her brain endlessly.


    Misato knew that she ended up in this state because she couldn’t resist those whispers. She knew that if she were to follow those whispers, Haruka would show her a pained look, a look that would pain her to the point that she’d want to kill herself.


    That pain was the reason why she’d send cryptic letters like ‘Please punish me’ or ‘Don’t forgive me’ to Haruka. Little did she know that those letters would be the beginning of her own downfall.


    Despite the guilt and the pain, Misato still couldn’t stop stalking Haruka. The act didn’t only bring her pain, after all. At times, she’d feel an immense amount of twisted pleasure and satisfaction comparable to scratching out the dry scabs off your skin.


    With a hint of self-deprecation and malice, Misato unknowingly let out a smile.


    ‘Hey you, are you okay?’


    However, right before she was about to be swallowed by those dark emotions, a certain memory flashed through Misato’s mind.


    A memory from around a month ago. After the entrance ceremony, back when a group of boys, Haruka’s classmates to be exact, witnessed her trying to steal one of Haruka’s belongings. From a third party’s perspective, the scene might seem like the boys were bullying Misato.


    Despite that, someone was actually crazy enough to barge into that scene to defend her. Granted, he was among the people who didn’t know what was going on, but the fact that someone would even attempt to do it baffled Misato.


    At that time, she couldn’t say anything to the boy. Even though it was her fault that the boy ended up getting into trouble afterwards. Still, thinking back to that scene, Misato felt a sense of shame. It was because the boy who saved her back then was the same boy who was walking side by side with Haruka, Takayuki.


    How shameful of a human being was she? He was her savior, yet instead of being thankful to him, she directed her jealousy toward him instead. Such thoughts began to appear in her mind.


    “Satou… Takayuki… Are you a ‘special existence’ too? …Is that why you are able to stand side by side with her?”


    Her words served as both a question and an answer to convince herself of the reality that was happening in front of her eyes.


    Haruka was a special existence, so if Takayuki was also one of them, it would be natural for them to be attracted to each other. The strange one here was Misato herself for feeling jealous about it.


    “…Huh?”


    Misato tried to look toward their direction again and noticed that they had disappeared from her sight.


    She tried to look around to no avail. Thinking that they might be going to a certain corner in the shopping district, Misato went there, but they were still nowhere to be seen. They might be in a store somewhere in the district, but the only stores in the vicinity were izakayas and small restaurants that would be only open at night. Flustered, she tried to poke around the area, attracting stares from the passersby. (T/N: Izakaya is a kind of Japanese bar.)


    After a while, she let out a defeated sigh.


    “Just where—”


    “Yo, Kageyama-senpai.”


    The moment Misato gave up looking for them, one of the people she was looking for came forward to meet her.


    “Are you looking for us, by any chance?”


    Like they were longtime friends, he embraced her shoulder from behind.


    “…Hii!”


    The gesture scared her. Who could blame her, though, as Takayuki suddenly appeared like a ghost and before she could react, he already restrained her movements.


    There was nothing she could do to escape his grasp. Despite her being a girl, Takayuki didn’t hold back his strength, evidenced by the fact that Misato could barely move. She tried to scream, but before a sound could escape from her mouth, Takayuki spoke up.


    “Actually, we’re looking for you too. We need to have a few words with you, you see? Could you come with me? Well, you could try to run and I won’t stop you from doing so, but if you were to do that, then we’ll have to report all your deeds to the school. You don’t want that to happen, do you?”


    The threat was delivered perfectly with his alluring voice and smile. Misato found her heart tightened.


    “I’ll ask once again. Could you come with me, Kageyama-senpai?”
 “…Yes.”


    At his oddly gentle tone, Misato could only nod her head while trembling.

  


  

  
    


    The more someone was used to tail another, the less they’d expect to be tailed by others.


    Aoi once read such a sentence in a manga, but never did she expect that she would witness the actual scene happening in real life.


    “Seriously, look at him. With all the bad rumors surrounding him, you’d expect him to do things in moderation, but he just went ahead and acted like a thug in broad daylight. I know that this is better than doing nothing, but still…”


    To summarize what just happened.


    Just as Takayuki and Haruka were being tailed by Misato, Aoi was tailing Misato. She put on some light disguise for safe measure, but the person she tailed didn’t even notice her, so there really was no need for her to go that far. In the end, Misato was caught in the trap that they had set. All Aoi needed to do was to contact Takayuki at the perfect moment and so that he could catch her during the act.


    “We can finally start…”


    Aoi followed Takayuki and Misato to a closed restaurant. The door was unlocked, so they could freely enter the place.


    Thanks to Takayuki’s connection, they were able to rent the space. Their plan was to let Takayuki and Haruka hide inside the restaurant to make Misato lower her guard down. Since the place was supposed to be closed, there was no way that Misato would expect that they were hiding inside. After that, Takayuki would sneak up on her and drag her to the restaurant with him. 


    “Ah, there you are, Miyama. Good work.”


    When Aoi entered the restaurant, Takayuki greeted her with his usual irreverent look. Next to him was a girl with a gloomy expression. At first glance, she looked like a normal high school student, save from her unusually long bangs despite her having shoulder-length hair. From behind her bangs, her eyes constantly wander around in confusion. With her appearance, it was obvious that she was not a model or something like that. Her presence gave people who saw her a sense of unease. The girl was Kageyama Misato, the culprit of the stalking incident.


    Both Takayuki and Misato were sitting at the furthest table from the entrance. He was keeping a close eye on her, preventing her from escaping.


    “I need more than praise from you. Buy me something to eat later. Seeing you two flirting around without a care in the world was painful.”


    With a firm tone, Aoi responded to Takayuki’s praise.


    “I knew you would say so, that’s why I bought you some steamed buns! Here you go~”


    “…Thank you, Haru-kun.”


    Haruka handed a plastic bag filled with steamed buns to Aoi. She was seated near the entrance, far away from where Takayuki and Misato were seated.


    This distance was the only compromise Takayuki was willing to make for their willingness to participate in this plan. Originally, he wanted both of them to stay out of it since they might be exposed to danger, but both of them insisted on accompanying him. 


    Back then, Aoi was still able to smirk, thinking that Takayuki was just being a worrywart like usual. But when the culprit was right in front of her like this, she became less talkative out of nervousness. Meanwhile the victim, Haruka, was still able to smile, but it was clear that she was forcing herself to.


    “Are you okay?”


    “Yeah. I’m okay… I’m okay…”


    Seeing Haruka’s response made Aoi realize how amazing of a person Takayuki was. Even in this situation, he didn’t seem to falter.


    “Now that we’re all here, let’s get started.”


    Noticing Haruka’s state, Takayuki quickly cut their conversation short.


    “First thing first, Kageyama-senpai, we know that you’re the one who’s stalking Haruka-senpai. I got enough evidence to prove that. By the way, the evidence isn’t a video or anything. It’s the things that you stole from her. We procured it out of your room. All of them.”


    “…Eh? Ah? H-How?…”


    To Misato who asked that question with a trembling voice, Takayuki answered her question casually.


    “I know your sister. When I explained the situation to her, she was more than willing to cooperate. In exchange, she begged me to not bring this case to the police. She even got on her knees for you.”


    “U-Uu…”


    Hearing that, Misato turned her head down as her bangs fell down like a curtain.


    Takayuki wasn’t lying. By strange coincidence, Misato’s sister was one of Takayuki’s regulars. The office lady who went to a hotel with him the other day.


    Therefore, it was easy for him to get ahold of the stolen things. Of course, at first her sister rejected his request. She didn’t want to intrude on her little sister’s private life. But soon enough, she realized that if she didn’t cooperate, worse things could happen to her little sister, so she changed her mind. The result of that was this, they found the evidence that Misato was truly the culprit.


    “Kageyama-senpai, if I want to persecute you because of your crime, I’d already report you to the school, hell I’d even report you to the police. The reason why I haven’t done so already is because of your sister and most importantly, this is the victim’s request. Do you understand the situation now, Kageyama-senpai?”
 “Eh?… H-Haruka-senpai? W-Why?…”


    “I’ll repeat my question. Do you understand your situation?”


    “H-Hii! Y-Yes!”


    Misato was about to turn her gaze toward Haruka, but before she was able to, Takayuki restrained her action with his words. He didn’t raise his voice, but the change in his tone intimidated her.


