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    Prologue


    
      


      The dazzling summer passed in the blink of an eye like a flash of light, and engraved many memories in my heart.


      The first summer I spent with my first girlfriend taught me a lot about feelings.


      How to trust.


      How to accept the past.


      What it means to love someone. .......


      There were many precious “first experiences” that my experienced girlfriend gave to my inexperienced self, and it made me happy.


      I want to cherish her for the rest of my life.


      I want to be with you forever.


      The more I wished for it, the more impatient I became.


      I want to become a decent man for her as soon as possible.


      I wanted everyone to acknowledge that I was the person she deserved.


      As if driven by this frustrating feeling, I started walking towards my own seat.

    

  


  


  
    Chapter 1


    
      A Sunday morning in September. Odaiba area. In front of the Statue of Liberty.


      “My name is Tanikita Akari.”


      A petite girl gave a cute bow.


      “Well, apart from Nishina-kun, I know you all because we're classmates, right? After all, I was in the same class as Nishina-kun last year.”


      “Nisshi...!”


      “Wha-What's going on, Nisshi!?”


      Nisshi, who was next to me, almost fell, so I reflexively supported him with one hand. Nishi managed to stand up after Ichi grabbed his other arm.


      “... to have my name called by a girl...furthermore called twice...”


      Nishi murmured as he looked up at the blue sky.


      “I know how you feel, Nisshi!”


      Ischi sympathized with him as well (?) with a face that couldn't hide its excitement.


      I can really understand Nisshi's feelings, too.


      “Looks like today is going to be hard...”


      While supporting Nisshi who was about to collapse, I looked at the girl in front of me again.


      The one who introduced herself earlier was Tanikita-san from the same class. Luna's friend is often called “Akari”. She is the smallest girl in the class, the most energetic girl, and the most prominent girl in the gal group.


      Tanikita-san is one of Luna's friends, she has big eyes and a cute face. She has a wavy bob hairstyle, and it is brightly polished as if to accentuate her cheerful nature.


      Her loose-fitting top, short pants, and big bow on her head describe her girlish fashion. Even in uniform, she has a stylish aura, and she is the type of girl I can at least feel comfortable with.


      “It's about time, right? Let's go quickly?”


      Yamana-san, who was standing next to Tanikita-san, said so while crossing her arms.


      She was wearing a shirt with her shoulders exposed horizontally, a tight mini skirt, long boots, and a typical gal's dress. She was wearing normal clothes, just like I imagined.


      “That's right! Come on! Let's go!”


      And next to her - you could also say next to me - was Luna. Today she wore a top that showed the sides instead of the shoulders and a zebra print miniskirt.


      I accidentally looked at the side of her body and quickly looked away.


      Ah, how cute ... I want to touch her ... No, in a place like this, what the hell am I thinking!


      Even though it was early September and the temperature was over 30 degrees, the girls were dressed in typical fall clothes. Maybe that's what makes them fashionable.


      On the other hand, the boys' group, ...... Icchi and Nisshi were both wearing the standard summer clothes of t-shirts and jeans. Of course, I'm just like them.


      When we face each other like this, I feel like I'm in the wrong place again.


      “Come on, Ryuuto! Let's go quickly?”


      Luna wrapped her arms around me and started walking, and somehow, we started moving.


      “Uh, yeah... w-wait... Lu-no, Shirakawa-san.”


      “Eh~ why are you calling me by my last name again?”


      “That's just...”


      It's embarrassing for a guy like me to play the girlfriend of a beautiful girl who's the center of attention in such a crowded place.


      Besides, I don't want to be hated by Ichi and Nishi for acting all lovey-dovey in front of everyone... or so I thought as I looked back and saw the two of them following behind me with tense faces. They were clinging to each other and looking around cautiously.


      Odaiba is full of young couples and families on Sundays. I'm one of the young people myself, but the bright smiles that grace people's faces in the hot weather are as dazzling as the sun's rays in the middle of summer, and just like Ichi and Nishi, I also feel a little self-conscious.


      “Hmm~ it's the perfect day to play savage, isn't it?”


      Meanwhile, Luna smiled happily as she spread her arms as if to greet the sun. The white underarms peeking through the short sleeves and the smooth skin on the exposed flanks looked sexy and enchanting.


      "T-That's right...even though the playground is indoors."


      We all gathered today to play a survival game, or Savage for short.


      During the summer vacation, I went to the summer festival while staying at Luna's grandmother's house. I took Luna who was crying, “First thing we can do together," and spontaneously said, Savage. Why did I say Savage? Because I remembered my conversation with Ichi and Nishi, who wanted to try the game.


      And that's why we're here.


      Speaking of Savage, generally speaking, Savage is a game in which players equipped with air rifles are divided into two camps and shoot each other. Today, however, we booked an indoor range at a small group and beginner-friendly commercial facility, with a minimum of six people and plenty of rental equipment. Even though it's an air rifle, it's a game where you shoot people directly, so there are only a few types of equipment and places that allow minors. We were afraid of having to compete against experienced adults with rough equipment. This place is the only one that fulfills our wishes.


      “I prefer the one in Akihabara... If it's Akiba, that place will accept me...”


      “So what? The area in Akihabara is specially made for professional players.”


      “Normies are really scary...”


      “But today, we will also be normies, you know... because girls are playing with us.”


      “That's what makes me nervous!”


      Icchi and Nisshi spoke while trembling. They were both so excited that they shouted, “What!! Girls and Savage!?” when I invited them, but the two of them haven't spoken to the girls since we got together.


      “Why are you acting like this, guys? You're both really tense today.”


      And then Yamana-san called out to them.


      ““De-Demon gal...!””


      Icchi and Nisshi were immediately petrified when Yamana-san called them.


      “How dare she do that in an izakaya...”


      “Ca●pis soda? What bullshit...”


      The two whispered to each other. They had been discussing how they were going to slash Yamana-san with the Nichirin Sword to avenge their drunken state, but after being in front of the person in person, they shuddered with fear.


      Yamana-san said to them in a surprised tone when they were in such a state of fear.


      “You two are surprisingly strong too, huh?”


      Ichi and Nishi just stared as they replied, ““Eh?””


      “At that time, I thought you two would collapse. However, it turns out that you two are amazing when you are home alone.”


      After saying that, Yamana-san winked at them.


      “Today, I'm counting on you guys.”


      “”......””


      Their faces suddenly turned red as they exchanged glances, and their breathing began to become labored.


      “Al-Alriiiight!”


      Icchi shouted and jumped forward, followed by Nisshi.


      “Demon Gal is the best!”


      “Let's protect Demon Gal from the deadly bullets!”


      They both ran in front of me shouting. They didn't seem to mind the stares of the people around them.


      “What easy guys...”


      This is also the sad reality of being a gloomy person.


      ◇◇◇◇


      When we arrived at the shop, the staff there taught us the basic rules. Since this was our first experience, the staff taught us about savage etiquette, how to handle an air rifle, and so on. Then, in separate men's and women's locker rooms, we changed into the camouflage uniforms included in the rental package and got ready for the game.


      “Ja-Jaaann!”


      In response to the voice, the three of us boys, who had finished changing and playing with our air rifles and magazines in the safe area, stopped our hands and turned toward the source of the sound.


      Three girls emerged from the women's locker room.


      “How...? Doesn't that look good?”


      Luna, wearing a camouflage uniform, poses with an air rifle (no magazine).


      
         
      


      “Oh...!?”


      I unconsciously wanted to praise her, but then I realized something.


      “Shi-Shirakawa-san, buttons, your buttons!”


      “Eh?”


      Luna looked at her breast.


      Luna's camouflage shirt was open at the chest area, revealing her cleavage. Taking a good look at the person next to her, Yamana-san did the same, and Tanikita-san was wearing loose fashionable clothes with the collar pulled out.


      “I mean, it's dangerous to expose your skin!”


      Even though the ones used in the Savage game are BB bullets, they still hurt if they hit your skin directly.


      Yamana-san scowled at me.


      “Eh? A gal girl will die if she doesn't show her skin, you know~”


      “I'll fix the buttons before the game starts, so don't worry~!”


      Luna chimed in with a flirtatious voice.


      “That's right, we'll wear it properly after we're done taking pictures, right?”


      Tanikita-san also joined in and then took out her smartphone.


      “Yeaayy!”


      “...Gals...”


      Icchi mumbled dazedly as he looked at the safe area, which instantly turned into a selfie spot.


      “It smells great...”


      Nisshi took a deep breath with his nostrils wide open as he loaded the BB bullet into the magazine.


      “Oh wait, let me take a picture from below.”


      Tanikita-san was lying on the floor with her smartphone, while Luna and Yamana-san were posing like models with air rifles as props.


      “Lunacchi's hand, move a little to the left~”


      “Like this?”


      “Not that direction! I mean to the left of my view!”


      “Oh, you mean to the right!?”


      “Okay! It's emo, emo”


      “Akataso, thank you very much~”


      “Yeaayyyy!”


      I don't know what they're talking about anymore, but the girls are laughing happily while twisting their bodies.


      “ … ”


      Up until now, I've seen Luna alone most of the time, so it was refreshing to see her up close with her friends. I envy the excitement of Yamana-san and Tanikita-san. I can never keep up with their pace.


      While I was thinking about that, my eyes suddenly met Luna's.


      “Hei~Hei~, Ryuuto and the others let's take a picture together.”


      “Huh?”


      “Then I'll get my tripod first!”


      Tanikita-san walked to the luggage storage for a while.


      “Oh, thank you, Akari”


      While Yamana-san was thanking her, Tanikita-san took out a small tripod about 10 CM long, and without realizing it, we were about to take a group photo.


      “Come on Ryuuto, come here~ come here~!”


      Luna then grabbed my arm and moved forward in front of the camera.


      “Eh, Ehhhhh...!”


      The arm is hot to the touch. The smell of flowers or fruits that wafts in the air will make you fall asleep again and again.


      “Uwaa, you guys are so lovey-dovey~!”


      I feel embarrassed that Tanikita-san, who is looking at her cell phone, is overreacting.


      Suddenly, I felt a killing intent and turned to Icchi and Nisshi, who was glaring at me with expressions similar to the Yankee characters in the manga.


      “Damn it Kasshi...!”


      “Normies got to explode!!”


      “Hey!”


      I mean no harm, please forgive me!


      Yamana-san then approached the two of them.


      “Hey, you two, are you still unhappy with me?”


      Then she stepped between them and put her arm around Nisshi's shoulder, who was almost the same height as her as if the two of them were close friends. While the other hand rested on Icchi's shoulder like a posing model.


      ““…!””


      Ichi and Nishi instantly froze at the unexpected skinship of a girl.


      "Alright~ the angle is okay!"


      Tanikita-san, making sure her smartphone was mounted on a tripod, came running a little and posed.


      “I took a picture, okay~!”


      It seemed to be remote-controlled, and the smartphone beeped automatically when Tanikita-san said that.


      I don't know what kind of expression I made, but at least the photo session was over.


      “The warmth of Demon Gal...”


      “Demon Gal's scent... it smells good...”


      When Icchi and Nisshi were in a state of euphoria, Luna pulled my sleeve.


      “Hei~Hei~, how about my outfit? Looks good, doesn't it?”


      “Eh...?”


      That's right, I still haven't said anything about her appearance.


      I wonder if she feels uncomfortable in this outfit because it's completely different from her usual outfit. Luna looked up at me with a slightly worried look on her face.


      “Umm...”


      Once again, I saw her appear in camouflage. At the same time, my eyes fell on her bare chest and I hastily turned my gaze back to her face.


      “I-It looks good. ...Y-You look so cute.”


      When I replied hesitantly, Luna smiled in relief.


      “Really? I'm glad!”


      Then she switched from holding the gun in one hand to both hands and pointed the muzzle at me.


      “Today, I will deal a critical blow to Ryuuto's heart with my appearance!”


      After saying “bang”, Luna smiled shyly and laughed “ehehe”.


      The cuteness of her figure made my ears burn.


      “.... Sh-Shouldn't we have been warned by the store staff that we shouldn't point a gun at someone?”


      “Oh, you're right!”


      Hearing my slightly embarrassing joke, Luna covered her mouth with her hand and blushed.


      “Sorry, Ryuuto~”


      “It's okay...”


      I replied with a shy smile, my heart still pounding at the memory of what she had said earlier.


      Today, I will deal a critical blow to Ryuuto's heart with my appearance!


      ...... Even though my heart was shot a long time ago.


      “What is it, Ryuuto? Grinning like that.”


      Luna looked at me in surprise.


      “Ah! Could it be... you saw it?”


      She then lifted her breast where her cleavage was showing.


      “N-No, I didn't!”


      If I'm being misunderstood here, my continued attempts to be manly so as not to come across as a lecherous guy will be in vain.


      “If you tell me honestly: I can show you more, though?”


      “I told you, I didn't see it!”


      With a mischievous look on her face, Luna tried to show me her cleavage. I managed to dodge her and went back to getting ready for Savage.


      ◇◇◇◇


      After getting ready, we went out of the safe area and into the game area to start the savage.


      “Wowww!”


      “Awesome!”


      Icchi and Nisshi were impressed when they saw the game area.


      “Isn't this a lot like Apax?”


      “No, this is more like POPG!”


      They called the famous FPS game and had the most lively debate of the day.


      Of course, the area we rented is not as big as an outdoor game area. In terms of size, it was probably about the size of a small conference room, but this size seemed perfect for the six of us due to the labyrinthine walls and barricades placed everywhere and the lack of visibility.


      The inside of the room was decorated with fake vines and what looked like a police line with [KEEP OUT] written on it, giving it a digital battle royale-like feel, so I was secretly excited. The reason I started talking to Icchi and Nisshi about Savage was because I admired the atmosphere in the game world and wanted to experience it in real life.


      We didn't hire a game master (a kind of referee) because it would cost money, so we started with just 2 teams divided into several people.


      The red team consists of myself, Luna and Tanikita-san. Meanwhile, the yellow team consists of Yamana-san, Icchi, and Nisshi. The members were somehow disconnected during the photo session earlier. To avoid accidentally shooting the allies, each of us wrapped the team's color ribbon around the sleeves of our camouflage uniforms.


      “Let's start!!”


      With a signal from all of us, the game began.


      For the time being, we are still looking at the situation first. This is an open-ended battle of destroying enemies, but since the number of people is small, we might be able to finish it quickly.


      “I want to see the enemy's position first.”


      We in the red team were watching the situation first, but suddenly Tanikita-san used her small body to move forward while hiding behind the barricade.


      “Akari, be careful, okay?”


      Luna and I followed her as well. And then...


      “Normies go to dieeeeeeeeeee!”


      Along with this scream, the BB grazed the side of my ear.


      “Uwaa!”


      I turned to the source of the sound and saw that Nisshi was standing diagonally in front of us, half of his body sticking out from behind the barricade and pointing at us.


      “Retreat...!”


      With Luna behind me, I hid half of my body behind the barricade and readied my weapon.


      “Damn you! I will send you both to hell together!”


      I felt an obsession similar to a grudge from Nisshi, who wouldn't let us off the hook even if the shot missed. Luckily, the BB he shot missed, so I pulled the trigger a few times as well.


      “Damn, I got hit!”


      It seems that one of my shots hit the target by accident. Nisshi raised both hands in frustration. Those who are hit by bullets must leave the playing area immediately.


      “For now, one person has fallen...”


      When I felt relieved that I had knocked out one person....


      “Nisshi! I will avenge you!”


      I heard screams at close range and the sound of another BB gun firing next to me.


      “Uwa!”


      That was close.


      As soon as I hid behind the barricade and looked through the gap, I saw Icchi pointing his rifle at me.


      “Ryuuto, are you okay?”


      Luna, who was behind me, called out worriedly.


      “I'm fine. Just stay alert.”


      After saying that, half of my body stepped out of the barricade again and readied my weapon.


      “Taste this bullet, Kasshiiiiiii!!”


      Icchi shoots blindly at me.


      “Uwaah!”


      I felt that I would be shot before I could aim and had to hide behind the barricade again.


      “Destroy the normiesssss!"


      Amazing. What a powerful crushing force.


      To be honest, I lost my nerve.


      That's what I thought, and I started to rush.


      “Eii!”


      From the direction of the third party, I heard the sound of BB bullets being fired.


      It turned out to be Tanikita-san. Tanikita-san, who was in front of us, shot Ichi at close range.


      “Uwoohh!?”


      Icchi then stopped shooting at me.


      After Icchi confirmed that Tanikita-san's position was in sight, he retreated behind the barricade and repositioned himself.


      “Ah~ I didn't hit it~!”