    “Good. Then, let’s get to business, shall we?”


    Seeing Takayuki still acting nonchalantly made a shiver run down Aoi’s spine.


    Normally, Takayuki was a mild-mannered and silly boy, but in this situation, he was even more intimidating than his looks suggested.


    “So, Kageyama-senpai. Why did you steal Haruka-senpai’s belongings? Why did you send all those cryptic letters to her and stalked her? Didn’t she help you out when you were in trouble? Why are you doing something like this to her? No sensible person would do this to her savior, do you know that? Oh, by the way, I’m not trying to threaten you or anything, I’m just asking you to find out about your motive. We need to find out the root of the cause so that this wouldn’t happen again in the future, after all. That’s why, I hope that you would be willing to cooperate with me.”


    “…”


    “Cat got your tongue? Where’s my answer?”


    His amiable smile was gone, the tone of his voice was cold.


    Even Aoi and Haruka were trembling after seeing this side of him, let alone Misato. In fact, Misato was already tearing up.


    “B-Because… I-I’m not… S-Special…”


    Her confession was accompanied by tears.


    “H-Haruka-senpai is cool… Amazing… E-Everyone adores her… S-She has a lot of friends… M-Meanwhile, I… I…”


    Her eyes were hidden by her bangs, so Takayuki couldn’t see them.


    But he could see her self-deprecating smile.


    “I-I don’t know… I don’t know! I didn’t even want to hurt her! At first, I just picked up the keychain that she dropped, but when I was thinking of giving it back to her, something inside me was telling me not to do it. When I saw her pained look, my heart ached and I regretted my actions, but I… I felt… Relieved…”


    Her words were shaky like her wobbling body. What she said didn’t make any sense, it was obvious that she harbored a certain dark emotion.


    “I didn’t want to do this, but I was afraid that if I didn’t do something, Haruka-senpai would abandon me! Unlike her, I’m not a special existence! I was afraid that she’d grow to be disappointed in me, leave me and eventually forget about me! But I realized that it’s inevitable. It’s natural that she’d leave my side. That’s why, if I do this… Even though she’ll end up disappointed in me all the same, at least she won’t forget about me. I know that it’s stupid, the more I do this, the more my heart aches… But I did it anyway, because I love her… I love her, I love her… Why do I hurt the person I love? I don’t know, but I love her…”


    Her words were more than enough to get on Aoi’s nerves. Meanwhile, Haruka stared at Misato with a blank expression, but her complexion looked pale. She was in a state of shock after hearing her kouhai’s confession.


    “Ahahaha… I’m stupid, I know… But, you know what? I’m glad that it turned out this way. Yes, I’m hurting. Yes, I feel sad about it. But who cares? With this, Haruka-senpai will remember someone like me… She’ll never forget me… Ahaha!”


    Aoi could hear something within her snap. Misato’s selfish words made her lose her mind.


    She could tolerate Misato no more. Aoi forcefully stood up from where she sat.


    “Stop messing around.”


    But before she could do anything, a quiet, angry voice echoed through the room.


    “What the hell are you even on about?”


    It was Takayuki’s voice. It was clear from his expression that he was angry, but at the same time, there was a hint of sadness in his eyes. While still wearing that expression, he grabbed Misato’s arms and helped her to her feet.


    “H-Hii! S-Sorry!—”


    “Look at her closely. Do you think that she’s some kind of special existence?”


    Ignoring her cowering body, Misato moved her gaze toward Haruka.


    “Swipe that depressing bang away and look closely at her face. Does that seem like the face of someone who’d abandon her friends without feeling any remorse to you?”


    Takayuki then swiped Misato’s bang away, forcing her to see what was happening in front of her.


    “…Ah.”


    With a clear vision, Misato was finally able to get a good look at Haruka’s face.


    She looked pale, weak and there was sadness in her face. Even so, her expression seemed to indicate that she hadn’t given up on Misato yet. Misato could see Haruka’s fingers trembling, but the latter’s gaze never left Misato’s face.


    “She’s just a normal girl.”


    Takayuki said, after seeing Misato’s wide-eyed face.


    “That person is an idiot who’s too embarrassed to wear the clothes that she bought herself. She’s the kind of idiot who stayed up late on the night of an exam talking about manga with someone on the internet and ended up being scolded by her parents. The idiot who tried to save a bullied kouhai just because she felt that they were the same kind of person.”


    “…A-Ah… T-That’s…”


    “She was proud that the kouhai she saved grew to be able to talk to other people normally, to the point that she made that cheesy, stupid-looking certificate to celebrate the occasion. Even when everything backfired on her, she still believed in her kouhai like the idiot she was. Tell me, Kageyama-senpai. Do you really think that she is a special existence or whatnot?”


    In a quiet tone, Takayuki tried to passionately convey his words to Misato. Her expression became distorted. Not because she disagreed with his words, but because of the self-loathing she felt after hearing his words. Her regret made her sneer look ugly as her tears slowly trickled down on the floor.


    “Uuu… W-Waah… S-Sorry… I… I…”


    “…Misato.”


    At the sight of Misato kneeling while apologizing, Haruka let out a sigh of relief.


    It would be nice if things could end just like this, but this was the real life not fantasy.


    “I-I! I probably will repeat this again, even if you forgive me… Hic… E-Even if I feel sorry today, that dark emotion will come back again one day… H-Haruka-senpai, I love you and I want to keep you to myself… But I don’t want to hurt you anymore…”


    Even if one could accept everything logically, the human’s heart worked differently than the mind. The mind would want to do good, but the heart could corrupt that intention and turn it into a dark and twisted one.


    Aoi knew this as she had experienced the same thing in the past.


    “That’s why from now on, I’ll disappear from your life, Haruka-senpai! I’ll go to somewhere you can’t reach, it’s the only way—”


    “It’s not the only way.”


    But there was one thing that could change the current situation.


    “Kageyama-senpai— No, Kageyama Misato. If you wish, I can save you in exchange for something that’s dear to you, your feelings. You have to keep this in mind though. If you agree to this, something within you will change. For better or worse, we wouldn’t know, but a change will definitely occur.”


    Takayuki laughed scornfully as he reached out to Misato, who was kneeling on the floor.


    “…Eh? What are you?”


    Being told something like that so suddenly, obviously Misato would feel confused. Puzzled by Takayuki’s words, she looked up to him, trying to find out what he was talking about.


    To Aoi, this scene brought her a sense of deja vu. In this room, she was probably the only person who understood what he was trying to do.


    “Whether you want to believe me or not, it’s up to you. I still want you to choose, though. If there’s a way for you to get out of this situation without having to disappear from Haruka-senpai’s life, will you take it no matter the price? If so, take my hand.”


    Staring at his hand dumbfoundedly, Misato pondered. Not long after that, she erased the tears from her face with the cuffs of her uniform. Brushing her bangs, she took Takayuki’s hand and looked up at him.


    “As long as Haruka-senpai doesn’t get hurt by my decision, I’m willing to pay anything.”


    “I see. I’ll do my best to fulfill your wish.”


    Takayuki supported Misato to stand with her own legs. Then, he guided her to sit down at a nearby chair, making her body lean toward the table.


    “Make yourself comfortable here. You can keep your eyes open, but make sure to put your weight on the table… Yeah, just like that. Perfect.”


    “…This feels scary somehow. What are you trying to do to me? This is even scarier than getting a needle shot!”


    “Hahaha what are you talking about, Kageyama-senpai? I won’t do anything scary like that.”


    Even though she was frightened, Misato still obeyed Takayuki’s instructions.


    “…Um, Aoi, what is he doing?”


    Watching the scene unfold before her, Haruka asked Aoi what was going on.


    “Just watch, Haru-kun. Don’t worry, he won’t be doing anything dangerous.”


    To the worried looking Haruka, Aoi assured her that Takayuki wouldn’t be doing anything outrageous.


    After all, Aoi knew. The anguish and pain that Misato felt and inflicted would turn into memories eventually. Takayuki’s ability would just speed up the process.


    “Don’t worry. This will be over soon. It’s as easy as taking candy from a baby.”


    Aoi’s gaze caught the sight of Takayuki touching Misato’s head with his fingertips. This was the second time she saw him doing this. Her attention was focused on the beautiful sight in front of her, the sight when Takayuki invoked his power.


    Thanks to that, Aoi failed to notice Haruka’s state. Her previously pale face had turned bright red.


     *   *   *


    “Phew… It tastes so disgusting. How do I describe this? It’s like drinking coffee milk with frozen charred coffee beans. It’s the taste of self-hatred and anguish. It’s been a while since I tasted something this vile…”


    Takayuki managed to flawlessly invoke his ability, but soon afterwards, his face turned really ugly. It seemed like Misato’s love tasted as bad as he described.


    “Hahaha, good job, Satou-kun.”


    However, Aoi didn’t find his attitude to be uncool. She felt relieved after seeing the familiar expression on his face.


    “We’re all done then?”


    “For the time being, yes. If she really were stalking senpai out of love, she’d stop doing it from now on.”


    “Well, you’ve already done your best. Honestly, the fact that you are able to erase the pain of her broken heart is good enough already… By the way, does love really taste that bad?”


    “Broken heart tastes bad, yes. There are different kinds of ‘bad’ for the taste, though. It’s the first time in a while that it tastes so bad that I almost fainted from eating it.”


    “Huh, I see… By the way, what did mine taste like?”


    “So bad I almost fainted.”


    “…”


    “Stop! Stop shaking me, idiot! You won’t get your love out of my stomach, you’ll just make me vomit out the inside of my stomach if you do this!”


    As Takayuki and Aoi were making a fuss, Misato, who passed out beside them, began to move her body. Slowly, she got up and looked around her surroundings with a sleepy gaze. It seemed like the girl was a light sleeper. After hearing someone making some noises beside her, she immediately woke up.


    “Ah, she’s up.”


    “Right… How do you feel, Kageyama-senpai?”


    Hearing Takayuki’s voice, Misato blinked her eyes.


    “…Huh? Eh? …I-I? Huh?”


    She tilted her head, placing her hands in her chest before opening her eyes wide.


    “It’s gone…”


    Again and again, Misato grasped her chest, trying to confirm her own words before she nodded. Her expression changed from confused to relieved in a few seconds.


    “Hahaha, finally… Finally I’m free from that disgusting emotion… Ahaha… Thank you… You saved me… Thank you…”


    Seeing the change in Misato’s emotions made Takayuki bewildered. With eyes filled with tears, she held his hands tightly.


    “S-Sure… S-So, did you feel anything different?”


    “I feel exhilarated! It feels like I’ve been reborn! Ah, of course, I’ll atone for my sins to Haruka-senpai and everyone that I had been troubling so far… I promise…”


    Misato who had her love eaten away was like a whole different person. Her smile was so bright, it was as if all the dark emotions inside her had been completely purged.


    Meanwhile Takayuki was having trouble dealing with the now energetic senpai of his.


    “Of course I won’t ever forget this favor. You’ve saved me. I’ll dedicate my whole life to you to repay you.”


    “No, don’t do that, please…”


    Through her bangs, Misato’s eyes were glittering. She held Takayuki’s hands tightly. But suddenly, she moved away from him. No, she didn’t do it because she felt intimidated by Aoi’s smile.


    “Anyway, first thing first.”


    Misato spun her body around and bowed toward Haruka.


    “Forgive me, Haruka-senpai. I know I have no right to beg for forgiveness from you, but I’ll do my best to atone for my sins…”


    Seeing this, Haruka shook her head. There was a gentle smile on her face.


    “…Idiot, it’s fine, Misato. Don’t be too hard on yourself, okay? I’m fine.”


    “No. Your kindness is a part of your charm, Haruka-senpai, but please don’t go easy on me. Of course if you feel troubled, I can just disappear. I don’t want my atonement to make you feel burdened.”


    “Oh jeez, don’t be like this, Misatio!”


    Seeing Misato’s conduct, all tension left Haruka’s body as she began to show a more relaxed smile. The tone that she used to address Misato was a gentle one, the tone that she normally used toward her friends.


    “If you say so… But, can I say something to you, Haruka-senpai? I know I’m meddling in your private affairs, but you know…”


    “Huh?”


    “If you want to say it to him, the sooner you do it the better.”


    Misato said that in a teasing tone. Rather than meddling, it was more like she was giving a small push for her friend.


    For a while, Haruka failed to understand what she was trying to say. But, when Misato nudged her chin in Takayuki’s direction, Haruka’s cheeks turned bright red.


    “E-Eh? W-Why?! H-How?!”


    “It’s very obvious. It’s actually harder to not notice it. In any case, do your best, Senpai.”


    “…Ugh.”


    When Misato urged her with a smile, Haruka couldn’t say anything back to her. After a while, she faced Takayuki with a determined look.


    “K-Kouhai-kun!”


    “Yeah? What is it, Haruka-senpai?”


    In contrast to Haruka’s tense gait, Takayuki had a relaxed one. He didn’t know anything about Haruka’s feelings. Though, Aoi, who was standing next to him, started to feel nervous after seeing this scene.


    “First of all, thank you for everything. Thanks to you we managed to reach a satisfying conclusion safely… Honestly, I can’t thank you enough…”


    “You’re welcome. Well, toward the end, I actually kinda casted a spell on Kageyama-senpai—”


    “I know, I can see it. There was something that looked like a mist that came out from Misato’s body and it went inside your mouth. After that, she suddenly became cheerful like this. I assume that it was her bad feelings and you ate them all, am I right?”


    “Eh?”


    “Hehehe, strange isn’t it? I saw an amazing sight in front of me, but I didn’t freak out somehow. Normally, I’d probably pounce on you and ask you various questions, but I don’t even feel the urge to do so right now. But, Kouhai-kun, that isn’t important right now.”


    “Huh? S-Senpai?”


    “I have something to tell you, Kouhai-kun.”


    Seeing Takayuki all flustered made Aoi react the same way. Actually, she was even more flustered than him. It was to the point that she wasn’t able to say anything. After all, if what Haruka was saying was true, that meant Aoi wasn’t a unique being to Takayuki. She always thought that she was the only one who had the privilege to stand by his side. Never did she expect that it was just her wishful thinking.


    “Please listen to me properly…”


    Aoi could only watch this scene in silence.


    Her cheeks upturned, her eyes were moist. Aoi witnessed Haruka desperately trying to convey her feelings.


    “Y-You see, Satou Takayuki… I-I… I love you! I love you romantically!”


    “…What?”


    When Haruka finally confessed her feelings, Aoi couldn’t do anything anymore.


    “U-Uwaah! I-I said it!”


    “Uh, w-wait! Haruka-senpai!”


    Before Takayuki could give her an answer, though, Haruka had already fled the scene out of embarrassment.

  


  

  
    


    Three days after the shocking confession.


    “Aaaahh! It’s impossible! I can’t do it anymore! There’s only so much knowledge that my brain can absorb!”


    “Stop acting like an idiot and open your textbooks. Think about your club. You don’t want to let them down just because you get bad grades, do you? Think about the mess that would happen if you aren’t there by their side.”


    “…Aaa… I-I’ll do my best… For everyone’s sake…”


    “Good. Answer these questions first, then I’ll give you a quiz so you can review everything.”


    Haruka, who made a full-blown confession just a few days ago, was literally in tears.


    Currently, she was being tutored by Renge in Miyama’s residence. While Renge’s explanation was clear and easy to understand, the content of the lesson itself was too hard for Haruka. When Aoi entered the room with food in her hands, Haruka already turned into a living corpse on the tatami mats.


    “I can’t… I can’t take this anymore…”


    “Good grief. Fine, let’s take a short break. We’ll start the lesson again after your break is over, okay? This is for Satou-kun’s sake too. He went out of his way to exchange his reward for your study sessions with me, you know?”


    “Uu… Why is he so mean to me? I thought the studying thing was just something that we made up for the stalking incident…”


    Seeing Haruka lying down on the tatami mats, Renge let out a sigh.


    “This isn’t him being mean, he just wants the best for you. He holds you dearly in his heart, you know? Do you know that he actually bowed his head, begging for me to take care of you? Don’t waste his kindness. The least thing you can do is to study properly.”


    “…Fiiinee.”


    “Okay, I’m going to grade this, after that I’ll make a new set of questions for you. Aoi, I’ll leave her to you.”


    “Mm, got it.”


    Renge showed a beautiful smile. She put away all the textbooks and printouts before going to her room. As soon as Renge disappeared from her sight, Haruka, who had been lying down, immediately rose up and pounced on the cakes that Aoi brought in for her.