      On the other hand, Tanikita-san, having failed in her melee surprise attack, hastily tried to retreat behind the barricades. I was hiding behind a knee-high crate myself, so I was in danger of being attacked right now.


      However, the muzzle of Icchi's rifle was pointed behind her as she headed for the barricade.


      “Tanikita-san, be careful...!?”


      “Akari, watch out!”


      That's when Luna, who was behind me, jumped out from behind the barricade.


      “...Shi-Shirakawa-san!?”


      “...!?”


      I wasn't the only one who was surprised. Icchi also looked confused as the target suddenly exposed her entire body, and the gun's aim wavered from hesitation.


      Now is the perfect time...!


      I stepped out from behind the barricade and aimed at Ichi.


      My bullet hit Ichi's shoulder faster than Ichi's weapon, which was aimed at Luna.


      “...tt!? ... Damn it~ whaaa~...!”


      Icchi, who was previously unprotected, immediately fell easily.


      “Quickly hide again!”


      I called to Luna and Tanikita-san immediately. We've already defeated Icchi and Nisshi, but there's still one person left in the yellow team, namely Yamana-san.


      While I was thinking that, a figure appeared in my field of vision.


      “...!?”


      Just as Luna had given the next hiding place to Tanikita-san and was about to return to me, Yamana-san appeared from behind her with a gun.


      “...”


      Yamana-san secretly raised the gun and tried to shoot at Luna.


      She will be shot first even if I call her. Thinking so, I jumped out from behind the barricade.....


      Then I stood up to protect Luna's back.


       “……!”


      And then, I got hit by a bullet.


      “Shit…!”


      Luna, who was hiding behind the barricade again, saw me leaving the game area as I raised both my hands.


      “Ryuuto......!”


      Before she could finish muttering, Yamana-san started moving again.


      “Ah~! I got shot!”


      Tanikita-san's voice was heard coming from the barricade. It looks like she was shot first while trying to sneakily shoot Yamana-san.


      “... All right, you're all that's left, Luna.”


      Yamana-san, who hadn't said a word until now, laughed behind the barricade.


      “Nikoru...”


      Luna grabbed the gun and mumbled while putting on a complicated expression. Then she looked at me, who was heading for the exit, and her face changed with determination.


      “I won't lose! Even for Ryuuto's sake...!”


      Since then, the decisive round of this game was over in a short time.


      Luna took out half of her body from where she was hiding and aimed her weapon at Yamana-san. But instead, she jumped out of the barricade and hid behind an obstacle that was very close to Luna. Yamana-san shoots out from behind the obstacle with half her body at the moment Luna shoots, and Luna shoots back without holding back.


      The sound of BB bullets being fired back and forth between the two girls could be heard several times.


      “.... Ah!”


      But not long after, it was Yamana-san who raised her voice first.


      “Tch... I got hit first, huh!”


      She clicked her tongue in annoyance and raised both hands.


      With that, the victor of this savage had already been determined.


      ◇◇◇◇


      “Damn it!!! I failed to beat those normies?!”


      After we all returned to the safe area, Icchi was very disappointed when he found out who the winner.


      “Next round, we will retaliate in the next round! Our focus will be on the attack on the pair of normies!”


      “Eh~ Isn't that a bit cruel?”


      “Eh...”


      Nisshi, who was excited to join Icchi's words, suddenly froze when Tanikita-san protested. To be honest, I was offended as well.


      Yamana-san then approached Nisshi.


      “Hey, can I borrow this for a second?”


      After taking Nisshi's rifle, Yamana-san pointed it at the wall.


      “...Ah, I knew this would be the easiest to aim.”


      At the suggestion of a store clerk, we rented rifles for the boys and pistols for the girls from the weapons rental section. The reason was that although long-barreled guns were easy to aim, they were quite heavy, so girls with weak physical strength would lose their mobility.


      “Thank you.”


      After returning the rifle to Nisshi, Yamana-san took her rifle and went to the reception desk.


      “What's that called, long gun? I want to go away for a while to get a replacement.”


      Even though it was said that it was impossible, he made an impressive statement that didn't seem to care if it was impossible or not.


      “….Nee, Ryuuto.”


      While I was waiting for Yamana-san to return, Luna came over to me.


      “I'm sorry about that. When Ryuuto got shot... you were trying to protect me, right?”


      She smiled at me with lowered eyebrows, a cute expression that made my heart skip a beat.


      “Ah, yeah... it doesn't matter. Though it would be cooler if I could defend myself...”


      “No, you're wrong.”


      Luna shook her head.


      “... You looked cool earlier, you know?”


      She mumbled and her cheeks were red.


      “Thanks, Ryuuto.”


      She said shyly, trying to look away from me, and then made eye contact with me again.


      “...So I will try my best to win.”


      “Yes, thank you. You're good at it.”


      The battle earlier was such a tense shootout that I couldn't help but stop and watch for a moment as I made my way to a safe area.


      “Eh?”


      Luna smiled happily as I praised her. Then she suddenly looked around.


      “What is it?”


      When I asked, Luna just shook her head.


      “Nothing.”


      “...?”


      While we were having such a conversation, Yamana-san had already returned. She was carrying a long-barreled rifle in her hands.


      “Ahh, Nikoru! What happened to your nails?!”


      Seeing Yamana-san's hand, Luna exclaimed in a surprised tone.


      “Hmm? I borrowed a nail clipper from the reception and cut them. Before, I had trouble shooting because my fingernail got stuck on the trigger of the gun.”


      In retrospect, Yamana-san's beautifully decorated nails look short. I can't remember, but I think she used to grow her nails long.


      “Although the nails were pretty cute.”


      “Thanks. Well, I'll just do it again. I can make them longer from the beginning.”


      Yamana-san replied to Tanikita-san as she practiced aiming her rifle at the wall.


      “Yup. I feel like I can shoot better with this than before.”


      She said while smiling confidently after a few practice sessions.


      As she said, Yamana-san started to be like a demon in the next game.


      “Ora! Ora! ora! People who want to shoot me, get your ass out!”


      “Kyaa~, I got hit~~!”


      “You are too strong, Nikoru~!”


      In Team Battles, the game ends quickly and we are not happy with that, so we try to switch to single-victor Battle Royale battles.


      However...


      “Ora! Ora! Ora! Out of the way, you fucking bastard!”


      “Gyaah~ it hurts you know!”


      “Ouch, I got hit by Demon Girl's bullet!”


      After all, Yamana-san is still undefeated.


      Still, we enjoyed the game for about 10 rounds, and after two and a half hours of ordering time, we finished the game.


      As we all finished changing and were about to leave the secure area with our luggage...


      “...Eh?”


      Luna rummaged through her bag for something and muttered in a worried tone.


      “One of my earrings is missing... although I'm sure I put it in my bag when I first changed.”


      “Eh, aren't the earrings in your ears?”


      Tanikita checked Luna's ears and said so, but Luna shook her head.


      “I originally brought two pairs.”


      “Oh, the ones in the shape of the moon and stars? You often wear that one earring when you wear casual clothes, right?”


      Luna answered Yamana-san's words with a nod.


      “Yes, that one.”


      “That's one of your treasures, isn't it? You said you didn't want to bring it to school for fear of it being confiscated, didn't you~”


      “Yes…”


      “Are the earrings that important?”


      Worried, I started to look around around the nearest floor.


      “...Ah, found them!”


      I heard Luna's cheerful voice.


      “Sorry, it looks like it fell into my bag. It looks like the earring accidentally slipped out of the bag.”


      I smiled at Luna who giggled and said, “I should have looked for my bag properly first.”


      “Grateful to have found it.”


      “Yes!”


      “Good, good.”


      While I was being watched warmly by everyone, while I was being watched warmly by everyone, I looked at the earrings that Luna had found.


      The crescent and star motifs dangled from the chains that swung under her ears, and that made the earrings quite striking.


      —— You often wear that one earring when you wear casual clothes, don't you?


      I remembered Yamana-san's words again. I was embarrassed because no matter how uninterested I was in fashion, I didn't even know about her precious earrings. I didn't pay much attention to them because the earrings are usually covered by her hair.


      But why only one? Aren't earrings usually sold in pairs?


      I was a little curious, but thought it might be a trend among girls, and didn't really care at the time.


      ◇◇◇◇


      “Even so, how could demon gal wipe out the enemy alone…”


      After we sat down in the restaurant where we were going after we finished playing Savage, Icchi muttered to Nisshi.


      “After all, the nickname Demon Girl isn't just for show...”


      “She approaches at three times normal speed.”


      “She fights while thinking two or three steps ahead.”


      “We .... are no match for her.”


      “Because we are still children.”


      As I listened to their conversation, I decided to take my lunch as soon as possible.


      We rented a game of Savage in the morning, so by the time the games were over, it was lunchtime. Since no one wanted to go home yet, the six of us went straight to an Italian restaurant in the same strip mall.


      The table layout is similar to that of a family restaurant, and there are a lot of underage or family customers, but the interior atmosphere and lighting are so cozy that I probably wouldn't have chosen this restaurant if it was just the boys' group.


      At a table for six, we were divided into men and women and sat across from each other, which was a bit awkward, as if we were on a ‘blind date’. Coincidentally, Tanikita-san and Icchi, Yamana-san and Nisshi, and Luna and I sat opposite each other.


      “But playing Savage is really fun, isn't it~”


      Tanikita-san smiles and mumbles while drinking iced chocolate from the after-dinner drink bar.


      “Right!? Right!? I invited you knowing that Akari would say that! I'm grateful!”


      Luna laughed happily.


      “Yes. The way the bullets fly depends on the type of air rifle, right? Like distance, speed and so on. It might be interesting to buy different guns and try them out yourself.”


      “Agreed!”


      Icchi suddenly chimed in excitedly.


      “Maybe the air rifle was the predecessor of the Savage. I found that quite interesting. So I wanted to try shooting with different weapons. The gun I borrowed today is a battery-operated stun gun, you know? It's easy to shoot because all you have to do is pull the trigger, but there are also gas guns and air guns, each with different controls, so I thought it would be cool if I could master them all!”


      Today was the first time Icchi talked to a girl. I was secretly surprised.


      “Hee~ So that's how it is~?”


      However, as expected from Luna's friend, the cheerful girl group, Tanikita-san wasn't upset and responded to Icchi normally.


      “But air rifles are expensive, right?”


      “Hmm, it depends on the type, but it's more or less around 5,000 yen.”


      “There are also ones that cost around 3,000 yen.”


      Nisshi joined the conversation, taking advantage of Icchi's topic of conversation. Maybe he doesn't want to be left behind.


      “Then what about the best kind?”


      “Maybe 50,000 yen?”


      “No, I think there are also around 100,000 yen.”


      “Really? Well, I can't afford that anyway, and I haven't checked for a higher price.”


      “Exactly. It sounds interesting, but I can't increase the number of hobby items anymore.”


      “Akari's a bit of an otaku, isn't she~. I'm the same way, though.”


      Icchi and Nisshi's eyes immediately lit up when they heard Yamana-san's words.


      “Eh, seriously!?”


      “What kind otaku!?”


      Icchi and Nisshi immediately felt a sense of familiarity because they hadn't expected the word ‘otaku’ to come out of the girl's mouth.


      Tanikita-san immediately replied happily, as if she had been waiting for the question.


      “VTS! Every time they release a new CD, I have to buy multiple copies to get the bonus, and it's a bottomless pit! I also learned Hangul!”


      “Vi, Vi...?”


      When they looked confused, Luna was the one to explain.


      “It's the name of a male K-POP group. We were force-fed it by Akari. Now that they're really popular, haven't you heard of them?”


      All the boy groups, including me, couldn't help but look at each other.


      Maybe the otaku mode switch is on, and Tanikita-san keeps talking excitedly.


      “I used to be a D-otaku, and I got a free pass for a year and traveled a lot. I still do social games. I also like to make accessories with resin! I also like clothes and fashion in general, so I want to study that field after graduation~”


      “I'm a nail polish otaku. The price of the gel and its parts is pretty cheap, so without realizing it, I've accumulated so much that I don't know what else to do with it.”


      After Tanikita-san, Yamana-san also talked about her preferences.


      ““......””


      Icchi and Nisshi fell silent when they heard a list of things they weren't interested in appearing one after another. If there is a normies guy, he might be able to talk about his hobbies, but this is the limit of a gloomy virgin guy. As a comrade, I understand this very well.


      “It's amazing to see that you two are addicted to something.”


      I'm glad that Luna joined in and brought the atmosphere back to life.


      Yamana-san then smiled at Luna, who replied.


      “You're just as addicted, aren't you?”


      “... Eh?”


      I felt Yamana-san's eyes on me and I gasped.


      Luna noticed as well and her face immediately turned red.


      “Eh~ You mean Ryuuto!? What does that mean~~!”


      “Today, I'm really excited to see you two. Honestly, it feels too hard for a single girl like me.”


      When Yamana-san said that ironically, Tanikita-san also laughed.


      "You guys are so loving to the point of envy~!"


      Then I heard Nisshi mumbling something next to me and overheard it.


      “... Seriously? Demon gal doesn't have a boyfriend...?”


      “Yes. That's right. I don't expect it too.”


      Luna once told me that at the summer festival. Then Nisshi looked at me with a surprised face.


      “Kasshi, you know about that!? Why didn't you tell me earlier.”


      “Eh? Could it be Nisshi, to Yamana-san…”


      “No, that's not what I meant!”


      I was told something I might or might not understand. By the way, this conversation was not overheard by anyone except me and Nisshi.


      “Both Nikoru and Akari, you two can have boyfriends if you want, right?”


      When Luna said that, Tanikita-san just replied “Hmm~”.


      “Well, my head is full of Jemi right now, so I don't need a boyfriend.”


       Who? When I asked Luna who was in front of me, she told me that Jemi was a member of VTS.


      “I have a lot of things I want to do, and I enjoy doing it myself. If I want to do a hobby activity with someone, it's better if I'm with someone of the same gender, right?”


      I think we can agree with that sentences, Nisshi and Ichi who are next to me also nodded.


      “...Do you guys have certain criteria when you want to find a boyfriend?”


      For the sake of continuing the conversation, I tried to ask a scary question. Even though I'm used to it thanks to Luna, I still need some courage to talk to the gal girl, but I think this is a form of help for Icchi and Nisshi.


      Then, a hint of gloom appeared on Yamana-san's face.


      “…I can't think of that right now.”


      It's the first time I've seen Yamana-san's expression like that. She looked lonely and bitter.


      “... Do you still have feelings for your ex?”


      Yamana-san nodded when asked by Taniyama-san.


      “He's a cool guy after all.”


      “You mean cool, his face?”


      “Yes, or his way of life? Because he always uses earphones, I often ask what song are you listening to? He replied Sutra. Isn't that really bad?"


      “...That one is really bad...”


      For a moment, I looked around and saw Tanikita-san with a dumbfounded expression, while Nisshi shouted.


      “Isn’t just chuunibyou...!”


      But, Yamana-san immediately glared at him “Haa?!” and immediately silenced him.


      Yamana-san seems to think that her chuunibyou ex-boyfriend is cool, and she's blown away by it, losing her cool a bit. Then, she suddenly came back to his senses and smiled slightly.


      “...This is stupid, isn't it? It's unbelievable that I still can't get over the guy I dated for two weeks in 2nd grade of middle school. But what can I do, he is the first guy I like. ......"


      ……How unexpected.


      “Two weeks…”


      Nisshi who was next to me also let out a surprised voice.


      Of course. I was surprised too.


      From the looks of it, I don't think she's been in a relationship since then until now.


      I never thought that her feelings would go that far even though they only dated for two weeks in 2nd grade of middle school.


      That means, even though Yamana-san looks like a gal girl, she's actually...?


      “O... Ouch ouch!”


      Nisshi who was trying to say something suddenly grabbed one of his legs and winced in pain.


      “Haaa? Dude, what were you going to say earlier, huh?”


      Yamana-san glared at Nisshi with a gaze that was sharper than before. The scary expression on her face and voice was similar to delinquent.


      “You said ‘punishment’, right? Do you want to be punished? Or will it be executed? Hah??”


      “Hiiii! No, it's nothing!!”


      Nikoru-sensei spoke such a frightening rhyme, and Nisshi withdrew with tears in his eyes.


      “A-Are you okay, Nisshi…?”


      I asked him while he was still holding his aching leg, and Nisshi smiled brightly at me.


      “I got stepped on 10 cm of plain demon gal heels… Thank you very much…!”


      Apparently, his foot was stepped under the table.


      Well, as long as the person being stepped on is happy, I guess there's no problem


      “...Just so you know, I already did it.”


      Then Yamana-san looked at us boy group with a threatening look. She said this in a more sullen tone of voice as if she was holding back her embarrassment.