    “Thank you for the food, Aoi! I swear, my head is about to burst! This will at least ease the pain~”


    “Don’t mention it… Anyway, Haru-kun, can I have a word with you?”


    “Yes?”


    Aoi sat next to Haruka before erasing her affectionate smile. With a serious look, she asked her a question.


    “…So, three days ago… Do you still remember what happened with Satou-kun?”


    “Kya!”


    That question made Haruka’s expression change drastically. Her face turned bright red and she became all flustered in a matter of seconds.


    “W-W-What are you talking about, Aoi?! I-I just did that in the heat of the moment! …I-I love him, yes, b-but, y-you know…”


    “…Not that, but the other thing. Do you still remember what Satou-kun did to Kageyama-senpai?”


    Seeing Haruka like that made Aoi feel a little uncomfortable, but she ignored that feeling and asked another question to her.


    “Huh? Ah, the thing when he ate Misato’s bad emotions? Yeah, I remember that. Why do you ask, though? Oh, wait, are you trying to tell me not to spread that around? I guess when you have a super power, you’d want to hide it, huh?”


    “Yeah, please keep quiet about it. Satou-kun will appreciate it too.”


    “Okay! I mean, I have no intention to spread it around anyway.”


    Seeing Haruka cheerfully replying to her made Aoi feel dejected.


    Aoi was disappointed over the fact that she wasn’t the only one who remembered about Takayuki’s power. Since she heard that Misato was unable to remember exactly what happened back then, she hoped that it would be the case with Haruka too, but that didn’t seem to be the case. She also felt embarrassed over the fact that she overlooked the possibility that this could ever happen.


    Despite that, her expression didn’t change. She proceeded to ask Haruka another question.


    “…Haru-kun. Do you really love him?”


    The question was a guise to hide her ugly feelings. It was a question that was asked without a single trace of good intention behind it.


    “Yes, I love him.”


    However, much to Aoi’s dismay, Haruka replied to her question in a straightforward manner.


    “I’ve been in love with him for a long time now. I only know his voice and face recently, but I know that I love him. I love him so much that I feel insecure about it sometimes. I mean, is it really possible to love someone this much? I even thought that my mind was playing tricks on me and he didn’t actually exist, he was just a pigment of my imagination to fulfill my twisted wish that yearned for someone to care about me. But that isn’t the case. He exists. He saved me and Misato. He even scolded me out of the kindness of his heart. He accepted my existence, my useless and pathetic existence…”


    Aoi felt the urge to cover her ears, but she couldn’t do that. It would be pathetic of her to do so. That was why she decided to hear her out until the end, despite the pain that her words brought to her.


    “In any case, I love Kouhai-kun… I love Satou Takayuki…”


    “…I thought you hated him for groping your chest.”


    “Hehehe…”


    While enduring the pain, Aoi muttered her words as a means of resistance. However, that act was futile in front of Haruka.


    “Honestly, now I wish that he did more than that…”


    Haruka’s answer was accompanied by a teasing smile. Aoi couldn’t say anything to reply to her.


    *   *   *


    The next day, after school. Aoi was scheduled to meet up with Takayuki.


    There were two topics that they had to discuss; the fact that Haruka managed to remember about Takayuki’s ability and her confession.


    At first, Takayuki only wanted to talk about the first topic, but the matter of the confession bugged him so much that Aoi suggested that they should also talk about it too. Normally, Takayuki was strict about this kind of topic since it included someone else’s private matters, but it seemed like he took Aoi and Haruka’s close relationship into consideration and judged that it should be okay to consult her about this. 


    Knowing that Takayuki was trying to rely on her satisfied Aoi, though she didn’t know why she felt that way. Currently, Aoi was racking her brain, trying to come up with advice that he could use.


    Then, came the meeting time, 5 pm.


    “What do you mean by that? Are you refusing my invitation? MY INVITATION?”
 “I told you earlier, didn’t I? I have a prior appointment with someone, you dumb young lady.”


    “Who did you call dumb, you useless high schooler!”


    At the park where they were supposed to meet, Takayuki was dealing with a child.


    The child was grabbing Takayuki’s uniform. A twin-tailed young girl, aged around 10 to 12, wearing a one piece dress from a famous brand. The girl had a youthful face that befit her age. 


    But, she and Takayuki weren’t the only people there. If that was the case, the scene that Aoi was seeing would be a heart-warming scene of a little sister asking her big brother to fawn on her. The presence of two huge men wearing black suits made the scene look more ominous than heart-warming.


    “Kaiji-san, Mitora-san, please, help me rein in this little runt!”


    “Sorry, Satou-san, we can’t help you.”


    “Only the members of her family have the right to restrain the young lady’s actions.”


    Despite their appearance, the two men could only avert their gazes from the scene that was happening in front of them. Their embarrassed faces looked somewhat pathetic. They could do nothing to stop the ‘young lady.’


    “Who are you going to meet? Is it a girl? Is she more important than my invitation?!”


    “Well, the meeting is important, yes and she’s a girl. Anyway, I promise I’ll make up to it later, so please?”


    “Hmph!”


    Annoyed by Takayuki’s words, the so-called ‘young lady’ puffed her cheeks and kicked Takayuki’s leg. Aoi was watching this scene from behind a vending machine in the park. She had no reason to hide like this, but she wasn’t idiotic enough to intrude on the scene.


    “…Your connection is amazing as always, Satou-kun.”


    Aoi muttered in a small voice.


    She never expected that Takayuki would befriend a big shot like the young lady. She felt a little sadness when she found out. Though, it was natural that she didn’t know, as they weren’t even that close yet.


    “No, no no! If it’s a girl, then I won’t let you go!”


    Seeing the young lady selfishly clinging to Takayuki made Aoi feel irritated. It reminded her of her younger self.


    Since there was no one else that could rein the young lady in, she decided to take action, lest the child’s action anger her even more.


    “You stupid little sister! What the hell are you doing?!”


    “H-Hii?! O-Onee-chan?!” (T/N: Question, do you prefer that I use ‘Big sister’ or ‘Onee-chan?’ Honestly, I think the latter feels a little weeb-ish, but if you prefer it, then I’ll just use it from now on. ‘Big sister’ sounds unnatural anyway, so I really don’t care which one.)


    But, before she could do anything, a girl wearing a high school uniform came running from the entrance of the park and smacked the young lady on her head. 


    “O-Onee-chan hit me… This is abuse! Domestic violence!”


    “Shut up, you idiot! Stop bothering Kaiji-san and Mitora-san! Also, stop troubling Takayuki! Seriously, what are you doing?!”


    “B-But, Takayuki said that he’ll take care of me!”
 “Only if you were hurt back then! That deal is invalid now! He said that because there was a possibility that you’d be injured and you’re not in that kind of situation anymore! Besides, it was him who was hurt back then! Acting selfish and failing to remember the deal that you made, where’s your dignity as a member of the Takayama Family?!”


    “Waah!”


    The person who was scolding the young lady looked familiar to Aoi. She was Takayama Yui, one of Aoi’s friends from another class. However, her current behavior was different from the one that Aoi used to. Normally, she’d try to be as inconspicuous as possible, but this time she looked as domineering as a lion.


    “You two, take her away while she’s still crying! Get her into the car and take her home, quickly!”


    ““Y-Yes!””


    The charisma she exuded when she commanded the two men felt overwhelming. She seemed like the kind of person who’d be able to make everyone do her bidding by just talking.


    “So, Takayuki.”


    “Yes!”


    Hearing his name being called, Takayuki straightened his posture immediately.


    From the way they acted, it seemed like they regularly did this kind of routine.


    “I know that you have a soft spot for my sister, so I won’t tell you anything. You can do whatever you want with her, I don’t care. It’s just there’s something I’m curious about, so answer me honestly. Are you involving yourself in something dumb again?”


    “…”


    “Hm… So, you’re here for someone else, not yourself, I see. And that someone should be… Whatever. Anyway, take care of yourself better. Don’t repeat the stupid things you did back in middle school ever again!”
 “Yes… Um, Yui…”


    “Don’t call my name casually like that! The walls have ears!”


    “Who was it that called me by my name just now?”