      “Already did it...”


      I see. So that's how it looks.


      Gaining a lot of experience with her first boyfriend despite only dating for two weeks, Yamana-san is really great….


      Or so I thought. 

      “... until the kiss.”


      Yamana-san muttered so, her cheeks immediately turned red, and she immediately turned her face away from us.


      “……”


      Ya-Yamana-san, maybe she's a slightly cute girl.


      Feelings of fear and gentle warmth came and went, and my emotions were already a mess.


      When I looked at Luna, she was also watching Yamana-san with a gentle smile. As expected from a good friend, she seemed to know all about Yamana-san's unpredictable side.


      "As for me, I want to find a boyfriend who is taller than me~"


      Then Tanikita-san suddenly said with a cheerful voice.


      What kind of guy would you like to be friends with? Was that the answer to my question? Even if I asked it myself, Yamana-san's story was so shocking that I forgot what the topic was for a moment.


      “Umm, you meant tall… how tall?”


      Now it's Icchi's turn to take the bait. I think it's because he's aware of his height.


      “Hmm~ Because I'm small, I thought Jemi had a big body, but I thought it would be cool if the guy was as big as Jungwoo!”


      Without having to ask Luna again, I'm sure the name she mentioned could be a member of the VTS group (?).


      “Well, Ijichi-kun is pretty tall too. How tall are you?”


      Tanikita-san said as if she had just noticed. I could sense Icchi's nervousness telepathically, and Icchi nervously tried to open his mouth.


      “O-One hundred and eighty-one...”


      Tanikita-san widened her eyes when she heard that.


      “Ehhh! Isn’t it the same as Lee Joon! So cool!”


      “...!”


      I see, I understand very well, Icchi.


      This is dangerous. He could probably eat three bowls of rice every time he thought about it when he got home.


      Maybe Tanikita-san was referring to “Lee Joon” when she said “So cool”, but it's still a memorable compliment for an anti-social virgin.


      “No… that… uh… well…”


      Sure enough, Icchi's face turned as red as a tomato, and became so nervous that they couldn't talk normally anymore.


      ◇◇◇◇


      In such a situation, where the pleasant dinner (?) accompanied by romantic chatter and the seeds of love that grew unexpectedly (?) had ended, we somehow left the commercial facility and headed for the station.


      The time shows at 2:30, which is quite a bear time.


      “Then I'll go home first because I have a part-time job after this.”


      “I also want to watch the live broadcast, so I'm going home with Nikoru.”


      “Thank you for today!”


      “Today I have a lot of fun!”


      Yamana-san and Tanikita-san said while waving at us who stopped and started walking.


      After that, Icchi and Nisshi also followed them and headed towards the station.


      “I want to go home too...”


      “Me too… I have to participate in 600 KEN craftsmen…”


      They looked dazed and still hadn't recovered from what had just happened. It had been an overly stimulating half-day for a gloomy virgin, so that was understandable.


      Then, the only ones left were me and Luna.


      “... Shira... How about you, Luna?”


      I'm still a little nervous to mention her name.


      In response to my question, Luna looked at my face as if she was a little excited.


      “I'm still okay. So what do you want? While we're here, would you like to try dating in Odaiba?”


      I was a little surprised to see her eyes are full of sweetness, beautiful, and full of pampering.


      “… T-That's right. Then, let's go…”


      And when we were about to walk...


      Tanikita-san who was already walking with Yamana-san towards the station suddenly said “Oh yeah!” She turned and ran towards us.


      “Kashima-kun!”


      “W-What!?”


      I thought that she still had some business with Luna, so I was quite surprised when she stopped in front of me.


      While taking turns looking at me and Luna who is next to me, Tanikita-san starts to open her mouth.


      “You know~. Previously, when I still didn't know that Luna and Kashima-kun were dating, my friend sent me a photo of Kashima and Nikoru drinking tea, and I said “Seriously? It's really funny if it's true.”


      “……”


      After thinking for a while, I started to remember it.


      ______________________


      Yuna: Nikoru is dating a plain guy from our class at Mcdonald’s, LOL


      Akari: Seriously? It's hilarious if it's true


      ____________________________________


      Luna showed me a photo of me when Yamana-san called me to meet her, and asked "What does this mean?", what was that LINE message?


      So that’s replied by Taniyama-san? I didn't see the sender's name.


      “Kashima-kun may not be the type to stand out, but you're a kind-hearted guy who loves his girlfriend. After spending time with you today, I think you and Luna are a perfect match.”


      After saying this with a lowered face, Tanikita-san raised her head.


      “That's how it is. I seem to have misunderstood, so I was a little worried. See you again!”


      With a fresh look on her face, she waved at Luna and me and then walked away.


      Did she come back just to say that?


      “...Tanikita-san likes to do what she likes and is quite interesting, huh.”


      When I said that, Luna, who was still waving next to me, suddenly laughed.


      “Akari really is an interesting girl. She has her own way and is always moving forward.”


      After saying this in a slightly admiring manner, Luna lightly wrapped her arm around mine. When I saw the gleaming natural stone ring on her right hand, I felt both embarrassed and happy.


      “Then let's go.”


      “Y-Yes”


      The scent of flowers or fruits mixed with the smell of the sea breeze feels soft and fragrant. In the heat of the afternoon, my skin burns as we touch each other, and I feel as if the summer I spent in that seaside town is still going on.


      Unconsciously, my heart was beating fast.

    

  


  


  
    
      


      Chapter 1.5 — Kurose Maria's Hidden Diary


      My love for Kashima-kun has ended.


      Ah, it really is over... I've finally been able to think about it lately.


      Summer vacation is over. My seats and Kashima-kun's seats are finally far apart.


      I thought this was going to hurt more, but it turns out that my heart still feels calm, does that mean that I've moved on?


      Ugh... even so, when I saw Kashima-kun with Luna, I still felt uncomfortable.


      However, I'm sure it will only last for a moment.


      Everything will be fine.


      I can do this.


      I tell myself that every day, and I will continue to move forward, little by little.


      After all, I will be living without Kashima-kun's presence again.

    

  


  


  
    
      Chapter 2


      The two of us walked to Aomi Station when Luna asked, “I want to ride the Ferris wheel”.


      
         
      


      We slowly approached the giant Ferris wheel that has become an iconic ride in Odaiba. Even from a distance, the ride had a strong presence


      ...[Who else would ride it but kids and couples, it's not even an amusement park], 

      or so I thought, but I never thought the day would come when I would ride it as a


      ‘couple’... 

      Riding the Ferris wheel for the first time with my girlfriend... alone in a small space...


      Just thinking about it makes my imagination run wild. Since there was still a glass partition, there was no way we could do anything naughty, but at least if it was a kiss... just imagining it made my heart race.


      Or rather, according to Luna, at what stage... would she want to have sex with me?


      I felt that the bond between our hearts was much closer after the incident during the summer vacation, and when I kissed her at the summer festival, I felt that she looked both blushing and happy.


      ...... Doesn't that mean it's going to soon?


      Maybe this Ferris wheel would be the stepping stone to


      ..., and I began to have a thought process that was too greedy to understand. 

      Fortunately, there didn't seem to be too many people wanting to ride the Ferris wheel, and we boarded the gondola right away.


      We sat on the C-shaped seats facing each other and looked out the window for a while.


      The gondola continued to rise slowly, and the view of the waterfront area spread out below us. But my mind was filled with how I could kiss her after sitting here.


      Since we were in an enclosed space, even though we were not close to each other, the inside of the gondola was filled with Luna's scent.


      Ah, I want to kiss her... kiss... kiss...!


      Kiss, kiss, kiss, kiss, kiss, kiss, kiss, kiss, kiss, kiss, kiss, I want to kiss her!


      My brain was about to explode from ulterior motives, and that's when it happened...


      “.....”


      Luna, who had been looking out of the window, suddenly looked at me and smiled.


      Her smile seemed happy and as soft as the sunlight filtering through the spring trees.


      “I feel like I'm falling in love for the first time in my life.”


      When I wondered what she was talking about, Luna continued.


      “I thought that exciting love was something that only existed in shoujo manga, but apparently... It seems to exist in my life, too.”


      She looked at me with flushed cheeks and told me.


      “Every time I see a new side of Ryuuto, my heart skips a beat and I think, ‘Ah, I like him even more’. When I said this to Nikoru, she laughed at me and said, ‘Isn't the order reversed?’”


      My heart warmed and I silently listened to Luna's words.


      “If it's an ordinary girl, one day she becomes interested in a guy for some reason. When she sees that guy, she thinks she likes him, and when she talks to him, she feels happy... and thinks she wants to go out with him.”


      Ah, it was the same when I fell in love with Luna.


      Such a burning feeling of love.


      “Not only in manga, but everyone falls in love like that. .... I feel like I've finally made it to the starting line.”


      The words “starting line” that suddenly came out of her mouth pierced my chest.


      “At first, I thought that Ryuuto was different from my ex-boyfriend, so I felt crazy and nervous... but after spending the summer with Ryuuto, I became even more convinced. That this feeling I have is love.”


      The answer to how many stages to sex... is ‘starting line’, huh? No, the peak of the relationship is not necessarily about sex... maybe it's in the fifth step.


      No, maybe it's in the third phase. Let's just think positive here.


       ... That's right.


      Come to think of it, when we started dating officially, she didn't even know my name.


      And now she's in love with me. Even though it's a starting line, if we keep making progress, ‘that day’ will come in the not too distant future.


      The first is just the first, I no longer have the right to ask her first, and that's the hardest part of this ....


      However....


      ———I feel like I'm falling in love for the first time in my life.


      All her ex-boyfriends couldn't conquer Luna's heart. As I thought about it, I felt excitement flowing from the bottom of my heart.


      “I see...”


      Although my heart felt mixed, I honestly felt happy when I heard her words.


      I looked at Luna and smiled at her, and she smiled back gently. Her sweet smile made my heart flutter with happiness.


      “...still, I didn't expect Luna to like reading shoujo manga.”


      I brought up something unexpected from what she said earlier. Somehow, I had no idea that Luna liked to read books.


      “Well, my mom had a lot of shoujo manga and I used to read them a lot when I lived with her. Since they're manga from when Mom was young, they're pretty old manga.”


      Luna spoke happily.


      “Among my favorite manga, there's a scene I really like where the main character and his girlfriend kiss while eating chocolate on a Ferris wheel.”


      “H-Hee...”


      I was a little surprised because earlier I had been thinking about kissing.


      “So, I laughed at it and said 'well, it's like chocolate, isn't it'. I read that when I was in elementary school, so it made my heart skip a beat and I thought it was really mature~.”


      “...Bu-But, it's forbidden to eat or drink here, you know."


      I suddenly became teary-eyed and the conversation turned awkward.


      “I know. Especially since I didn't bring any chocolate.”


      After saying that, Luna looked at me with an upturned gaze.


      “But... want to do it?”


      ......!


       Do what? Without being asked again I understood it right away.


      “...Uh, yes. It's okay.”


      There was no way I was going to refuse.


      I really wanted to kiss her earlier, but when the opportunity arose to kiss her, I felt nervous. It's already the third time, .... Just as I was thinking that, Luna rushed over to me.


      “....!?”


      My heart skipped a beat at such a sudden approach in an enclosed space and a tilted gondola. My gaze wandered as I wondered if the gondolas in front and behind me had people watching our gondola.


      Next to me who was acting suspiciously, Luna turned to me. Her fragrant hair gently touched my shoulder.


      Even up close, Luna was really beautiful. She was a charming girl with skin and lips as shiny as jewels.


      Her enchanting eyes were closed meaningfully as she faced me ....


      I quietly brought my face closer... and pressed my own lips against hers.


      I could feel Luna's warmth and tenderness.


      I want to keep doing this forever... I wanted to feel Luna more deeply.


      My chest ached with such urges. 

      “......”


      No, no, no. I had already decided to wait for her.


      As I moved my face away while feeling regretful, Luna looked at me with a mischievous look.


      “...What does it feel like?”


      “Eh!!!?”


      I panicked a little at the sudden question.


      “...I-It smells like peaches?”


      “Exactly~!”


      Luna then smiled happily.


      “I bought a new lip color. It smells like peach tea and I love it! And the color is exactly MLBB~!”


      “Uh, ML...?”


      “I mean it's natural! It doesn't even stick to Ryuuto's lips, so it's really good!”


      After looking at my mouth, Luna was satisfied. She then leaned her head on my shoulder.


      “...Yes. I knew I liked you a lot, Ryuuto.”


      Slowly, as if to emphasize her own feelings, Luna murmured.


      “I feel that I'm going to like you even more...”


      Luna smiled softly and then looked up as if she had just thought of something.


      “Nee~ nee~, Ryuuto.”


      "Hm, huh?"


      “Will you pat my head...?”


      She looked at me with an expectant gaze, and I felt my heart pounding again.


      “W-Why do you want it...?”


      “I just remembered it. I wanted Ryuuto to pat my head in Savage earlier while saying, 'You did your best', you know~”


      “...Ahh....”


      I recalled my conversation with Luna back in the safe area.


      —... What's wrong?


      —... no, it's nothing.


      That time, huh?


      “Because that time everyone was there, and as expected, I felt embarrassed...”


      Will you doing it? Luna said while whispering to me, and I nodded.


      “U-Um, okay.”


      “Hooray~!”


      Luna responded with a happy laugh.


      “Yes, please stroke my head~!”


      I awkwardly stroked her head a few times.


      “...Li-Like this?”


      “Thank you, Ryuuto.”


      Luna looked up and smiled brightly like the sun.


      “I really love you~!”


      Before we knew it, the gondola we were riding in was nearing the ground.


      ◇◇◇◇


      After getting off the Ferris wheel, we decided to go to the Venus Fort mall to fulfill Luna's request again. On the way there, I suddenly stopped my steps inside the building that was our travel path.


      “Wow, amazing!! There are so many cars.”


      Shiny cars were lined up in a large space that looked like an event hall with high ceilings. We were on the second floor, but there were more cars on display on the first floor. I'm sure that we walked through this area, but I didn't seem to realize it because my head was filled with a Ferris wheel (and kissing problems too).


      “Ah, this is MEGA WEB, right! A car showroom? Something like that.”


      “Hee...”


      “Do you like cars?”


      As Luna asked me, I nodded my head nervously.


      “Ah... yes, something like that. I used to collect miniature cars when I was little."


      “Hee~ I see~”


      Luna blinked her eyes and her face lit up.


      “Then, when Ryuuto gets his license, will you let me ride in the passenger seat?”


      “That's... yes, of course.”


      I thought it would happen after the exam was over, ... I wanted to add that, but Luna looked so happy as if she could get a ride next week.


      “Hooray~, I'm really looking forward to it! Let's go skiing and camping together!”


      Her innocence unconsciously made me smile.


      “Since my family doesn't have a car, I thought it would be best to rent one.”


      “It’s no problem~! What kind of car does Ryuuto like?”


      “Hmm, I think I like sports cars more. Ah, a car that looks like that.”


      I pointed at the bright red Supra sports car on display there. I guess this is a Toyota showroom, because there are Toyota cars as far as the eye can see. Come to think of it, I think I've seen it on the news at a car show or something.


      “Ohh, that one is cool! Let's borrow that one then.”


      “Hmm but if we're going skiing or camping, I think it's better to borrow a minivan.”


      “Why, can't you borrow a sports car?”


      “Yes, because sports cars can't carry a lot of stuff... and they might be a bit difficult to drive.”


      “What's the difference?”


      Luna didn't seem to be very familiar with cars and had a look of confusion on her face. I took this opportunity to explain that to her.


      “Sports cars do look cool and are suitable for high-speed driving, but in terms of usability, family-friendly and city-specific cars that prioritize comfort and interior capacity are far superior. The easiest example is a minivan. But the more space inside a car, such as a minivan, the harder it is for the car to go fast. In order for people to feel comfortable, the inside of the car needs to be more spacious and airy, but the wind will hit the large surface and the wind resistance will be stronger, right? Therefore, in order to make the car go fast, the comfort inside the car must be sacrificed. The fastest cars have a slim frame to avoid headwinds and a low body. Such a car is difficult to get in and out of because of its lower height, and it would also make it less useful because there are no back seats and not much space to carry things. I've heard that due to the recent economic downturn, there are many people who can't afford to buy a new car or own multiple cars, and practical-type cars that are suitable for long-term maintenance and are family-friendly are quite popular, if only because I feel that sports cars are the dream of many boys.”


      And then I realized something. I saw that Luna had a surprised face.


      “Ah... So-Sorry!”


      I did it again. I ended up blabbering nonsense again just because it was something I was interested in.


      Maybe she was fed up this time!? Her expression looked like.