    “Shut it! I didn’t do it intentionally! Also, when I was running here, I saw someone hiding behind that vending machine…”


    Seeing their exchange made Aoi feel a deep sense of loneliness incomparable to anything she ever felt before. Her mind replayed the story that Takayuki had told her previously. The word ‘my dear friend’ that came out from his mouth echoed repeatedly in Aoi’s mind.


    She knew nothing about Takayuki. Once again, she had to face that harsh fact. Her chest tightened and she started to have trouble breathing. She didn’t know why it happened, though. All she could do was clutching her chest, while trying to erase her presence.


    “Um, are you okay, Miyama-san?”


    But her attempt was futile. Takayama was already standing right beside her.


    *   *   *


    “Miyama-san, can we talk for a minute? Taka— Satou, you go away until I call you back. Shoo.”


    After confirming that Aoi wasn’t sick, Takayama chased Takayuki away from the park. 


    Aoi thought that the treatment Takayuki received was too harsh, but the boy seemed to be okay with it as he obeyed Takayama’s words with a satisfied look. This fact made her heart ache even more. She tried not to show it in front of Takayama though.


    “…Alright. Even that guy wouldn’t be able to hear us from this distance. Sorry for calling you out of the blue like this, Miyama-san.”


    “It’s fine. I have a prior appointment with him after this though, so I’d like to keep this conversation brief.”


    Right now, Takayama seemed the same as the Takayama that Aoi knew. She didn’t have her previously domineering atmosphere anymore. But, since Aoi didn’t know her true purpose of calling her out, she didn’t let her guard down and used her prior appointment as an excuse to keep Takayama in check.


    “Got it. I’ll be blunt with you then. Do you like him, Miyama-san?”


    However, the words that came out from Takayama’s mouth were equivalent to a killing blow to Aoi.


    “…What? Huh?”


    “I know I’m speaking out of the line here, but if your love toward him isn’t that deep, I advise you to stay away from him. Don’t even try to ask for a relationship with him, you’ll regret it. But, if you really really like him, then…”


    Aoi couldn’t afford to keep her emotions in check anymore. Her attempt on pulling a small trick on Takayama completely backfired on her due to the latter taking their conversation unexpectedly seriously from the beginning.


    “Make that big oaf fall in love with you without fail. Who knows his idiocy might be cured if he were to fall in love with someone.”


    Takayama said those words in a straight-forward manner before turning around and walking away. Her brisk attitude caught Aoi off guard, but before Takayama left the vicinity, Aoi managed to squeeze a word out of her throat.


    “Wait!”


    


    That single word stopped Takayama in her tracks. She didn’t turn around, only standing there calmly while waiting for Aoi to continue. Aoi’s brain tried to come up with a good excuse for her to say, but her mouth already moved before she managed to find it.


    “Takayama-san… Why did you lie to me about Satou-kun’s reputation back then?”


    Out of curiosity, she asked that question. It was something that she had been wondering about for a while now.


    “Hehehe…”


    With a giggle, Takayama turned around to face Aoi.


    “Gee, I wonder why?”


    “…To keep me away from him? That guy is the kind of person who’d do everything to help out someone in need, especially if that person is someone that he knows. You’re probably doing that to keep people away from him so that he wouldn’t get hurt unnecessarily.”


    Something came up in Aoi’s mind. Back when she tried to find out what kind of person Takayuki was, some of the girls she asked must have worked for Takayama. Though, that begged the question, ‘How many of them worked for her?’


    “Hahaha, you’re saying some interesting things, Miyama-san.”


    Even when Aoi confronted her like this, Takayama was still able to laugh carefreely.


    She was right in front of her, but Aoi failed to find out what she was thinking or what kind of person she really was.


    “Takayama-san, tell me the truth… What do you feel about him?”


    Aoi knew that it was useless, but she asked that question anyway. She felt the urgency to know about the nature of the girl in front of her. 


    “I told you before.”


    It was unknown if Takayama knew the intention behind Aoi’s question or not. She just answered it straight-forwardly like she did previously.


    “I hate him… I genuinely hate him with all my being.”


    Takayama’s expression was indescribable.


    Between laughing and crying, the two extreme expressions mixed together into something else entirely.

  


  

  
    


    “Huh? Takayama isn’t here?”


    “After she told me to take care of you, she left.”


    “I see… Did she say anything else?”


    “Yes. Though, it’s just small talk between us girls.”


    “So you don’t want to tell me anything.”


    “There’s nothing much to tell anyway.”


    After Takayama left the park, Aoi started to exchange words with Takayuki. Her inner feelings were messy, but she tried not to show it in her expression. To divert Takayuki’s attention from Takayama, she brought up her findings about Haruka’s current state.


    “I see. Haruka-senpai retains her memories, huh? Well, if that’s the case, we should try to find something common between the two of you, Miyama. Do you have any ideas?”


    “I have no idea, I’m afraid.”


    Finishing her words, Aoi shrugged her shoulders. A sigh escaped Takayuki’s mouth.


    “Oh well… Seriously, that witch… At least give me a hint or two…”


    Both of them were sitting at a bench. They were so close to each other that they could hear each other’s sighs whether they liked it or not. Not realizing this, they both continued to talk.


    “Thank you for the information, Miyama. I really wish I could meet her in person instead, but it’ll be too awkward…”


    “…Satou-kun, um, about Haru-kun’s confession…”


    “Yeah, I want to discuss it with you.”


    With a calm smile, Takayuki said,


    “I need your help. I want to know a way where I could reject her without hurting her, if possible.”


    “…Huh?”


    Hearing those absurd words coming out of his mouth made Aoi’s brain freeze. She forced her brain to come up with something. ‘What’s the point of us being partners if I can’t even offer a word of help to him?’ Thought Aoi.


    “But, can I ask you something first? Why do you want to reject her confession? Is there a problem?”


    Her awkward question was answered with a light smile from Takayuki.


    “Well, there isn’t any problem. It’s just, I don’t think I have what it takes to be in a serious relationship with someone. Honestly, it’s too heavy for me. Maybe, all those counseling affected my mental state, it made me afraid of being heart broken, you see? Well, I can afford a more casual relationship, though.”


    “…Trying to demean yourself again, huh, Satou-kun? What is it you’re trying to hide this time?”


    “I’m not trying to—”


    “Are you taking me for a fool?”


    Aoi’s sharp glare pierced through Takayuki’s deception.


    “Can you not try to lie to me with random bulls like this, Satou-kun? I know that I haven’t known you as long as Takayama-san did, but during this short time period, I know that you’re more serious about this matter than anyone else I know of. You’re the kind of person that will respect someone else’s love and accept it properly.”


    She continued,


    “Satou-kun, I know that you call the people who are dear to you by their first names. You did that to both Takayama-san and Haru-kun. I know that you trust them quite a lot. That’s why I’d understand if you were to tell me that you don’t want to be lovers with Haru-kun, at least I know that you still want to cherish her as a friend.”


    “…That’s…”


    Seeing Takayuki’s reluctance convinced Aoi that there was something else going on in the matter.


    “You don’t want to say it? You could just say that she isn’t attractive enough for you and be done with it, yet you tried to demean yourself instead. Actually, that’s probably your true intention, isn’t it?”


    “…”


    “Not answering now? That means you’re doing this because of someone. Who is it?”


    Takayuki’s expression turned ugly, but he still kept his mouth shut. No, he actually tried to say something, but before anything managed to come out of his mouth, he shut it tightly. 


    “Why can’t you just answer me? It isn’t like I’ll refuse your reasoning if you were to tell me. I just want to be convinced. I know that this isn’t any of my business, but I’m your partner, Satou-kun. I just want to help you properly.”


    Aoi’s voice trembled as she said that. With that, Takayuki finally opened his mouth.


    “I’ve never had romantic feelings for anyone ever since I was born.”


    He leaned on the bench. While gazing at the sky, he started to talk about himself


    “I have feelings, of course. I have things that I like and hate. I can be horny. I understand the concept of romance, that’s why I’m able to help others with their love life to begin with. It’s just when it comes to myself, I can’t feel anything like that. No pleasure nor pain that came with love. No nothing.”


    His words were like a confession that was directed toward the sky.


    “That’s why I can’t return her feelings. I don’t even know how to love someone to begin with.”


    With a wry smile, Takayuki declared his flaws.


    “My feelings haven’t changed even once. Back when the girl that I trusted the most confessed her love to me, I couldn’t feel anything toward her. The same thing is happening right now, I can’t feel anything after hearing that confession. Well, actually, I feel happy because there are actually people who fell for someone like me, it’s just that I can’t feel any romantic attraction to them.”


    Takayuki then turned his gaze toward Aoi.


    “Even my ability confirmed that I haven’t fallen for anyone. I don’t think it’s right for me to accept her confession. I can’t give Haruka-senpai the love that she deserves.”


    That was the moment when Aoi finally understood Takayama’s words. She just didn’t want anyone to go through the same pain and regret that she once suffered. But at the same time, she wanted to entrust Takayuki to someone that he could love. Even after all those things that happened to her, that girl still cared so much about him.


    “You should understand my feelings too, Miyama. What I’m feeling is the same way as your feelings toward myself. Like, but not love. We can be friends, but there’s no way that we can be lovers. That’s why I can’t accept Haruka-senpai’s feelings. I really have no choice but to reject her.”


    Until the end of his words, he didn’t drop his wry smile. Those words served as a way for Takayuki to draw the line between him and Aoi. Their relationship wouldn’t get any further than this.


    “But, even so, you still want to fall in love, don’t you?”


    Of course, Aoi wouldn’t accept it just like that. Once again, she tried to cross through the line that Takayuki drew.


    “Isn’t that why you’ve been filling your bookshelves with romance novels? Researching about love to the point of obsession? I get it now. The reason why you started your love counseling gig is to learn more about love. Am I wrong?”


    “That’s…”


    She managed to connect the dots, even though the method she used was a bit crude. The conclusion she came to might be wrong, but Aoi didn’t care. The girl didn’t want her hero’s hard work to go unrewarded, she wanted him to be able to fulfill his wishes.


    “Satou-kun, Haru-kun is serious about you. She is deeply in love with you. So, please, give her a serious response. Don’t try to shrug her off with a white lie. You don’t need to give her a favorable response, just answer her feelings honestly.”


    “…Does it matter, though? Whether I lie to her or not, the fact that her love is unrequited won’t change.”


    “It does matter. If you tell her that white lie you mentioned before, Haru-kun won’t give up on you easily. She’ll keep chasing you until you fall in love with her, that’s the kind of person she is.”


    “Ugh, I guess there isn’t an easy way out for me.”


    To Takayuki who let out a bitter smile, Aoi tried to hammer her point in.


    “Well, if you go that route, there’s a possibility that she’ll find out about your real circumstances and back down on her own. But, do you really want that kind of conclusion? You really want to end her love for you with a white lie? Think about her for a second, you’ll just hurt her even more. That’s why, give her a proper answer, Satou Takayuki.”


    Those words hit a sore spot for Takayuki. Now that Aoi used Haruka’s happiness as an excuse, he couldn’t proceed with his original plan anymore.


    “…Fine, fine. To go this far, seriously, you… Tomorrow, after school, call her to the back of the school building. I’ll properly tell her everything then. I’ll figure the rest out on my own.”


    “Good!”


    Both of them nodded to each other, one in resignation, one in satisfaction.


    The matter of Aoi’s own feelings were still unresolved, but she decided to shove it to the depths of her heart.


    “Good luck for tomorrow then, Satou-kun!”


    Giving the last push to his back, she decided to part from him so that she could end things on a good note. Hide her feelings behind her dashing looks and walk away before anything bad could happen.


    “…”


    When she was out of Takayuki’s sight, her smile disappeared. With a straight face, she continued walking as she emptied her thoughts.


    Her legs brought her to her bad friend’s room.


    “…Yuzu.”


    “What?”


    “Comfort me.”


    “Why?”


    “…Never mind. Sorry.”


    “Okay.”


    However, when she tried to complain to her bad friend like usual, Aoi found herself hesitating. Normally, she’d just shove her face into Yuzu’s belly without asking for the latter’s permission, but right now she was just fiddling with her phone in the corner of the room. The movements that her fingers made were exaggerated though. It was clear that she desperately tried to distract herself from all her bad feelings.


    “…Haah… Aoi, come here.”


    “Are you sure?”


    “Yes, just come here.”


    “…Mm.”


    Yuzu beckoned Aoi to use her lap as a pillow. Then she patted the latter’s head, though her patting wasn’t something that could be described as gentle.


    “Hehe, you’re bad at this as usual, Yuzu. You need to be more gentle. Seriously, you’re ruining my hair.”


    “If you don’t like it, I’ll stop.”


    “I like it, though.”


    “…There’s this new crepe shop. Wanna go there tomorrow?”


    “Sure.”


    Aoi sunk her head deeper into Yuzu’s lap as she closed her eyes. She could act like her usual self again tomorrow. For now, she just wanted to be spoiled by her friend.


    *   *   *


    Even if one isn’t feeling well, one still has to smile beautifully.


    Miyama Aoi wouldn’t show her weakness to just anyone. There was a possibility that it would hurt someone who cared about her. That was why even when she felt a moment of weakness, she’d always try to put on a smile.


    The next morning, she put even more effort to doll herself up, interacting more with her surroundings and being 30% more energetic than usual. Her gait was lighter than usual, her smile was brighter than usual and she was more empathetic than usual. She believed that with this much effort she put, the day would pass by quicker than usual and she would be able to ignore the pain that was eating her heart out. Or so she thought.


    “Aoi, you’ve been acting strange today. Did something happen?”


    After school. Her best friend, Tomoe, managed to notice something. With a concerned look, she asked Aoi that question.


    “…You noticed? As expected of Tomoe. I didn’t get much sleep last night, so I feel kinda sick. I planned to go home early—”


    “Don’t lie. If you really feel that way, you’d leave the school earlier or not come to school at all. But you didn’t do either of those. You seem to be enduring something. Did something happen between you and Satou? I noticed you’ve been trying to avoid him.”


    “…You noticed that?”


    “Of course. We’re best friends!”


    “I’m no match for you, seriously.” Aoi muttered in a small voice. Then she slowly removed her mask.


    “Can I vent to you a little, Tomoe?”


    Aoi’s weak smile made her look like she could collapse at any moment.


    “Of course, you don’t need to hold back!”


    “Sorry for troubling you. And for showing you this pathetic side of mine…”


    “Don’t worry, I did that to you just the other day, so we’re even!”


    With unsteady steps, Aoi moved to an empty classroom with Tomoe. She wasn’t bold or stupid enough to discuss this in her own classroom.


    “So, what’s wrong?”


    “You see…”


    The sun shone through the curtain of the empty classroom. Under the rather dusty air, Aoi explained her situation to Tomoe. Of course, she left out the matter of Takayuki’s ability and Haruka’s stalker issue in her story and focused on the part that was important to her personally.


    “In short, you don’t like the idea of someone else staying next to Satou?”


    “…How did you come to that conclusion? The story is about me helping my relative solve her love affair…”


    “Well, your face told me everything. You made the same face as back when you were in middle school. You know, the time when you were being headstrong and refused to listen to the teacher’s explanation? You made the same doubtful look.”


    After Aoi finished her story, Tomoe looked at her in dismay.


    “Look here, Aoi. Just because Amamiya-senpai confessed her love, doesn’t mean you have to hold yourself back. It’s fine to act like your usual self. Fight for his love against her fairly!”


    “…Not that.”


    “What?”


    However, after hearing Tomoe’s words, Aoi’s expression didn’t brighten up. Instead, her sorrow intensified.


    “…My feelings for him aren’t like that.”


    Slowly, she put the feelings that had been bothering her into words.


    “I don’t want to kiss him, hug him or having sex with him. I don’t want to do the things that lovers normally do with him. I just want to hang out with him like friends. I want to be his partner, like a sidekick to a hero. I want to enjoy my youth together with him while doing stupid, random things. It’s a childish feeling, I know…”


    It would be easier for Aoi if her feelings were love. The fact that this jealousy was something more childish than love was the thing that made it hard for her. Aoi admired Takayuki, but that admiration didn’t turn into love.


    “That’s why I can’t just barge into their relationship. I’d rather get kicked by a horse than getting in the way of her love for such a selfish reason.”


    After letting everything out, Aoi clutched her chest.


    The last part was a reminder to herself that she shouldn’t get in the way of the two people who were serious about their love life.


    Her smile when she gave the final push to Takayuki was just bravado, but she thought that was the least thing she could do as a decent person.