      .. While I was in a state of panic, Luna gave a small smile and shook her head. 

      “No, it's okay .... I just thought that Ryuuto was amazing...”


      After saying that, she took her eyes off me and turned to face forward.


      “...I think I look like a sports car.”


      Luna muttered to herself as she stared into the distance and narrowed her eyes.


      “I just want to empty my head and run as fast as I can. I want to skip childhood and become an adult as soon as possible.”


      When she said that, Luna smiled mockingly to herself.


      “Even if you imitate adults and gain experience, but your heart will still be a child, huh.”


      My heart felt stabbed as I realized that she must be referring to her own romantic experiences.


      “Ryuuto is actually very amazing for being able to think about things. When discussing boba drinks, you’re also doing great thing.”


      “Umm, that's...”


      “As for me, all I can think about is 'boba drinks are really good~!' when I drink them.”


      Luna said so while smiling gently.


      “I'm not good at thinking. Thinking is kind of like worrying, right? When I think alone, I feel even less energized.”


      “...In that case, I don't think you should force yourself to think. I'm the kind of person who thinks about things even when I'm told not to. Whether it's good or bad things, all sorts of things.”


      “But, don't I also have to think about it soon? For example, about the future.”


      And then, Luna's expression looked a little troubled.


      “Lately, I've been thinking about a rather distant future. For example, I want to have three children. But if they were twins like me, it would be difficult to raise them. Rather than thinking, it's probably more like fantasizing?”


      “Child—...”


      Children!?


      My face unconsciously became hot and my heart raced.


      It didn't feel right because I hadn't even done what I was supposed to do, but I felt embarrassed that I was thinking about making a child every day.


      Ah, but if she said something like this... I guess, ‘that day’ might not be too far away.


      When I thought so, my heart fluttered. 

      “I want to raise a boy who looks like Ryuuto, or if it's a girl, I want her to look like me.”


      “...that means, that girls who look like me aren't cute?”


      I jokingly teased Luna who was speaking happily.


      “That's not what I meant. I just can't imagine Ryuuto looking like a girl.”


      Luna replied with a laugh, but she suddenly looked gloomy.


      “That's not what I meant...”


      As I panicked inwardly because I might have said something offensive to her, Luna looked down and muttered.


      “...I think it's time...I should think about my own future.”


      She said in a soft tone of voice and raised her face.


      “Because after graduating from high school, I'm not a kid anymore.”


      While gazing into the distance, Luna saw some toddlers playing in front of the car.


      —...I think I look like a sports car.


      —...I just want to empty my head and run as fast as possible. I wanted to skip childhood and become an adult as soon as possible.


      I didn't expect Luna to think that way about herself.


      Even if it's true.


      Even so, I...


      “...A sports car is not a car that is driven fast in order to get to the destination faster. A sports car is a car that enjoys ‘the driving’ itself.”


      “Huh?”


      Luna looked at me in surprise as she heard my words.


      “The Luna I see from afar is always surrounded by friends and has a boyfriend... You seem to be enjoying your youth with all your might. I feel envious when I see it.”


      Like the sun, no matter how far I reached out, I could not reach her. To me, she was too bright.


      Luna looked at me and her lips trembled as I spoke with all the longing I ever had.


      “Ryuuto...”


      “I love sports cars. That 'car born to be driven for fun’ looks cool.”


      “Umm, wait a minute.”


      Luna suddenly interrupted me.


      “For some reason, my head is confused. Just now, were you complimenting me?”


      I nodded as she asked me that.


      “Yeah, because Luna is a sports car, right?”


      “Hmm...? What does it mean 'Don't think about it, but feel it'?”


      I chuckled when I heard that short summary.


      “That's probably what it means.”


      Thinking ahead and acting calculatingly, or planning carefully so as not to make mistakes and then taking appropriate action might not be Luna's way of life.


      If someone was in trouble, she would try to help them, and if something was fun, she would gather her friends and laugh together. Luna is able to do something simple yet difficult for some people so naturally.


      I'm sure that her past romantic experiences were also accumulated as a result of that way of life.


      If that's the case, I will accept Luna and all the experiences she has gone through.


      Because I like her.


      Because they are proof of the existence of the girl called Shirakawa Luna


      . 

      That's what I think.


      ◇◇◇◇


      After passing MEGA WEB, we immediately entered the Venus Fort mall.


      Venus Fort is a large commercial facility located near the Ferris wheel. From the first to the third floor, there are several shops such as clothing stores, restaurants, and other shops. I was a little familiar with this place because it often held some otaku-related events.


      “Ah~ I haven't been here in a while~!”


      As we entered the second floor, Luna looked up at the vaulted ceiling and raised her hand.


      “I quite like this place. Since Odaiba is quite far away, I haven't come much lately.”


      The second floor of Venus Fort had architecture similar to a European cityscape and gave off an amusement park-like atmosphere.


      “Have you ever been here, Ryuuto?”


      “Yes. I used to go shopping with my family. If I'm not mistaken, I think we shopped at an outlet store.”


      “I see.”


      “....”


      I immediately fell silent as I tried to ask Luna the same thing.


      『


      You said that you haven't been here for a long time, but when was the last time you came here?


      』 

      If I asked her that, what answer would she give?


      ——I It's not my first time. It's not at this festival, but it's not the first time I've walked in a yukata and visited a festival with a guy... or watched fireworks together.


      I recalled Luna's words at the summer festival.


      Perhaps, this place too? Last time... Did she come here with her ex-boyfriend?


      If that's the case, what about the Ferris wheel? I wonder, did she also ride that with her old ex-boyfriend? And kissing the same way...


      Such thoughts crossed my mind, and I felt a little disgusted with myself.


      I thought I had sorted out and accepted Luna's past... and just a moment ago, I reaffirmed those feelings.


      It seemed to take a little longer to truly accept it.


      But, just a little more. I'm sure that I'll only be bothered by this for a short while.


      I was starting to believe that and was able to make a big step forward.


      “...Ryuuto? Is something wrong?”


      I was slightly startled when Luna called out to me.


      “No, it's nothing. Is there a store you want to visit?”


      "Nothing really, I just want to look around! Just doing window shopping is fun!”


      Luna then looked up.


      On the surface of the dome ceiling, there are paintings depicting the blue sky and clouds floating in the air. Coupled with the European-style cityscape, it makes you feel like you are walking down an exotic street.


      “I like this place because it feels like overseas. Hei~ Has Ryuuto ever been abroad?”


      “...Ah, a long time ago, my family decided to go sightseeing to Guam.”


      “Eh~ it’s so nice~!”


      “We then went to the airport, but my father's passport had expired, so we didn't go.”


      “Eh!? Isn't that terrible!?”


      “It was really noisy that time. My parents fought at the airport, and my older sister started crying.”


      I felt embarrassed talking about my family to Luna, so I called it something a little cool.


      “Ah, indeed... it feels so bad...”


      “In the end, we went to a swimming pool in Tokyo and the summer vacation just ended.”


      Even though it wasn't a funny sentence, but Luna laughed at my talk.


      “Then Ryuuto never left Japan either, huh.”


      The expression on her face when she said that looked a little happy.


      “When I told my father that I wanted to travel abroad, he said, [Later when you go on your honeymoon]. He can just say that he don't want to spend money~”


      I was slightly startled by the phrase ‘honeymoon’ and then Luna brought her face closer to mine.


      “...I hope, someday we can go there together.”


      Her tone of voice filled with warmth sounded melodious in my ears and tickled my heart.


      “...Yes.”


      I nodded as I sincerely hoped that it could happen.


      “Nee~ where does Ryuuto want to go?”


      “Hmm... since I've never been abroad, I wouldn't mind going anywhere.... Wh-What about Luna?”


      “I want to go to Europe! Italy or France? Rome would be cool too!”


      “Rome is the name of the capital of Italy, you know.”


      “Ehh seriously? Well then, Italy gets the most votes!”


      For some unknown reason, our honeymoon destination was already decided. Speaking of Italy.


      “If I'm not mistaken, the Venus fort is made to look like the scenery in Italy, you know?”


      “Ehh, really?”


      “I'm not sure... but I think there's a replica of the ‘Mouth of Truth’ here, so I think it might be.”


      I think I heard something like that from my mother when I came here with my family.


      “The Mouth of Truth?”


      “A round statue in the shape of a face from an old movie called 'Roman Holiday'...”


      “Oh, I've seen it in commercials recently! Is it really here!?”


      Luna's eyes immediately lit up.


      “I want to see it! Mouth of truth, I want to see it!”


      Then we looked at the guide map in the hall and headed towards where the replica of the Mouth of Truth was.


      It was located very close to the main gate. No one cared about it, so we just walked right past it as we entered. It seemed like a waste of time when it looked so similar to the real thing (not that I've ever seen the real thing in person, anyway).


      “Uwaaa, it looks just like the one in the advertisement!”


      “As I recall, if a liar puts his hand into this mouth, this thing will bite his hand off.”


      As I explained to a flabbergasted Luna, she then smiled at me.


      “In that case, Ryuuto can be safe.”


      “Eh?”


      “Because Ryuuto is 'The Last Man'.”


      Luna was probably referring to an English sentence we had learned together before.


      He is the last man to tell a lie. (He is the last man to tell a lie.)


      I was happy that she thought that about me, but I was amused.


      “I-It’s sounds like the title of a Western movie. [The Last Man]”


      “Ah, Nikoru said the same thing~”


      Since it was here, I decided to try putting my hand inside the statue's mouth.


      “『


      This is the story of a man who pledged his eternal love for Shirakawa Luna before the Mouth of Truth...


      』 ” 

      I chided Luna for making such a narrative while I was putting my hand into the statue's mouth.


      “What the hell is that…?!”


      “Ehehe, isn't this a good start?”


      “For [The Last Man]?”


      “That's right, that's right.  I want DiCaprio to play the lead! I watched the movie 'Titanic' on TV the other day and couldn't stop crying.”


      “Well, but how could the current DiCaprio play a high school student, right?”


      “Ah, how impossible is that~? I don't watch many movies, so maybe I need to Google young Hollywood actors first!”


      “There's no need to go to that extent either.”


      Even though I said a lot of silly things, I really enjoyed the time I spent with Luna.


      I wished we could stay together like this forever.


      I couldn't help but wish that every time I saw her face.


      After leaving the Mouth of Truth statue, wandering around the mall, taking pictures in front of the fountain, and sharing half a rainbow cake at the outdoor cafe, Luna and I started back to the main gate.


      “Ah~ it was really fun~! I think I've been able to experience a bit of sightseeing in Italy.”


      As we walked hand in hand, Luna who was next to me looked satisfied.


      “...Although I feel sorry for Ryuuto's mother and your older sister.”


      Suddenly, she said something like that.


      “But thanks to Ryuuto's father's carelessness, we can do it together again huh. The 'first time thing'.”


      She meant traveling abroad, yes.


      “Yo-You are right...”


      Is it really going to be a honeymoon? How many more years would it take for that to become a reality?


      I can't imagine it now, but just thinking about it makes me feel a little embarrassed and happy at the same time.


      “Thank you for inviting me to play Savage. It feels really good! Moreover, I got to see Ryuuto's cool side.”


      “Luna looks cool, too. When you won the one-on-one against Yamana-san.”


      "Ehehe. I didn't think Nikoru could be that strong~!”


      “She turns into a veteran fighter when she uses that gun.”


      “Maybe next time, I'll try using the long rifle too!”


      When Luna said something like that, I thought ‘Huh?’.


      “Do you want to do it again? Savage.”


      As the one who invited her, I was happy to know that she really enjoyed it.


      Luna then nodded cheerfully.


      “Yes! I wonder if the others would like to do it again?”


      “I think Icchi and Nisshi would really like to do it again.”


      “Akari seemed to like it too, so I guess today's members will gather again! Next time, we should gather more people and hunt down Nikoru in a team battle~”


      Then Luna suddenly stopped talking. When I turned to her, I saw that she looked a little emotional.


      “...What's wrong?”


      As I looked at her surprised face, Luna shook her head.


      “It's nothing. I'm just feeling really happy.”


      Her eyes looked a little red. Her voice was soft and trembling.


      “It's been two months since I started dating Ryuuto... and now that it's almost three months,... it feels pretty exciting to be able to talk a lot about the future, have 'first experiences' together and make all kinds of plans. I feel so happy that it makes me cry.”


      As she said that, something shimmered out of the corner of her eye.


      “Luna...”


      I hadn't expected that such a simple thing would bring tears to her eyes.


      However, when I remembered her past love experiences, I couldn't tell her, ‘You're exaggerating too much.’


      “...For the 3-month anniversary, what would be good? It's on a weekday. Is there anything you would like to do?”


      As soon as I asked in a cheerful voice, Luna's answer was a little flat with a mumbled “Hmm~...”


      Is something wrong with her? She's usually always happy when it comes to anniversaries... Maybe she was expecting a surprise and was angry that I brought it up first?


      I broke into a cold sweat at the thought. 

      “I don't need anniversaries anymore.”


      Luna said in a clear and firm tone.


      “Eh...”


      Luna didn't show an angry expression. On the contrary, her face looked happy and radiant.


      “As long as Ryuuto is with me, that's more than enough.”


      Grinning happily, Luna pressed her face against my shoulder.


      “I realized that being able to live a pleasant everyday life with Ryuuto every day is an important and special anniversary for me.”


      “Luna...”


      My chest felt warm as Luna looked up and smiled at me.


      “That's why I already graduate from the anniversary!”


      Her cheerful voice echoed off the vaulted ceiling.


      I was mesmerized by her bright smile.


       Ah, I like her, I thought.


      I like her.


      I like Shirakawa Luna. I like her so much, so much that I can't help but feel happy.


      I would never hurt the most wonderful girl in the world. I wanted to make her happy with all my heart. And hopefully that smile will never fade from her face.


      “...Ah, but.”


      Then Luna suddenly raised her voice as if she had just realized something.


      “Let's celebrate our six-month anniversary! And our first year too!”


      “That's the same as not graduating.”


      As I laughed in return, Luna stuck out her tongue like a child while laughing “Ehehe"”


      Without noticing, the artificial sky illuminating the mall turned reddish-orange. Outside, it was still afternoon, but inside Venus Fort, it seemed that night would come early.


      The main street where we walked hand in hand seemed to have a quieter atmosphere than before.


      “You know what? They say Venus Fort is going to disappear soon.”


      Luna's words startled me and I looked around.


      “Hah, really?”


      Luna nodded with a serious face, showing that it wasn't a joke.


      “Yes. The Ferris wheel, the MEGA WEB and all the places around here.”


      “So, how come?”


      “Hmm, I heard it was because of the redevelopment? I don't really remember, but I was very surprised when I first heard about it.”


      “I see...”


      Even though it can still be used properly. It seemed such a shame...


      “I thought that a beautiful, dreamy, and amazing place like this would still be here in ten or twenty years. But it turns out that I was wrong.”


      Luna murmured in a slightly sentimental tone.


      “I was sure that all of us here would be gone in a hundred years. Maybe this couple and this family too.”


      I had the illusion that the people in front of Luna's eyes suddenly blurred into a thin line of shimmering flame.


      “Everyone will disappear. One day, I'm sure, everything will disappear.”


      It was not a desperate tone, but a loving one, and Luna continued to murmur.


      “So, is there a meaning behind the suffering and pain I'm experiencing?”


      “......”


      If this girl named Shirakawa Luna was just another pretty, happy, and cheerful girl. Maybe I wouldn't be so interested in her.


      She was so different from me. But when I was with Luna, my emotions were always shaken. She makes me feel something I've never felt before.


      Turning her eyes away from me, who said nothing, Luna stared ahead and opened her mouth.


      “That's why I don't mind being the same as a sports car.”


      Her eyes reflected a seductive light. I thought it was like the light of life radiating from Luna's being.


      “Living in the present. For the sake of living, I live life without looking back. Like I've done so far.”


      Luna said quietly, humming, and looked at me.


      “Would Ryuuto still love me if I were like this?”


      What a beautiful girl. Not only her face.


      Everything about her was so beautiful and enchanting.


      “O-Of course!”


      I nodded frantically, feeling overwhelmed. I tried my best to keep up with Luna so she wouldn't leave me.


      “Me too... I will only love Luna for the rest of my life."


      It was a little embarrassing, but it was a sincere statement from the bottom of my heart.


      With the hand I had sworn in the Mouth of Truth, I clumsily gripped Luna's hand.

    

  


  


  
    
      


      Chapter 2.5 — Luna and Nikoru’s Long Phone Call


      “Good job~, Luna.”


      “Nikoru too, good job on your part-time job~!”


      “Playing Savage was really fun!”


      “Right, right~! Nikoru has too many talents!”


      “Tell your boyfriend that we want to do it again sometime.”


      “Ah, I already told Ryuuto, you know! But it's really so funny, even though we just did it today.”


      “That's right~! But it feels refreshing. It feels like all my stress is gone.”


      “But Nikoru, are you okay?”


      “Hmm? About what?”


      “Telling others about Senpai.”


      “Well, it doesn't matter. I didn't want to hide it anyway. Unlike you and Akari, even though I'm single, it's rare that a guy approaches me.”


      “But Nikoru, you refused immediately and without mercy.”


      “I don't know. Boys aren't good at judging girls. Akari and the others are even crueler.”


      “Ahaha.”


      “Actually, I'm just an innocent girl with a broken heart.”


      “But it was really amazing, you know, Nikoru. Has it been three years? Three and a half years? I didn't know that you still think about your ex-boyfriend.”


      “That's not really normal, is it? But what can I do, since I like Senpai so much...”


      “Nikoru...”


      “...Ah, doesn't [Affection to the point of intoxication] sound like a rhyme? No, it really does sound like a rhyme, doesn't it?”


      “Lol~ when I'm being serious, please don't make me laugh, Nikoru-sensei.”


      Luna stood up from the bed while laughing and reached for the table. Then she picked up a pencil box with some photo boxes on it.


      Among the photos, one of them... was a photo box of Nikoru with her first boyfriend in the second year of middle school, and Luna smiled softly as she looked at it.

    

  


  


  
    
      Chapter 3


      Sometimes, Luna looked like a ‘girl’ who was much more mature than her age. Maybe it's because she lives 'Going to mature as fast as possible’ as she once said herself, or maybe it's because of the experiences she's gained over the years.


      I was always surprised when I saw the mature expression on her normally innocent face, and every time it happened, I became more and more attracted to her.


      I wanted to catch up with Luna as soon as possible.


      As Luna's boyfriend, I wanted to be the guy she deserved


      . 

      However, there is no way a mental age grows so fast. Doing everything possible was also futile.


      So, the only thing I could do was to raise my own specifications, no matter which approach I had to take.


      —— For example, I wanted to have three children.


      A feeling of impatience grew within me as I smiled wryly when I remembered Luna's words.


      Expecting three children in this modern age. I didn't know what Luna's career path would be, and I thought it would be difficult unless I could get accepted into a fairly well-known university, work for a big company, and earn a stable income.


      Being the type of overthinking, I couldn't help but think of realistic things along with my imagination.


      Then, I picked up the pamphlet for the cram school I received during the summer course.


      ◇◇◇◇


      “Nee~ nee~, Ryuuto!”


      One day after school, when I was about to leave the classroom with Icchi, Luna suddenly came up to me.


      “This Saturday, I'm making croffles with Akari at my house, do you want to stop by and eat them?”


      “Croff? Croff...?”


      “Croissant waffles! That's the name of a popular dessert in Korea. When I told her that I had a waffle maker that my grandmother bought before, Akari asked me to make waffles for her. She said that she would bring me the ingredients.”


      “Hee...”


      I didn't know much about croffles, but if it was Luna's homemade, I wanted to try it....


      Or that's what I thought when I just remembered something. 

      “Ah... sorry. I have cram school this Saturday.”


      Then, Luna had an “Oh, that’s right!” expression.


      “I see. It starts this week, right?”


      “Yes.  I want to submit the enrollment documents today.”


      “I see...then it's Sunday...but, I want to go shopping with Nikoru.”


      “You don't have to force yourself.”


      “But...we won't see each other as much.”


      Luna muttered in a slightly lonely tone.


      “Do-Don't worry. After all, we can still meet every day at school.”


      It was unfortunate that we couldn't meet during the holidays, but I didn't want to interfere with Luna's friendship.


      “Yeah...”


      Luna lowered her shoulders languidly, but then she smiled at me.


      “Alright. Do your best at your cram school.”


      “Yes, thank you.”


      “Next time, I'll try to make my schedule on Sundays as much as possible.”


      “Yeah... but you might also want to play with Yamana-san, so take it easy, don't overdo it.”


      I've heard from Luna that Yamana-san often has a part-time job on Saturday afternoons, so she can only play on Sundays.


      “Thanks. I told you as much as I could, too. Nikoru sometimes has a part-time job on Sundays too, though.”


      After saying that, Luna then looked at Icchi who was standing silently like a stone statue next to me.


      “Sorry for making you wait, Ijichi-kun. See you again, Ryuuto!”


      “Yes, see you tomorrow.”


      I waved my hand lightly at Luna, while Icchi lowered her head and looked at me enviously.


      “Haaahh... it's good to have a girlfriend.”


      Icchi muttered so as we both left the classroom.


      “The cake Tanikita-san made, huh... I want to try it...”


      From then on, Icchi often mentioned Tanikita-san's name. Maybe he has fallen in love with her. But when I asked him, he always denies it, “No-Not really!”.


      Virgin boys are indeed difficult creatures. I'm the same way...


      No, but I will become a man worthy of Luna and graduate from my virginity. This cram school was the first step towards that goal.


      Although it was a little painful that our time together was dwindling, I would do my best to get to a brighter future.


      After feeling inspired again, I met Nisshi in the hallway and after the three of us went to the station, I said goodbye to them and boarded the train heading in the opposite direction from my house.


      ◇◇◇◇


      The K cram school I decided to go to was the cram school for university entrance exams that everyone had heard of. I even heard that there were some students who had been attending this tutoring place since they were in 1st grade, even though my high school wasn't a top school for further studies, so when it came time to decide on a cram school for the summer semester, I just went with the easy choice. It's exactly the same as buying something you don't recognize, and you end up choosing the one with the best reputation and reviews.


      I walked through the crowds of Ikebukuro station where I got off and exited the west exit. After a few minutes of walking from the station and down a street with an office atmosphere, I finally arrived at the building of K's cram school.


      At the reception desk, I handed over the enrollment documents that had been signed and stamped by my parents and after listening to a little explanation from the staff, I officially became a student of K's cram school.


      “Huh...”


      I felt like a student who took all the exams at once, which made me feel a little doubtful. From now on, I would be attending English lessons every Saturday. When I said that I wanted to enter a famous college, I ended up in a high-level course instead, so the level of study and review was also difficult. Moreover, in the later 3rd grade, there will be more subjects to learn... While thinking that, I then headed for the stairs with heavy steps.


      Since I had entered this school building during the summer vacation, so I knew which direction I should go. Since I didn't want to go to the study room downstairs, I went to the lounge on the top floor first. I thought I'd look through the textbooks I'd received while drinking tea.


      When I opened the lounge door, my eyes were slightly dazzled by the bright room with two glass walls. The room consisting of tables and chairs arranged at a comfortable distance didn't seem very crowded yet, and as a shy person, I felt relieved.


      As I was looking around the lounge and trying to find a place to sit..., suddenly, my eyes were immediately fixed on one place.


      “Kurose, san...!?”


      I saw Kurose-san who was sitting at the table by the window.


      Kurose-san wasn't alone. She was sitting around the table with several other girls, eating snacks and chatting happily. Except for Kurose-san, all the girls were wearing the same uniform.


      It was a happy expression of Kurose-san that I had never seen at school.


      Either because she could sense my gaze or perhaps for some other reason, Kurose-san suddenly turned her face towards me, so I reflexively crouched down and hid under the table.


      “...Why is Kurose-san here...?”


      Don't tell me that she was chasing me.... At that thought, I immediately got rid of that overly narcissistic thought. Judging by the way she hung out with her friends, it seemed like they had known each other for a while and I was pretty sure that she had enrolled in this cram school before me.


      “... What should I do?”


      Since I was hiding in a hurry, I was confused about what to do from here, should I run away first? Or should I just come out casually and greet her, “Hey, I'm taking lesson here too, you know.” ?


      From then on... I haven't talked to Kurose-san since we talked about the hugging photo on the last day of the first semester. In the second semester, we sat separately and never spoke to each other. Part of the reason why I immediately hid from her was because of the awkwardness between us.


      Other than that.


      — But... we didn't see each other that often.


      I couldn't shake the feeling of guilt that I met Kurose-san at the cram school while making Luna feel lonely. I didn't expect that I... would meet the girl who liked me a few days ago... without my girlfriend here.


      “....”


      At this rate, I'll have no choice but to run away and avoid contact with Kurose-san. That would be my sincerity to Luna.


      I came to that conclusion, feigned illness, and left the lounge on all fours while enduring embarrassment.


      ◇◇◇◇


      From that day on, the survival game at the cram school began, where the game would end if I crossed paths with Kurose-san.


      The English lesson course I attended had already been held twice. In the beginning, I had to go to the school building frequently to follow up on the video lessons and talk to the staff about the rank of the school I wanted to go to. While at the school building and on the way to the school building, I always made sure to keep an eye on my surroundings and be aware of Kurose-san's presence.


      The thing that makes me the most nervous is being in the self-study room. Kurose-san was a regular visitor to the self-study room and was almost always there when I went to visit. As soon as I entered the room and confirmed Kurose-san's seat, I had to anticipate the path she would take when she came out of the study room, and I had to adjust my seat so that I could avoid the path she would take. It was really annoying.


      Even if I went to a self-study room in another building, depending on the day or time of day, I would face the same difficulty because Kurose-san would be there.


      Thanks to my hard work, two weeks after I entered the cram school, I managed to live the cram school life without having to see Kurose-san.


      However, on a certain Saturday. An incident happened after I finished my second English course.


      In that day's lesson, I happened to be able to answer a question asked by the teacher. I felt so happy about it that I unconsciously lowered my vigilance with the surrounding area than usual.


      In the school building, all students have to pass by the stairs to go up and down from the upper floors. If you ran into someone on the stairs, there was basically no other way to escape. Therefore, when I used the stairs, I had to be careful about who was going up or down the stairs.


      However, on that day I neglected to do so and just went down the stairs thinking that it would be fine. But as it turned out, it was a mistake.


      When I saw the black hair that I knew so well, I thought “Ah!”, but it was too late. Kurose-san turned towards the stairs with her friends and headed towards me.


      I immediately turned around, but we were already too close. The distance between me and Kurose-san was only about 1.5 meters.


      This was no longer possible. We're going to meet.


      When I thought so...


      “Yo~ Yamada! Long time no see~!”


      Suddenly, someone's hand wrapped around my neck and pulled my face towards him.


      “Eh...!?”


      It was a guy I didn't recognize.


      He was quite tall because he could wrap his arms around me who was of average height. He was probably as tall as Icchi, but unlike Ichi, he had a slender body.


      I don't know what kind of misunderstanding there was, but that man hid my face, and thanks to him, it seems like I made it through the dangerous situation.


      The man led me to the corridor and Kurose-san and her friends climbed the stairs even further. They were probably heading to the lounge.


      After confirming this, I opened my mouth in fear.


      “...sorry, my name isn't 'Yamada', so...”


      “I already know.”


      The man then removed his hand from my neck and I was freed.


      “I only saved you. That pretty girl you've been avoiding almost found you, right?”


      The man turned up the corners of his mouth as he looked at me.


      He turned out to be a handsome man.


      However, his looks were a little different. His nose was pointed, but his eyes were rather narrow and sharp, and his lips were thin. What made him stand out was his thick black hair and bangs that were so long that they almost covered his eyes.


      In a way, this is the so-called 'handsome man atmosphere'. Well, if his atmosphere alone was handsome, I who had the face of a gloomy side character could only feel envious of him...


      “...Uh, what did you just say?”


      I was unconsciously caught up with the atmosphere the handsome man had and it took me a while to understand his words.


      “Do you know me?”


      The man nodded back.


      “I've seen you a lot over the past few weeks. In the self-study room, you were always running away from the same pretty girl. You look so suspicious that it makes you stand out.”


      I never thought that anyone else would notice that I was avoiding Kurose-san. ...It felt really embarrassing.


      "So, what's your relationship with that girl? Ex-girlfriend? A stalker? Someone who's in trouble if she sees you?”


      “Eh? I-It's..."


      It wasn't a relationship that could be explained in a few words, so while I was at a loss for an answer, the man put his hand on my shoulder again.


      “Well~, since it seems interesting, so I want to listen to your story. I've been in the study room all morning and need fresh air. The lounge... there might be that girl, so let's go to the store outside here.”


      "Eh... ehhhhhh!?"


      I couldn't keep up with his sudden enthusiasm, but since he had saved me from a precarious situation, I couldn't just ignore him. Without realizing it, I was already outside the school building and heading to a nearby shop with that guy.


      ◇◇◇◇


      “...So that's what it looks like, huh. It was unexpected that the girl who used to be your first love turned out to be the younger sister of your current girlfriend.”


      Inside a nearby cafe, the guy who was listening to the story of me muttered in an impressed tone.


      The guy's name is Sekiya Shuugo. It seemed that he was a person referred to by the general public as a 'ronin' who was enrolled in a post-high school graduation course at K school. I asked him about it as we walked towards this cafe.


      (TN: Ronin is the term to describe high school graduate waiting for another chance to enter university after having failed the yearly entrance examination)


      “So, what are you going to do? Are you going to continue avoiding her until your course is over?”


      As Sekiya-san questioned me, I could only remain silent.


      The iced coffee I ordered -because it was the cheapest- the tasted really bitter and I didn't really like it, so I didn't want to finish it. But since Sekiya-san had bothered to treat me and said, “I'll pay for it,” so I had to finish it before leaving the cafe.


      “I don't think that's a realistic course of action, but for now...”


      “In that case, do you want to change the cram school?”


      “I don't think I need to go that far...”


      We spent every day in the same class at school and I don't think it's a good idea to move to a tutoring place farther away from home and school just to avoid Kurose-san.


      “From the beginning, I probably should have just greeted her, but when I first saw her, I reflexively hid right away, so somehow...”


      “Why? Do you feel guilty about your current girlfriend?”


      When Sekiya-san asked me that, I thought about it for a moment.


      “...I don't want to make her feel uneasy anymore.”


      I muttered my thoughts as I recalled the events of last summer.


      “Because she's so important to me, I've been trying not to get involved with Kurose-san, my girlfriend's younger sister... but we ended up at the same tutoring place. I felt that it would make her feel uneasy if she found out that Kurose-san was in the same tutoring center as me, while I rarely saw her because I would be busy studying for the entrance exams.”


      Yes. I entered this cram school without ever expecting Kurose-san to be there...


      “I've been thinking about it. If only our positions were reversed... If she was attending a cram school and there was her ex-boyfriend there... and if I found out about it... how could I not care about it at all.”


      “...I see.”


      Sekiya-san who had been listening with his arms folded raised his face and said so.


      “In that case, you have no choice but to continue avoiding her. I'll come to help you too.”


      “Eh......”


      I was very grateful for that, but I didn't have time to express my gratitude because he said it so lightly.


      “I've been at Ikebukuro school every day. If I see that girl, I'll let you know where she is via LINE. So, try sharing your Line ID.”


      “Ah, yes...”


      I did as he said and somehow exchanged contact information with someone I had never met before. It was my first time experiencing this.


      “Huh, why is your account picture not a picture of your girlfriend?”


      After checking my account, Sekiya-san commented in a disappointed tone.


      “Even though you said that they don't look much alike, I'm sure that her older sister is pretty too, right? Don't you have a picture of her?”


      When I saw the curious look in Sekiya-san's eyes that seemed to like woman, I nodded involuntarily.


      “Yes, there are none.”


      “Don't lie, dude~”


      He only asked that and did not ask any further questions.


      “Then, I'm going back to the study room again. What about you?”


      "Uh... yes, I'm going there too.”


      As I hurriedly tried to drink my almost full iced coffee, Sekiya-san reached out his hand to grab my glass from the opposite side.


      “If you don't want it, this is for me. After all, I'm a caffeine addict.”


      “Eh, eh? Ah, yes...”


      Avoiding the straw part, Sekiya-san gulped down the iced coffee straight from the glass as if it were beer.


      “When I'm in the study room all day, no matter how much coffee I drink, I always get sleepy. I drank so much coffee over the past six months that the effects of caffeine have worn off."


      Setting down the glass that only contained ice cubes, Sekiya-san stood up with the tray.


      “Next time, order what you want to drink. I can treat you again.”


      I was told so while still seated, but I quickly picked up my bag and hurriedly stood up.


      “Th-Thank you very much.”


      I felt embarrassed that I was just following him around like a duckling. Sekiya-san who was older than me looked very intelligent and mature.


      ◇◇◇◇ 

      “But yeah~, what was that girl's name again, Kurose-san? You might be playing cat and mouse with her, but you shouldn't neglect your studies at the cram school either.”


      On the way back to the tutoring center, Sekiya-san who was walking beside me said that.