    “You idiot!”


    “Ouch!”


    With all her might, Tomoe slapped Aoi’s back.


    The impact was powerful enough to make Aoi bend her body. The pain made her unable to stop Tomoe’s next words.


    “That isn’t it, Aoi! I know that things won’t turn out well for you! This is literally the same thing that I did with Nao! You’ll just end up hurting yourself more and more as time passes by!”
 “*Cough* Oww… What’s wrong with you?!”
 “Aoi! Miyama Aoi! You aren’t acting like yourself right now!”


    Aoi tried to look up only to find Tomoe’s face right in front of hers. The latter then grabbed her shoulders with both hands. With tears, desperation and anger mixed in her eyes, Tomoe continued.


    “Just tell them everything! Who cares if you’re being selfish, just do it! Your feelings don’t have to be pretty! It’s okay to be jealous! Even if people call you ugly or shameful, who cares!”


    “There’s no way I could do that! I’m already a high school student! I’m not in the age where I can afford to be selfish!”


    “Excuses! Is that mouth of yours can only say beautiful things when it comes to other people’s problems?! Why can’t you use it to solve your own problem?! I mean, Aoi…”


    Snot filled her face. Grief decorated her pretty face. Pleading, Tomoe continued her words.


    “Whenever you’re with him, you always look so happy… Don’t compare your feelings with someone else’s! Just because you don’t love him, doesn’t mean that you can just kill your feelings like that! It’s okay for you to be selfish! My love for you won’t fade, Aoi!”


    “Tomoe…”


    “That’s why, say it to him properly, Aoi. If he makes fun of you, I’ll scold him really hard! If you’re sad by the outcome, I’ll comfort you until you feel better! So, don’t kill your feelings like this, please…”


    “Ugh…”


    Tears accompanied Tomoe’s words. But those tears made Aoi’s heart beating wildly once again.


    “Sorry… Also, thank you, Tomoe… I have to go now.”


    “Yes… Go quickly!”


    With a light pat on her back, Aoi ran. She paid no attention to her surroundings and ran. There was no hesitation in her steps.


    *   *   *


    ‘How unsightly am I looking right now?’ Such thoughts appeared in Aoi’s mind as she moved her legs frantically.


    ‘Surely I look pathetic.’ Covered in sweat, it was normal that she’d think like that. Desperately, trying to not mind her surroundings, she moved her legs even faster. She was the one who gave Takayuki that final push and thanks to that she was reduced to her current state. It was ironic that someone had to do the same to her before she was able to make a move.


    “Haah… Haah…”


    Despite that, Aoi kept on running. She knew now that killing her emotion wouldn’t solve anything. It was fine if she was being shameful. That was why she desperately run, toward the place where Takayuki and Haruka met. The back of the school building.


    “You’re late, Aoi. It’s all over already.”
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    What greeted her was Haruka’s soft smile.


    She couldn’t muster up a reply to that smile as her rough breathing held her voice back. But, she still hit her chest anyway, trying to regulate her breathing. Sure, everything was over for Haruka, but not for her. Even if Takayuki actually accepted Haruka’s confession and Aoi’s own confession would end up being a nuisance in their relationship, Aoi had already decided that she’d tell them everything.


    “He dumped me.”


    “…Huh?”


    Then Aoi heard those unexpected words. She looked up to see Haruka’s face.


    “Seriously, he’s so mean to me. Can you believe him? He ranted about his ability and a lot of other nonsense, what’s wrong with him? Well, it’s convenient that you’re here since you’re related and all… Well, what are you waiting for, Kouhai-kun? Say it properly.”


    “Ugh…”


    To the stunned Aoi, Haruka sent her an unconcerned gaze. She turned her gaze to Takayuki, trying to force him to say something to Aoi. For a few seconds, Takayuki hesitated, but eventually he made a determined look before opening his mouth.


    “Miyama… I have decided. I’ve explained everything to Haruka-senpai. My decision is genuine. I’ve thought this over and over again. I’ve also told everything to Haruka-senpai… You see, right now, I have someone that I cherished even more than her…”


    Noticing the flow of the talk, Aoi’s face started to redden. ‘Oh, no…’ She didn’t actually think that, but her body movement said so.


    “In any case, that’s the reason why I rejected her. It’s not fair to her if I were to accept her confession at that point…”


    “Eh… U-Um… And that person you cherished is?”


    “You, Miyama.”


    “E-Eh…”


    Aoi felt her breathing stopped. Before she managed to cook up an answer, Takayuki revealed another surprising confession.


    “To be honest, I was happy when you said that you remembered me. Back when you called me a hero, it felt like all my efforts so far were worth it. Since then, I want to live up to your expectations. I want to reignite my old dream again. To be a hero… A hero that you could admire…”


    With a serious expression, Takayuki’s eyes met Aoi’s. It was then when Aoi started to lose her footing. Even though his words were clumsy, it still managed to make her heart racing wildly. 


    “That’s why, Miyama…”


    And so, Takayuki unearthed his true feelings toward Aoi..


    “A-Ah… U-Um… B-But, d-didn’t Haru-kun just—”


    “Be my partner. Every hero needs a sidekick, does he? I need you to be mine. I don’t think I can be a true hero without you by my side.”


    His words sounded sincere. It was obvious that he gave it a lot of thoughts before saying those words. 


    It was just, Aoi thought that he was making a whole different kind of confession.


    “…Eh? Partner?”


    “Yeah. I mean, I did a lot of stupid things back in the day. You should be able to guide me to the right path if you are by my side.”


    “Ah, I-I see… P-Partner, huh… O-Okay…”


    “What’s with that response?! I went out my way to tell you all this! At least be excited about it!”


    “Shut it, you idiot!”


    “What did you say?!”


    Flustered, Aoi immediately sat down on the spot. This outcome was exactly what she wanted, but that didn’t stop her from being embarrassed about it.


    “Good, good. That’s my Kouhai-kun. Good job telling her your true feelings!”


    “It’s thanks to your encouragement, Haruka-senpai… Even though I rejected you, you still went out of your way to give me the push I needed to do this…”


    “Don’t mention it! You two have been helping me a lot, after all!”


    Takayuki’s confession toward Aoi left a lot to be desired, but Aoi still felt happy about it.


    “With this, I can do this without feeling guilty~”


    “Huh?”


    Her elation made Aoi let her guard down.


    “Mwah.”


    Before she realized it, Haruka had moved and stole Takayuki’s lips.


    Time stopped. Takayuki opened his eyes wide at Haruka’s bold move. His body froze and he was too surprised to move. Meanwhile Aoi, who had already been in a flustered state to begin with, completely got her mind broken.


    “Phew… Hehehe! You let your guard down, Kouhai-kun!”


    After that kiss, Haruka’s face turned red. The tension made sweat run down through her neck, but she could still make a triumphant smile. She then pointed at Takayuki before declaring,


    “You might have rejected my confession, but you haven’t rejected my love! Since you don’t love anyone else at the moment, I’ll do my best to make you fall in love with me! Just wait, I’ll become your number one! T-That’s why…”


    
      [image: ]
    


    


    Haruka took a deep breath before turning her gaze to Aoi.


    “I don’t want to turn this love into a memory yet. Keep this in mind!”


    With a provocative smile and an exaggerated laughter, Haruka fled the scene.


    Wearing not the look of a rejected damsel, but a look of a war maiden, ready to set out to the battlefield.


    “!”


    Aoi racked her brain to try to say something, but she couldn’t in the end. The awkward silence was broken by Takayuki’s awestruck whisper after a while.


    “I can’t not keep this in my mind even if I want to… That girl is surprisingly cunning…”


    A word of praise. The prove that the love-eating monster had been done in by the maiden-in-love.

  


  
    Epilogue - Sugar Spice, the Love-Eater


    “…Hmph.”


    “What?”


    “You got kissed, but you don’t look flustered at all. You seem used to it. Are those rumors about you being a playboy true? “


    “Of course not. Besides that was my first kiss.”


    “T-That was your first kiss?! You must be glad that you did it with a pretty girl like her then.”


    “P-Partner, you’re making a scary face.”


    “Hmph!”


    A while after Haruka ran off, Aoi managed to recover from her shock and was currently together with Takayuki. It was clear that she was in a bad mood from the glare that she was giving him.


    Takayuki wasn’t dense enough to not notice her feelings. Though, he wasn’t conceited enough to think that the reason for her feeling this way was because she had the hots for him.


    And he was correct for thinking like that. The reason why she acted this way was because of her childish jealousy, not romantic feelings.


    “R-Right, Miyama, do you want to go to a coffee shop nearby? I’ll pay for your drink.”


    “…I have to pass. I’ve planned to go to the new crepe shop with Yuzu— I mean, my friend.”


    Takayuki didn’t hate her for it, though.


    Their relationship was different than back when they were kids. If it was back then, he’d dislike her selfishness because she was someone that he hated. Now, he felt happy that she held him in such high regards.


    “I see. Have fun with your friend then. I hope your mood will get better.”


    That was why he didn’t mind her sulking like this. He could try to comfort her, but he knew that words meant nothing. Instead, he promised himself to live up to her expectations so that she could be proud of him as her hero.


    “See you tomorrow.”


    “…Ah.”


    And so, he waved his hand to Aoi and walked away. He thought that this action was the correct action to take for the time being.


    “U-Um, S-Satou-kun!”


    “Yes?”


    But his steps were stopped by Aoi’s voice.


    Unlike her usual dignified voice, her voice cracked.


    “M-Me too!”


    Takayuki turned around, only to find out that Aoi was right in front of him. He was about to fall from surprise, but Aoi grabbed his hand and prevented the fall. While holding his hands with all her might, Aoi said,


    “I cherished the time I had with you too, Satou-kun!”


    With embarrassed smile, eyes locked to Takayuki’s, Aoi told him her true feelings.


    “Thanks to you, I became the person I am now! That’s why, this time, I’ll help you! I’ll turn you into a proper human being, so one day you can fall in love with someone someday!”


    “…I see. I’ll be counting on you, partner.”


    While staring at the red-faced Aoi, Takayuki smiled at her.


    It wasn’t his usual irreverent or fearless smile, but rather a mature-looking one that one would never expect coming from a young man like him.


    “! T-That’s all! T-That’s all I wanted to say!”


    After making that confession, Aoi ran away like a rabbit. In no time, she managed to get out of Takayuki’s sight, as expected of the talent that even the track club coveted.


    “Hahaha, seriously, that girl…”


    Seeing this scene, a wry smile appeared on Takayuki’s face.


    Her smile was so pretty that it actually made his heart skip a beat. If he didn’t know the context of her words, he’d most likely blushed too when he heard her confession. Then there was the other girl who confessed her love to him. Thinking about the two of them made Takayuki let out a bitter laugh.


    Even after all those things happened, he still couldn’t sense any trace of love for those two.


    “A monster like me trying to be a hero again? How presumptuous of me.”


    “I don’t think so. I think it’s interesting to see a fallen hero trying to rise up again.”


    Takayuki turned his gaze toward the person who answered his self-deprecative question.


    “It’s been a while, isn’t it? My lovely contractor, Sugar Spice, Takayuki Satou.”


    At the end of his gaze was a witch.


    Dressed in a pitch black dress. With cat-like eyes and an irreverent laugh, the supernatural being appeared out of thin air.


    “It’s about time for you to understand the significance of the price that you had to pay for. So, how does it feel?”


    At the unexpected reunion, Takayuki was at a loss. But, the witch covered the silence with her words. Like the Cheshire Cat, a crescent moon formed on her lips as she started to speak.


    “Is the ‘romantic feelings’ that you sacrificed back then worth the price of your ability?”


    Indeed. Seven years ago, to save a girl, Satou Takayuki offered his romantic feelings as a price to the witch.


    That was the reason why he was unable to love anyone in his life. Not Takayama Yui, Amamiya Haruka nor Miyama Aoi. No matter how pretty and wonderful the girls around him were, he would never fall for them.


    After all, the love-eating monster had no need to feel love itself.


    “…Right. I really didn’t know anything back then. Now I know the weight of the price I paid.”


    That was the first response he managed to utter to the witch. He forcefully made a relaxed smile before confronting the witch.


    “Hehehe, is that so? No amount of regret will be able to make me return it to you, though.”


    With a wicked smile, she continued to ask him a series of questions.


    “So, did you regret the choice you made back then? Did your past self irk you so? If only you didn’t try to save that selfish princess back then, you wouldn’t need to suffer like this. In the end, you stopped being a hero. Was everything worth it? Tell me, do you regret it?”


    To the poor boy who turned into a monster because he was greedy for power, the witch asked the question; “How does it feel, to live a living hell like this?”


    “I don’t regret anything.”


    To her surprise, there wasn’t a slightest hint of hesitation in his words.


    “Honestly, I feel so rewarded right now.”


    There was no falsehood in his words. He looked too confident and happy for the witch to assume that his answer was a mere bluff.


    “I have the best partner, Miyama Aoi, by my side. Honestly, it’ll be greedy of me to ask for more.”


    “Hahaha… I agree with you. She’s the perfect match for you.”


    Hearing his answer, the witch’s body shook in amusement.


    “Besides, I haven’t given up, Witch. I still remember your words. Or are you telling me that your words back then were a lie?”


    “Of course not. Well, not like it matters much.”


    Her smile deepened.


    “In this world, nothing can beat true love. Not magic, not super power.”


    She said those words casually. As if she was talking with a friend.


    Then, as she closed her mouth and finished her words, her body turned into countless crows and disappeared from Takayuki’s sights. If he didn’t know any better, he would probably think that he was hallucinating.


    “…I’ll do my best.”


    Despite that, Takayuki still managed to direct those words at her.


    No matter how much love he ate, his determination won’t change. To reach that goal, he made a solemn vow to the world and himself.


    *   *   *


    “Yes. Do your best.”


    Shortly after the witch disappeared from Takayuki’s sight, a certain high school girl walking near the school gate muttered those words. She made a similar looking smile as the witch, but her appearance was completely different from her.


    “…Oops, no, no, that isn’t right…”


    But then she realized that she wasn’t supposed to play that character when wearing this appearance. So, she wiped the smile off her face, wore her usual expressionless look and put on her glasses.


    “Did you wait long, Aoi? …Why is your face so red? Did you catch a cold? Shall we call it off for the day?”


    “I-I’m fine! I-I just… I-I did my best this time!”


    “I see.”


    She casually exchanged words with the bad friend that she met near the school gate.


    Seeing the youthful look of her friend in front of her, the witch entered her mundane life again.

  


  
    Afterword


    Nice to meet you, I am Fuyusaka Usetsu, the one who received the silver prize at the 13th GA Bunko Grand Award.


    First of all, I want to start this afterwords by saying my thanks to everyone.


    There are quite a few people that I want to give my thanks to.


    Firstly, F-sama, the editor. Thank you for holding so many meetings with me, whose inexperience brought a great amount of trouble to you.


    Thank you kappe-sama for drawing the beautiful illustrations. The first time I saw the characters, I ran around the garden screaming like a madman due to how great they look.


    Also, thank you to everyone involved in the production and marketing for the series. It’s your hard work that made it possible for this series to reach the hands of our readers.


    And lastly, thank you to the readers who picked up this work. This work could only be called a ‘story’ when it reached your hands. Thank you very much for giving this book a chance and for reading this far. I wish that everyone could continue to follow the continuation of the book, too.


    Well, I would love to fill this afterwords with my thanks, but I’ll get scolded if I were to do that, so let me tell you a little about the story behind the creation of this work.


    You see, back when I was a kid, whenever someone told me that ‘Love is beautiful,’ I would frown at them and confront them by saying ‘Is it really?’ Yes, I was a little brat back then. Despite that, when someone told me that ‘Love is overrated,’ I would also frown at them and confront them. Naturally, because I was such a brat, I wasn’t popular. I had no love life to speak of.


    Well, even such a little brat grew into an adult after enough time passed. Since then, I always wondered whether love is actually beautiful or overrated? I managed to come into an answer after years of pondering and experiencing a lot of things. ‘It depends.’ Yes, what a perfect answer. Despite being an adult, I’m still immature as a brat, I know. Even people who are still in school are probably more mature than me.


    Anyway, since I’m such a little brat, I made my answer to a story. I wish that this story could reach the people who need it.


    The story is about a protagonist who is struggling with love. His journey is all about seeking an answer to his questions about love. I sincerely hope you’ll be able to enjoy this story.
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