      “Seriously, though. There's nothing good about being a ronin, you know.”


      When hearing it from someone who became a ronin, the words took on a different weight.


      “Haa... I'll try to do my best.”


      “Haa, it's good to be in the second year of high school. You can still aim anywhere. Me too, if only there was someone who said the same thing as me at that time...”


      Just then, there was a buzzing sound from Sekiya-san's breast pocket. He then took out his smartphone, looked at the screen, and clicked his tongue.


      “...What's wrong?”


      “A high school classmate. 'There's a reunion today, are you really not coming?' he said, there's no way I’m going to come, you bastard.”


      He swore and put his smartphone into his pants pocket. Apparently, his belongings were in the self-study room, and right now Sekiya-san had nothing with him.


      “Even though it's only been six months since you graduated, fucking reunion, fucking all!!! Just another group of bastard kids who want to show off their colorful college life.”


      That's bad. In the cafe, he looked like a smart, mature man, but it turned out that he was really a very rotten person...


      Ronin was really scary.


      “Ah!”


      Just as we were about to enter the building of the cram school, Sekiya-san suddenly raised his voice, bent down and hid behind me.


      “Eh? Seki...”


      “Don't call me! You just stay quiet and stand here!”


      “......”


      I couldn't help but stand still without knowing what was really going on.


      Several students came out of the entrance of the building and walked past me.


      “...Hahh.”


      Sekiya-san then came out from behind my back.


      “Kouhai from my high school. Doesn't it seem really lame to find out that the Senpai who's always so cool is a ronin studying at the same tutoring center as you?”


      “Hah...”


      I thought it looked even more lame to be running around in a panic like this, but I didn't dare say so.


      ...... Ah, could it be...


      Does he realize that I'm avoiding Kurose-san because he lives a life of running away from people like this?


      “No, you can hide in the shadows when you're outside like now, but when entering the building, it's important to check the path. A-Also, it's good to make friends with the teachers. Sato-san and the others are very nice, so when I go to the reception desk, they'll tell me, [Students from school A are heading to the lounge, you know]”


      While watching Sekiya-san who talked about it proudly, I muttered to myself, “Ronin is really scary...”.


      ◇◇◇◇


      Thanks to my encounter with Sekiya-san, my life at the cram school began to run smoothly.


      On the other hand, a new topic had appeared in my school life.


      “From now on, I would like to select five members to be the school festival preparation committee.”


      These were the words of the class representative who stood in front of the blackboard during the last long homeroom hour in September.


      “For those who are interested, please raise your hands!”


      Our school cultural festival was held in early November, with a schedule that included a national holiday.


      Just as was the case last year, the work of the preparatory committee was quite hectic despite its brevity, so the position was not very popular among normies who had a lot of personal lives.


      “I have club activities, so I can't.”


      “Me too......"


      The gloomy people who were part of the going home club didn't want to stand out either, so they had no choice but to keep their heads down and cower so as not to become the class scapegoat.


      “...C-Come on, isn't there anyone who wants to do it? It's fun, I'm sure."


      The classroom was eerily quiet, though a young female teacher who taught 1st grade called out impatiently.


      “......”


      Everyone held their breath and stared at their desks, trying not to make eye contact with the teacher or class representative.


      “At this rate it's going to be very difficult unless someone wants to raise their hand first...”


      “That's right. It would be nice if there was someone who would...”


      By the time the whispering voices started buzzing and everyone started observing each other by glancing at each other...


      “...Yes”


      A faint voice could be heard and the white hand lifted slowly.


      It turned out that the person who raised her hand was Kurose-san. Her cheeks were flushed with embarrassment and her raised hand seemed to be trembling with nervousness.


      “Thank you, Kurose-san.”


      The homeroom teacher made a voice that sounded relieved.


      “Thank you very much, Kurose-san.”


      The class representative also looked happy.


      Seeing the expressions of the two of them, Kurose-san also looked happy.


      Kurose-san....


      I was reminded of the time when she was surrounded by her friends at the cram school.


      Actually, she was probably a girl with many friends. However, once she transferred to a new school, because of that kind of incident... because she spread bad rumors about Luna, she was shunned by her classmates.


      Did she feel lonely? Therefore, she deliberately ran for office so that everyone would thank her...?


      No, maybe she really just wanted to be a member of the committee, but I couldn't help but think of such a possibility.


      “Is there anyone else who still wants to run?”


      The class representative threw the question into the classroom, and at that moment...


      “Yes~ yes I want to join!”


      Surprised by the voice, I turned around to see Luna who was raising her hands high as if to stand up.


      
         
      


      Luna, do you want to be a member of the committee!?


      “Ah, if Lunacchi wants to do it, I'm in~!”


      Unexpectedly, Tanikita-san also started to raise her hand.


      I reflexively glanced at Yamana-san, but she was just looking at her nails as if she wasn't interested. I guess it was because she had a part-time job, so she couldn't do it.


      Then I looked at Icchi's seat, which was diagonally in front of Yamana-san.


      Icchi seemed to be in a state of indecision. He sometimes looked troubled, or also worried... He made various expressions in a short period of time.


      I immediately realized the reason.


      Because of Tanikita-san, yes. Since Tanikita-san ran for committee member, did she also want to run but didn't have the courage to do so?


       Then at that moment...


      "Nee, Ryuuto! Ryuuto going coming in too, right~!”


      When I looked toward the source of the voice, Luna was looking at me with sparkling eyes.


      When I saw her expression, I remembered our conversation before.


      ── I was thinking of making friends with Maria.


      ── Eh!?


      ── Because I thought that I would be rejected if I went the normal way. We're classmates, right? Everyone at school doesn't know about our relationship. That's why, I thought that Maria couldn't ignore it if I forcefully came to her to say 'Let's be friends'.


      ── So while hiding the fact that you two are twin sisters from everyone, you want to get closer to her just as classmates...?


      ── Yes. And I want your support.


      Is she going to carry out that plan?


      I didn't expect it to happen this quickly.


      But ....


      ── During the fall and at the beginning of winter... I want to be able to be by Maria's side again. I want to sit under the kotatsu, watch TV, and share half of Papi● with Maria again.


      Come to think of it, September was almost over. For Luna, perhaps now was a good opportunity to start that plan.


      “Th-Then... I'll do it.”


      When I responded with a tension that attracted the gazes of classmates, the people around me began to tease.


      “Don't flirting in the preparation committee, okay~”


      Nevertheless, everyone looked relieved when the quota of prospective committee members was almost filled.


      “There's one left, is there anyone else who wants to join?”


      As the class representative looked around the class, I raised my hand and said.


      “Ex-Excuse me!”


      I felt nervous because I had attracted attention and my voice stuttered. While enduring the embarrassment, I desperately let out my voice that was stuck in my throat.


      “...Fo-For, the other member... I think I want to nominate Ijichi-kun...”


      “Ehh?”


      The class representative was surprised because he did not expect that the name of the person from the gloomy group was suddenly brought up.


      “Do you really want to join, Ijichi-kun...?”


      Icchi nodded his head, as if to convey his interest to the class representative who asked skeptically and thought that he was being teased or something.


      “Yes...!”


      He replied happily with a small voice that was in sharp contrast to his body.


      ◇◇◇◇


      The members of the cultural festival committee were recruited from  the first and second years, five people from each class. Since there were five people per class, a total of fifty people would be assigned to the reception, equipment, and other sections, and each section was responsible for its duties until the day of the event.


      After school that day, Icchi was immediately presented with the assigned tasks.


      The hell man~, can't you be a committee member by yourself? I guess I will company you.”


      Icchi seemed to think that I recommended her because I wanted a friend I knew. When I told him that I deliberately appointed him so that he could be with Tanikita-san, he actually looked angry by saying “I-I told you that I don't like her!”, but I ignored his rebuttal.


      After school, all the committee members sat in the chemistry room, which had been rented out for each committee member's assignment. I sat with Icchi, in front of us were Luna and Tanikita-san, while Kurose-san sat alone in the back seat a bit far from us.


      “In that case, I would like to divide the people in charge with their respective section duties. Please raise your hand if you want to get into the desired section.”


      A student from another class in the same years, who had been chosen as the head of the organizing committee through voting, said so.


      “We will decide from the smallest tasks first. First of all, the brochure management staff needs 3 people. This task is for second-year students.”


      The brochure officer is in charge of making booklets containing the festival schedule and school guide map. It was explained to us that the position is perfect for people who are good at writing and are interested in publishing, although it doesn't seem too difficult as all you have to do is consult with the person at the print shop and the model from the previous year can be reused. The number of people needed was also small, and I thought that it wasn't my part, so I didn't feel too interested.


      “...Is it just one person?”


      As the committee chairman looked at the other committee members sitting in the back area and said so, I saw Kurose-san who quietly raised her hand.


      “...!”


      Luna, who was also looking back, immediately turned to the front and raised her hand.


      “Yes, yes, me too!”


      And then she looked at me.


      “Ryuuto...”


      The look in her eyes was as if she was asking for help. I knew she would implement that plan.


      “...Y-Yes, me too."


      Therefore, I raised my hand.


      “Alright, this way the three people have been decided.”


      The committee chairman's voice rang out, and I was decided to be the brochure maker with Luna and Kurose-san, there were only three of us. .... What should I do!


      Just thinking about it makes me break out in a cold sweat.


      “Eh~!? Lunacchi, didn't you say that we would do it together?”


      “So-Sorry~, I suddenly wanted to make a brochure...”


      Luna smiled wryly and apologized to Tanikita-san who protested feeling left out.


      In the midst of all this, I suddenly felt curious and turned back.


      “...!”


      My gaze met Kurose's eyes. She immediately looked away. Her cheeks were flushed and she looked annoyed.


      Well that's only natural anyway... From Kurose-san's point of view, it shouldn't be like this.


      After that, all the committees got their respective parts, and Icchi could be the decoration committee with Tanikita-san. They were in charge of erecting the archway in front of the school gate and decorating the hallway and gymnasium. In that section, there were many from the first year, but if they worked together, they might have a chance to talk a little.


      “In that case, we will end today's meeting by dividing into groups and introducing ourselves to each other. The teacher in charge of each section will explain the tasks and schedule of the festival to you later on.”


      Upon hearing the committee chairman's words, everyone got up from their seats and started moving.


      “Those in charge of facilities, over here~!”


      “Those in the decoration section, please gather around here!”


      While watching the other organizers calling out to each other, Luna and I looked at each other and quietly headed to the back of the classroom.


      It was only three people. We didn't even need to shout out a call to gather.


      Then, Luna and I arrived in front of Kurose-san.


      “......”


      The three of us... Even Luna, who was expecting this situation, couldn't hide her awkwardness.


      Without the need to introduce ourselves, the three of us already knew each other well, both names and faces and all. We then looked at each other in a standing position that formed an equilateral triangle.


      “...I will be in your care.”


      The first person to start the conversation was Luna. Despite feeling awkward, she still tried to smile.


      “Same here...”


      I had to say something to break the awkward atmosphere, so I replied.


      Kurose-san looked down while holding her elbow with her other hand, but then she raised her face. She glanced at us, then turned her face away, and opened her mouth slightly.


      “...Me too...”


      Thus, Luna's difficult “Friendship Plan” was about to begin.


      ◇◇◇◇


      Everything turned complicated. It was already complicated enough from the start, but my relationship with Kurose-san became even more complicated.


      Even at the cram school, I still continued to avoid Kurose-san.


      “Yo, Yamada.”


      On Saturday morning, while I was in the self-study room and doing my homework before my scheduled class started, Sekiya came over to my seat and approached me.


      I had told Sekiya-san my real name, but he still called me “Yamada” because he said, “It would be bad if that girl heard and realized it”. Once, when Sekiya-san spoke to me in front of the reception desk, a staff member who knew me looked at me twice in confusion.


      Other than that, there were no other obstacles.


      “You haven't had lunch yet, right? Then let's eat together.”


      “...I'll be done in about 10 minutes, so please wait a moment.”


      “Okay. I'll go first.”


      After saying that, Sekiya-san left the self-study room. Since both of us were experiencing the life of a cram school while trying to avoid certain people, so this must be a good time for him.


      I think Sekiya-san was quite worried about me, but he gave the impression that he didn't care about anything, so even someone like me could get along with him comfortably. I, who wasn't good at seniority relationships and didn't belong to any clubs, didn't expect to be able to talk bluntly like this with a handsome guy who was two years older than me.


      He also gave me tips on how to get a seat in class and when to ask the teacher, and there was no doubt that thanks to Sekiya-san, my life at the cram school was more comfortable. Therefore, I wanted to cherish this relationship.


      “So, what exactly happened?”


      Asked Sekiya-san who was sitting across the table at the ramen shop we entered.


      “Eh?”


      “You sighed a few times earlier in the self-study room. Does that still have something to do with [Kurose-san] again?”


      “......”


      “You can seek advice from me. It must feel a lot lighter, right? I'm pretty confident in my ability to give advice on girls' problems.”


      I hesitated for a moment, but since I was a little irritated, I decided not to tell the truth.


      “...... No, I'm not. I'm just having trouble doing my English homework.”


      “Really? Want me to teach you? You're still in second year of high school, so don't be too hasty.”


      “Haa.”


      I don't want to be like you, that's why I'm trying my hardest


      ...... because I feel sorry for him, so I don't say what I think. 

      “...If I may know, why did Sekiya-san become a ronin?”


      Out of curiosity, I asked her while waiting for my ramen. Sekiya-san replied with "Ah".


      “You want to ask that? It's because I failed the entrance exam during the 3rd year of high school. It's obvious, isn't it?”


      Well, I guess it was obvious, but I wanted to ask about the circumstances that made him a ronin.


      “Back in high school, I played too much with girls... and didn't study at all...”


      “Uwaaa.....”


      So, you are really normies, huh….When I said that, Sekiya-san waved his hand as if he was in a hurry.


      “No, it's not like that. Just imagine, a geeky guy who never dated during middle school suddenly becomes popular after entering high school. It's only natural to get big-pride and play around with girls, right?”


      “Hee~...”


      Is that really the case? Aren't you always popular and playing around?


      As I gave him a suspicious look, Sekiya-san operated his smartphone and pointed the screen at me.


      “Look here. This is a picture of me when I was in 3rd grade middle school.”


      On the screen, there was a photo of a junior high school boy wearing a tracksuit. With his short hair almost half cut off, his appearance was very different from how Sekiya-san looked now. He looked like a middle schooler with bad eyesight. How could someone change that drastically with one hairstyle?


      “You know it, right? How could that appearance can be popular, right?”


      “I mean, Sekiya-san conveniently tried to show people pictures of you when you were geeky...”


      Just as I was about to swallow that sentence, Sekiya-san responded with “Nope, nope, it's not like that...”  while laughing.


      “This is the photo I took when I won the regional tournament. That's why I put it in my favorites. It's a joyous and precious moment in my life.”


      “Tournament? Do you play a sport?”


      When I asked, Sekiya-san replied spontaneously.


      “Yes, ping pong! Don't you see the racket I'm holding in my hand! How disinterested are you in me!?”


      Sekiya-san's way of speaking might be a bit harsh, but his smiling eyes and low voice were charming, so even though he was yelling and talking down to me, I didn't feel bad at all. In addition to his decent looks, I think it's only natural that he could be popular.


      “...But if Sekiya-san is good at playing ping pong, wouldn't you have been popular even before making the appearance change?”


      “Popular with the kouhai in the club only, though...”


      Then, Sekiya laughed at me again when I asked him.


      “There's only one person. There was a girl and club manager I was close with, and when I graduated, we hit it off and started dating. Then she said, 'How about you change your hairstyle?'. And it just so happened that my hair had grown long since I quit the club....”


      “You could say it's like a high school debut, right?”


      “Exactly.”


      “So, what happened to that girl?”


      Sekiya-san turned his gaze downward and did not answer.


      “Don't tell me...”


      He had an affair with another girl, just played with her feelings, and dumped her .....


      When I gave him a reproachful look, Sekiya-san hurriedly opened his mouth to refute my accusation. 

      “No, I wouldn't do something that cruel .... well, but maybe... it does look cruel ...... to that girl.”


      Sekiya-san fell silent immediately after that. Apparently, he had some thoughts regarding that girl.


      Then, it just so happened that the ramen we ordered was delivered to our table and the topic of conversation ended.


      In reality, I still can't do anything about Kurose-san's problem, whether or not I consult with Sekiya-san.


      For the time being, I had no choice but to support Luna's “friendship plan” as much as possible while trying not to cross paths with Kurose-san at the cram school.


      Entering October, the activities of the festival preparation committee members were getting busier.


      The main task of the pamphlet officer was to collect information on clubs and classes that would be holding their activity programs, ideas from teachers and committee chairpersons written into text, compile them together and prepare a draft before the deadline. Although there is a template for the school map and the opening page, the layout and cover are made as creative as possible so as to show the individuality of the year.


      The cultural festival always has its own theme every year, and this year's theme was [For the future]. The responsible committee members were free to decide how to incorporate the theme into the design of the flyer.


      First of all, the three committee members had to discuss and decide on the direction of the pamphlet design.


      Therefore, after school, the three of us rented a meeting room and sat around a table.


      “......”


      From earlier, Luna was fidgeting and checking Kurose-san across the table. Kurose-san picked up the latest pamphlets scattered on the table and looked through them for reference.


      The three of us were now sitting at a square table with Luna and I sitting on one side, while Kurose-san sat across from us.


      After a while, Luna spoke up as if she had already made up her mind.


      “How are you doing, Maria? Are you fine?”


      Kurose-san's shoulders jerked in surprise and turned her gaze towards Luna while still holding the pamphlet.


      “...... Yes, I’m fine.”


      With a stiff expression and looking down slightly, Kurose-san responded with a nod.


      I think this is the first time I've seen these siblings communicate directly with each other.


      “What have you been busy doing lately?”


      “Well... Just normal activities.”


      “That's not it, I mean is there a certain hobby that you're doing.”


      Kurose-san answered bluntly, and Luna asked questions one after another as if in a hurry.


      “Hobbies? ...I often watch videos.”


      “I see! Oh yeah, hey, have you seen the latest dance video from Gal High! It might be more interesting than Yarirafie!”


      “...Haa? What the heck is that. What planet's language?”


      “........”


      Even though she had gone to the trouble of bringing up the topic, Luna was disappointed when she got a curt reply.


      Seeing Luna's face that seemed to imply, "My HP is down, I want to rest for a while....” I reluctantly started to speak up.


      “...Then, what kind of videos does Kurose-san usually watch?”


      Seeing me talking to her, Kurose-san looked surprised, but after thinking for a moment, she answered.


      “...I often watch game live streaming videos.”


      “Ehh!?”


      I was surprised when I heard her answer.


      “What kind of game streaming?”


      “Probably mostly horror game streams... I often see them on 'Kino'-san and 'Gatchamen' channels.”


      “Ahhh, I know about those channels. I also saw their streams while playing [Bio Blizzard]. They're really good, aren't they.”


      Since they were famous people, I often watched them several times, including after the release of the title I had coveted.


      “Really? Even if they weren't good, I would watch anything related to horror games. Seeing a celebrity's game stream is also very interesting. Have you ever seen Karino Eiko's stream?”


      “Ah, I haven't seen that one. I know that she's often a trending topic, but it's interesting. I'll check it out sometime.”


      The atmosphere became more and more pleasant. It was my first time talking to a girl who liked live streaming games. I didn't know that Kurose-san had such a hobby.


      “I guess if I'm in the mood, I also watch other streams besides horror. I think I've seen most of the famous streamers.”


      When I heard that, I unconsciously opened my mouth in an excited tone.


      “In that case, do you know about KEN? I quite like him...”


      “Ah, that former professional gamer, right? I used to watch him because I liked [The Sixth Personality] and [Werewolf Punishment]. But since he started rarely uploading those game streams anymore, I stopped watching his channel.”


      “Not really, the [Werewolf Punishment] game is still posted occasionally, you know!”


      “Uh, really? If so, I'll see it next time."


      “Haven't you ever watched [Sixty Crafts]?”


      “I don't like videos related to Kids' participation. I don't like seeing streams of them having fun with each other.”


      “That's not true! KEN is basically doing the talking, and if you watch them, you'll gradually understand the characters of the KEN's Kids and start to enjoy them.”


      “Even so, where should I start?”


      “It doesn't matter where, but the recommended time for you is...”


      It was at that moment that I realized. Because I had just remembered Luna's whereabouts.


      When I turned to Luna, as expected, her face showed a blank expression as if she was surprised.


      That's bad. I should have supported Luna's “friendship plan”, but instead I got carried away.


      “...Th-Then, it's time to discuss our section assignments...”


      We awkwardly restarted the discussion, and discussed the pamphlet.


      I was surprised to learn that Kurose-san had an otaku hobby. During junior high school, she gave the impression of a model muri-type pretty girl, and I was only attracted to her because of her looks, so it was no surprise that I didn't know her very well.


      I didn't know whether Luna's “friendship plan” would work out or not, but the discussion about the flyer seemed to have started well and was progressing in a good direction.


      “I think it's time to decide on a concept for the overall design.”


      In the second discussion, I started the conversation.


      “Hmm~~ I want to make it really cute. It's for a festival, so the flyer should be sparkly and beautiful! The cover should also be pink and....”


      When Luna said that with a sparkling gaze, Kurose-san tilted her head.


      “I'm not sure about that kind of design. School festivals aren't just for girls, and I think it's better to choose a monotonous, sophisticated design or the like that won't embarrass the boys and parents who carry the pamphlets. Since the theme is [For the future], we need to look to the future and include a sense of maturity in the design.”


      “Ehh~...but right now while I'm still JK, and a little cute is fine right...you know, it feels like a bright future...those kind design is not good?”


      Luna seemed to be dissatisfied, but for the sake of being able to launch the “friendship plan”, she didn't seem to be able to hit back hard at her sister, so she looked at me as if asking for help.


      “...What do you think abaout it, Ryuuto?”


      “Ugh...”


      I was in trouble and felt a dilemma.


      What made me difficult was that my opinion was exactly the same as Kurose-san's.


      But, I can't take her side, I feel that.... As her boyfriend, I shouldn't take the side of her sister, who is also the cause of the dispute with her.


      “...U-Ummm, then, how about taking a middle ground between the two opinions?”


      Hearing my bitter proposal, the expressions on Luna and Kurose-san's faces immediately clouded over.


      “What do you mean by that?”


      “More precisely, what kind of design are you talking about?”


      “Th-That's ....”


      I desperately racked my brain.


      “A sophisticated monotone design? And there's a bit of pink glitter in it...”


      “That kind of design? Isn't the concept a little vague and a bit tacky?”


      Kurose-san commented that scathingly.


      However, judging from her state, it seems that her feelings for me are gone...


      I feel a little lonely, but I feel happy about this. 

      In the end, the discussion regarding the concept design of today's pamphlet did not come to a head.


      “The three of you are not communicating well. The three of you need to talk it over carefully first, and gather your opinions before the next meeting.”


      A veteran teacher who had been in charge of the pamphlet section for many years, came to check on us, said so and left again just like that.


      “........”


      Lack of communication, huh.


      I guess there's some truth to that. Because there are siblings who have never really talked to each other for years.


      “Haaaaa...”


      Luna sighed. She wanted to be good friends with Kurose-san, but she seemed to be disgusted with herself for making things worse.


      Then, she glanced at Kurose-san who was preparing to leave the room by cleaning up the pamphlet materials, and smiled brightly as if inspiring herself.


      “Nee, Maria.”


      Kurose-san stopped her hand and looked at Luna.


      “Have you ever watched a make-up video? Do you know Sekimoto Misa? She can be a good one when you want to buy new cosmetics, you know!”


      “I've never seen her, nor do I know who she is. I don't wear make-up anyway.”


      Once again, she replied curtly.


      “.......”


      Since Kurose-san said that she liked watching videos, I guess Luna was trying to talk to her through her own approach. Even so, I felt sorry for her because her attempt failed again this time ...... just as I was thinking that, Kurose-san said “Ah, but...” as if reconsidering her words.


      Luna's face instantly turned brighter filled with hope.


      “I might look around for a while when doing cosplay.”


      The cheerful expression on Luna's face once again showed a hint of confusion.


      “Huh, cosplay? Maria, you like doing cosplay?”


      “Yes. Just when I feel like it, I cosplay my favorite game characters. Since I don't have any cosplay friends, I'm just a solo cosplayer who takes selfies at home.”


      “So-Solo...? Selfie...?”


      “Look, like this one.”


      Kurose-san showed her smartphone screen to a confused Luna.


      I could see the screen too since I was next to Luna, and muttered “Ah”.


      “Isn't this the gardener from [The Sixth Personality]?”


      Kurose-san blinked her eyes slightly in surprise and nodded.


      “Yes. I really like Yuma-chan.”


      “Did you make this costume yourself? It looks exactly like the game.”


      “No, I bought a used one from a flea market app for 2,000 yen, but it still looks really cute, right? I like this outfit the most among all of Yuma's outfits.”


      “Very good. The eyes aren't buttons, though.”


      “There are photos with button eyes too, look.”


      “Uwaahh, that's amazing! It's so perfect. It feels like a live-action movie.”


      I marveled at the newly displayed photos.


      “Won't this be trending if you post it on Twitter?”


      “Eh~ I don't want to, I'm embarrassed.”


      “Wouldn't that be a waste? Even though it's very similar to the one in the game.”


      “I still don't want to.”


      My heart fluttered when I saw Kurose-san answering shyly with flushed cheeks, but then I realized.


      Once again, I ignored Luna's presence.


      Luna was watching me and Kurose-san with her mouth open. When her gaze met mine, her face showed a slightly sullen expression.


      She was feeling jealous... so cute. Although I thought so, but this situation must not continue.


      “Then, let's go home for today.”


      And just like that, Luna's “friendship plan” not only went tough, but also went in the wrong direction because of my actions, so I couldn't do anything about it.


      ◇◇◇◇


      Then, one Sunday, there was a hang-out party among the organizing committee of the school festival.


      Unlike the pamphlet committee whose work is almost completed one week before the festival, many other committee sections are busiest on the day of the school festival. The purpose of the meeting is to deepen communication between committee members across grade levels, so that they can work together smoothly on the day of the festival.


      Or so they thought, but in reality, the normies committee members just wanted to get together and have fun.


      The meeting was held at a karaoke room in Shibuya. We gathered at 10 am, Icchi and I chatted here and there about KEN while the normies were having fun by themselves doing karaoke and eating and drinking. Luna was having fun with Tanikita-san and the girls from other classes.


      Surprisingly, Kurose-san also came even though this meeting was not mandatory. Kurose-san sat quietly by herself after talking to some of the guys and girls she sometimes talked to.


      Approximately three hours of the meeting ended with a messy atmosphere from beginning to end. I decided to participate because Icchi seemed to want me to accompany him (probably because he wanted to be in the same room as Tanikita-san), but I left the karaoke room feeling exhausted.... As expected, a geeky person like me was not fit to participate in this activity.


      Then, Luna suddenly spoke to me.


      “They said the second round will be held at the family restaurant. Akari and I want to go, but what about you, Ryuuto?”


      “Ah, I want to go home anyway. I have to study at the cram school...”


      There's the first quiz in next Saturday's class. If I get a bad grade on the quiz, I can't take the high-level English course in the winter semester, so I have to study even harder.


      “I see, then I'll see you tomorrow. Do your best at cram school.”


      “Yeah, thanks.”


      After waving at me, Luna then left with Tanikita-san and the others.


      Then, Icchi who had been a bit far away from me, came over to me.


      “...I'm going home too...”


      “Ah, yes...”


      His face looked filled with regret. He might have wanted to join Tanikita-san, but at a family restaurant, where it was likely to be seated in several groups, a higher level of communication skills would be required, and he might not be confident in his ability to participate.


      I took a quick glance and saw no sign of Kurose-san following the group heading to the family restaurant. Has she gone home? Or maybe she was studying in the self-study room?


      Actually, I was also planning to go to the self-study room to study. With that in mind, I left the house while carrying a set of study tools. At home, I couldn't concentrate because I couldn't resist the temptation of not watching videos or something.


      If Kurose-san was also going to use the self-study room, I would have to be more careful when going from here to Ikebukuro, and it was also likely that I would be in the study room at the same time. That would be dangerous in many ways.


      There was another option to use the self-study room in another building of K's cram school, but Sekiya-san had told me that each school building had its own atmosphere and unwritten rules for its study rooms, so it seemed like too much trouble to go there.


      Cafes and other places have an inappropriate atmosphere, and if possible, a place where I can study quietly and for free ...


      ..When I thought that, the thing that came to mind was the library. 

      I quickly checked on my smartphone and found the metropolitan library in the Hiroo area. It seems that to get there, it can be reached by train from Shibuya. So, after parting ways with Icchi, I decided to go there to try it out.


      ◇◇◇◇


      The Metropolitan Central Library is located in Arisugawa Memorial Park. The park is vast with trees, and has varying heights, so it looks like a small mountain. After walking up the steps while admiring the playground equipment typical of a regular park and the quaint pond that looked like a Japanese garden, I began to see the modern library building.


      The whole area was quiet, far away from the hustle and bustle of Shibuya, so my expectations grew and I hoped that this would be the perfect place to concentrate.


      I actually felt nervous when entering the building because I wasn't a local, but I was relieved when I was able to get an entrance card.


      In the reading rooms on each floor, wide tables with seating for several people were lined up near the windows at appropriate distances. I thought it would be quite nice to be able to study while having greenery beside me, so I headed to one of the seemingly empty spots.


      I felt uncomfortable about blatantly studying for an exam in the reading area, so I took a book for camouflage and sat by the window. There was a bag lying across, but this was the only empty seat available. I wished I could stay away from the owner of the seat opposite all the time, then the moment I opened the textbook and was about to start studying....


      “Ah...”


      I heard a small voice and looked up. Then, my eyes blinked in surprise.


      “...Kurose-san...!?”


      In front of me was Kurose-san, who seemed to be holding a textbook just like me and was about to sit down, she looked at me with a surprised face.


      “Wh-What are you doing here?”


      When I asked, Kurose-san opened her mouth piously.


      “I was thinking of studying... because the midterm is coming up.”


      “I-Is that so... me too.”


      Speaking of which, the midterm will start next week. I can't be preoccupied with cram school all the time.


      Or rather, if she sees that my textbooks are from K school, she'll find out that I'm attending K cram school. Sooner or later she'll realize that I'm attending the same school as her about the time before the school building is the same. With that in mind, I shifted my notes and casually hid the lessons from the cram school. Luckily I brought some high school textbooks, so maybe I'll just study for the midterm exam today...


      But... even so, why?


      "Why is Kurose-san here..."


      The uncle next to me coughed and I immediately stopped talking.


      For now, it's better to just concentrate on studying. It would be strange if I changed my seat now.


      After that, I studied for an hour and a half, concentrating in a quiet environment, although I was still a little worried about Kurose-san who was sitting opposite me.


      “...Kashima-kun.”


      There was a voice calling me from behind diagonally, and when I turned around to look, without realizing it Kurose-san was already there. On the seat opposite me, textbooks and notes were already neatly placed.


      “I'm going to the cafeteria for a break, if you want, do you want to go with me?”


      “Eh...... ahh, alright.”


      If I continue to stay here, I won't be able to chat with her. Because I was invited by her, and we are also both members of the pamphlet committee. If it's just for a cup of tea... With that thought, I stood up from my seat.


      ◇◇◇◇


      Just like in the reading area, the cafeteria on the fifth floor was a cozy and pleasant room with large windows. The two of us then sat facing each other at the table by the window and took a break.


      Kurose-san then ordered an American corn dog.


      “At the karaoke, the food was not many, right?”


      When she said this, she opened her little mouth wide and chewed on her American corn dog.


      After all, she's really cute, I thought.


      Today, Kurose-san wore a pink striped jumper skirt. The blouse worn underneath had a large collar, looking very feminine with lace and fluttering. Since they were both twins, I was sure that Luna would look good in this outfit too. I wanted to see it.


      “It's already a small amount of food, the boys keep eating more, so I can barely eat it at all.”


      “Sorry....”


      Even though I wasn't the one who ate it, I apologized as a fellow boy.


      “Why are you apologizing at all? Kashima-kun didn't eat that much, right?”


      Kurose-san looked up from her downcast eyes and laughed.


      “As proof, you're eating that right now.”


      Kurose-san then pointed to the plate in front of me. As she pointed out, I was hungry and was eating French fries.


      “.........”


      I think this was the first time I saw Kurose-san's natural smile. I thought the bright smile I'd seen since middle school also looked cute, but this one somehow looked more soothing.


      The fact that she is showing me her nature like this, it means that she has completely forgotten her feelings for me. If that's the case, it will help me a lot .....


      Should I tell Luna that I met Kurose-san in the library like this? Maybe it's better to tell her. After all, I didn't do anything weird or anything like that.


      Kurose-san opened her mouth again to me who had been silent after thinking about things.


      “Do you come to this library often?”


      “Hah, not really...”


      I shook my head in denial.


      “I just came here for the first time after searching the internet. How about you, Kurose-san?”


      “I used to come here when I was at my old school, because it's close to the station.”


      “Huh, really? It turns out there's an amazing school around here, huh...”


      I couldn't believe there was a school located in my Minato neighborhood, let alone in an area surrounded by embassies.


      “Isn’t Ojou-sama's school?”


      “That's right.”


      Kurose-san nodded slowly at my question and put the American corn dog stick she had eaten on the plate.


      “My ex-stepfather was a businessman. He told me to go to a school with a good environment, so I enrolled in an all-girls school T.”


      “Hee~...”


      It was the first time I heard Kurose-san talk about this kind of thing. I think I've heard rumors from classmates that her previous school was an all-girls school."


      “Because I really liked T school... So when my mom got divorced again, the saddest part was that I had to transfer to another school.”


      “.... But, if it's a school around here, you can get in there with your current house, right?”


      Kurose-san's house was in the same city as mine, so it wasn't an impossible traveling distance.


      When I asked such a question, Kurose-san smiled gently. That smile of hers looked sad.


      “The reason I changed schools wasn't because of the distance. After my parents divorced, my ex-stepfather didn't pay the school fees for the first semester of 2nd year. So I couldn't continue to stay at that school anymore.”


      “...School fees...that's how it seems. Because it's a special school for ojou-sama, so the school fees are expensive, huh...”


      I felt ashamed of myself as an ordinary person who didn't understand such things.


      “Ah but, despite the divorce, isn't your mother still able to get some of the property from the other party...?”


      Kurose-san bit her lip as she uttered knowledge that seemed as if she heard on the news somewhere.


      “...I don't know if she has that much money. My stepfather, half a year before the divorce, he went bankrupt and got into debt. From then on, he became frustrated and violent towards my mother....and in the end, it wasn't just the money that made me quit that school...”


      “...Is that so....”


      I think I'm finally starting to understand the reason why Kurose-san transferred to my school in the middle of the semester.


      “My mom found her current job after starting to think about divorcing my ex-stepfather, but it's not a full-time job... My family doesn't really have much money. These clothes and bag, they were all bought for me when my stepfather was still a good person.”


      Kurose-san narrowed her eyes and smiled as if reminiscing about the past. It was painful to hear her story and I felt that I should say something to her.


      “...But it looks like you can go to our school without any problems, so that's good, right.”


      Our high school was also a private school, so if she really lacked money, she would definitely have a hard time transferring to our school. However, upon hearing my words, Kurose-san just smiled slightly.


      “Because the tuition fee is less than half that of my previous school. So basically it's almost cost-free because it's covered by the high school program.”


      “Huh, really? Is that so...?”


      I've never heard that kind of thing from my parents ..... as I felt a little panicked, Kurose-san smiled wryly at me again.


      “I can't get fee-free if the school is outside the prefecture. That's why I'm staying at my aunt's house."


      “I-I see....”


      That means entering through the back door. Somehow I felt that I shouldn't be able to hear that, so my heart started racing.


      Kurose-san then looked at me.


      “Doesn't Kashima-kun ever get curious? Why do you think I chose our school as my new school?”


      I hesitated slightly and opened my mouth.


      “...To get revenge on Shirakawa-san?”


      Kurose-san then returned a small smile.


      “Of course not.”


      She replied, with a sad expression clearly visible on her face.


      “I do hate Luna. She had a father, a grandmother who was fashionable and good at cooking, and a stable life... I also often blamed her .... and often wondered why I was the only one who had such a bitter experience... I even had to change my last name many times ....”


      When I thought about how Luna's real feelings were when she heard that, I felt sorry for the two of them, and my heart felt slashed.


      “But, the reason I decided to transfer to our school was probably .... was because I wanted to make Luna happy.”


      “......Ehh?”


      “Because Luna like surprises. As her boyfriend, you must already know that, right?”


      Kurose-san then smiled slightly at me and I replied “Yes, of course...” while nodding.


      “I've said a lot of bad things to Luna and told her many times that I hate her....but deep down, I think I want to be spoiled by her. Luna will still forgive me for sure. Because Luna ...... always loved me.”


      Kurose-san's face looked a little happy as she said that.


      “That's why I was expecting it. When I entered the class ..... [It's Maria! Everyone, that girl is my little sister, you know! ]... I thought that Luna would be happy to see me again.”


      Her voice impersonation was very much like Luna's, and I felt that the possibility of such a thing could really happen on the other side of the world.


      “That's why I felt shocked. When Luna saw me, she looked very confused.”


      Ah, so that's how she felt.


      At that moment, I was already troubled by my own problems. So I didn't have time to see Luna's reaction to the transfer student.


      “...And then you did that?”


      In response to my question, Kurose-san nodded back.


      “That's right. Come to think of it, I think I did something really stupid. Everything towards Luna and Kashima-kun.”


      Kurose-san muttered with a sad expression on her face and frowned slightly. She then looked up.


      “But thanks to that failure, I don't have to push myself anymore like I used to. Since everyone already hates me, there's no need for me to behave.”


      I also felt that way at today's social gathering. When I chatted with her like today, I felt like I was getting to know Kurose-san's true personality.


      “Kashima-kun, I used to feel very comfortable when I went to girls' school T. An environment where there were only girls. I didn't have to be liked by boys ..... and for the first time in my school life, I could be myself. And now, I, little by little... I feel like I'm back to being myself like back then.”


      After saying that, Kurose-san looked at me with lowered eyebrows.


      “...I'm really sorry about all that.” she said.


      She's a really good girl, I thought. Although I've felt that way for a long time.


       Of course she is good girl. Because she is Luna's younger sister.


      “Never mind, it's okay.”


      After all, it was over.


      It was my selfishness that made me feel a little lonely because her feelings for me were completely gone.


      “In that case, I think it's time we went back to studying,” I said.


      “Ah, wait a minute, I'm going to the bathroom first.”


      After saying that, Kurose-san took a handkerchief and pouch from her bag and tried to turn around to leave the room.


      It was at that moment that...


      
         
      


      “Ah, that...”


      Something shiny caught my eye and I was glued to it.


      “Is that the moon and stars?”


      I pointed to the accessories on the zipper puller. I felt familiar with the crescent moon and star motif attached to the pouch.


      “Ah, yes......in the past, Luna gave it to me.”


      I was a little surprised when I heard Kurose-san's words.


      “When my mom and dad decided to split up and move to different houses... Luna gave me these earrings and said ‘When we enter high school, let's put one in each of our ears’, that's why there's only one.”


      As I listened, I began to remember it clearly. They were very similar to the earrings Luna was looking for when we played Savage.


      “Earrings? But, isn't that...”


      “Oh, in this case, I transformed it into a zipper accessory myself.”


      Kurose-san replied lightly.


      “Besides, I've never worn earrings. After all, isn't it against school rules? I thought the rules in our school were pretty lax, but most schools prohibit students from wearing pierced accessories like this, so you can't complain if you get warned and confiscated, right? ...... In fact, I don't wear them myself, because they stand out too much. If Luna was wearing it, most people would have forgotten about her if she was wearing this kind of accessory.”


      “Eh, not really...”


      I stared at the crescent moon and star accessory.


      There was no mistaking it.


      —— It's a very important thing for you, right? You once said that you wouldn't wear it at school because you didn't want it confiscated.


      I remembered Yamana-san's words.


      She never forgot about it. Luna didn't forget the earrings and the promise she gave to Kurose-san, until now she still cherishes the other half of the earrings...


      when I was about to open my mouth to tell her that.... 

      “...Hey.”


      Kurose-san said that in a blunt tone, and I looked up at her. Her face looked awkward and her cheeks were slightly flushed red.


       


      “Can I go now? ... By the way, this is a 'sanitary bag', you know.”


      “Ah, sorry.”


      Although I apologized reflexively, but that word 'sanitary?' piqued my curiosity.


      When Kurose-san went to the bathroom, I looked it up on my smartphone and found out that it was a figurative word for “sanitary napkin”, unconsciously making me blush.


      ◇◇◇◇


      When I returned to the reading room, I received a LINE message from Sekiya-san.


      [Sekiya Hiiragi]


      You're not coming today?


      While Kurose-san is not here, so it's a perfect opportunity to study quietly in the self-study room.


      “.......”


      If Kurose-san continues to study in this library, I might be able to go to Ikebukuro by myself. I could study in peace knowing that she wouldn't come there.


      However, for some reason, I didn't want to change places, so I spent the next two hours studying across from Kurose-san.


      Before I knew it, it was already five in the afternoon. I hadn't eaten anything since lunch earlier, so I was getting hungry again, and thought that it was time to go home.


      Although it wasn't planned, it seemed like Kurose-san was starting to pack up her things as well.


      “Kashima-kun, are you going home now?”


      “Yes. ...”


      “Same here.”


      Then, somehow, I ended up leaving the public library with Kurose-san...


      As soon as I stepped out, the surrounding area had already begun to darken. Although I didn't notice it when I came here, but some of the leaves in the pond were starting to change color, and there were slight signs that it was already autumn.


      “Kurose-san, do you always come home at this hour?”


      “Yes, when I get home from school. If I go home a little later, I might become a victim of sexual harassment in the crowded train carriages due to rush hour.”


      “Eh... ahh, I see.”


      I was dumbfounded when Kurose-san said such a thing so casually.


      Sexual harassment, huh.  I don't have the guts to do that kind of thing, and even if I did, I still wouldn't do it, but there are many people who do such indecent things in this world.


      Kurose-san looked at me and chuckled. Her sweet face made me a little nervous and panicked.


      I wasn't trying to cover up the guilt I felt, but I decided to change the subject to Luna.


      “.... Shirakawa-san often wears them, you know. Those earrings.”


      I managed to say the thing I failed to tell her in the cafeteria earlier.


      Kurose-san just replied, ‘Eh...’, but not long after, her face showed an understanding of what I was talking about.


      “She only wears them on holidays because she doesn't want them confiscated by the school.... I didn't see her today, but the other day I saw that she was wearing them. Since they look the same, that's why I was curious.”


      It seemed like Kurose-san could understand the point, even with my nonsensical explanation.


      “....Is that so.”


      Kurose-san replied with a downcast face.


      “From a long time ago, Luna has always liked accessories and cosmetics.”


      She said, as if muttering to herself.


      “Dad doesn't have a very handsome face. He even told Mom that ‘natural makeup is the best makeup’. But Mom didn't stop wearing false eyelashes and fashionable makeup. The two of them are very similar indeed. Mom and Luna.”


      Kurose-san continued speaking while squinting as if looking into the distance.


      “I don't wear makeup or nail polish like you want me to. Probably because I want Dad to think that I'm ‘cute’.”


      When she said that, she bit her lip in frustration.


      “But, it's not me that Dad loves, it's Luna... I guess it's only natural. Because Dad loved Mom and married her. So I'm supposed to imitate Mom. Just like Luna did.”


      “If you say imitating her mother... I think Shirakawa-san has liked that kind of thing since the beginning...”


      “I know.”


      Kurose-san replied with an amused smile and muttered.


      “That's why I'm so angry ....... because I can't escape in that direction.”


      “.....What do you mean?”


      Escape, as I fixated on the word, Kurose-san responded with an ironic smile.


      “Do you think she became a gal girl because she likes gal fashion? There may be girls like that, but in Luna's case, it's a little different.... At least, I don't think that's the only reason.”


      As I waited for her explanation, Kurose-san continued.


      “From the start, we had different personalities. So naturally our hobbies were not the same. But things started to become clear around fifth grade, when our parents started talking about divorce.”


      Her expression was grim, probably because she was remembering those days.


      “I started getting addicted to manga and games to escape the unpleasant reality. Because I felt comfortable spending time with something that wasn't myself...”


      The quiet atmosphere of Arisugawa Memorial Park at dusk harmonized with the tone of her voice, and it made my chest feel tight.


      “At that time, Luna was interested in gal fashion. She even wore make-up when going to elementary school and got Mom called by the school for that.”


      That kind of thing... I never thought that she had been a gal girl since elementary school.


      “I didn't think that in this day and age, being a gal would be labeled as a ‘delinquent’, but I think there is still an element of that. Because if she really liked gal fashion, why didn't she do it secretly on her days off? Because wearing nail polish, make-up and dyeing your hair would definitely violate school rules.”


      I thought what Kurose-san said had a point. That's why I listened without refuting her.


      “If you break the rules, you'll be scolded or watched by adults, right? Isn't that really stupid? That's why I think, that's exactly what Luna ‘wants’.”


      "What does that mean?"


      "She probably wants to be noticed. Because teacher ...... If the school contacts Mom and Dad, they'll definitely pay more attention to Luna, right?”


      With a sarcastic smile, Kurose-san smiled at me.


      “The two of us were always filled with fear and loneliness. Our parents fight every day, and our family environment might change drastically... If we don't do something, we'll be crushed by the anxious feelings that keep haunting our minds.”


      It was painful to think that this was happening to girls who were only in fifth grade.


      “I seek safety in a fictional world. As for Luna, she tries to fight her loneliness and anxiety in the real world. I think gal fashion is the manifestation of her struggle.”


      Kurose-san stared into the distance as she said that in a casual tone.


      “Somehow, that's how I feel.”


      Perhaps it was something that only the twin Kurose-san could realize. I recalled the mixed feelings she felt towards her family, and sometimes overshadowed Luna's always cheerful face.


      “Perhaps Luna is more mature in trying to fill her loneliness in the real world than I am in escaping from reality into a fictional world.”


      She laughed as if self-deprecating, but Kurose-san suddenly wore a serious expression.


      “Or perhaps more accurately,... Luna might want to grow up quickly.”


      Kurose-san nodded as if confirming her statement.


      “Luna is indeed very mature... perhaps that's why, she's willing to forgive me. Even though I did that to her...”


      “Of course she'll forgive you.”


      And that's where I responded.


      “Because...... Shirakawa-san wanted to be close friends with Kurose-san like before, that's why she became a committee member and entered the pamphlet section.”


      I didn't want to get in the way of Luna's plans, but at least, I could say this much.


      Kurose-san looked at me for a moment and then lowered her head.


      “...I thought so too. Being on the pamphlet committee doesn't suit Luna at all.”


      “Then...”


      It's not like you can get a little closer to Luna without having to reply snappily like the other day


      . Just as I was about to vent those feelings, Kurose-san then said, “But...” 

      “I can't forgive myself yet. Every day... when I'm alone, I think about many things.”


      Those were unexpected words.


      “That's why now, I don't have the courage ..... to reacquaint myself with Luna....”


      Kurose-san lowered her head while muttering helplessly.


      “I see....”      


      I thought Kurose-san was still hostile to Luna, but apparently, that's not the case.


      ——I still can't forgive myself. Every day... when I'm alone, I think about many things.


      Even so, they really are twins who are polar opposites.


      ——I'm not good at thinking.


      I realized that when I recalled Luna's words. The only thing that makes them similar is the voice part....


      “Ahh!”


      At that moment, Kurose-san saw something and exclaimed.


      “What's wrong, Kurose-san?”


      “I happened to see a bubble milk tea stall. It looks like really tasty.”


      “Eh......”


      I was startled when I heard Kurose-san's bouncy voice.


      We had already left the park area and were on our way to the subway station. Kurose-san's gaze seemed to sparkle when she saw the signboard of a fashionable cafe that appeared by the roadside.


      “Kurose-san, do you like bubble milk tea...?”


      “Yes.”


      Kurose-san nodded, looking slightly annoyed as she put her hand into her bag, and took out her purse.


      “I like it a lot. Even if the whole world gets tired of bubble milk tea and stops drinking it, I'm determined to continue drinking it.”


      “I-Is that so...”


      My heart skipped a beat.


      The phenomenon of the bubble milk tea trend had been going on for the past few years. Can you say that during that time they never communicated and just happened to be addicted to the same thing without realizing each other?


      When I secretly felt impressed, Kurose-san headed straight into the bubble milk tea stall.


      I waited outside, and moments later, Kurose-san came out holding a plastic cup with a thick straw in it.


      “Even though it's 50 yen more expensive, I increased the amount of bubble too.”


      Kurose-san laughed with an expression similar to a child who secretly made a mistake.


      —— Actually, my family doesn't have much money.


      I felt worried when she said that kind of thing a while ago. Kurose-san probably thought so because of comparing her to her friends from Ojou-sama's school, but I was a little relieved to see that she wasn't from a ‘penniless’ family as I imagined.


      “I'm sorry, I just bought it for myself.”


      “It's okay, really. After all, I still have a tea bottle.”


      We started walking down the street again. Near the park, there was a quiet street filled with embassy buildings and trendy shops.


      “Kashima-kun, are you don't like bubble milk tea?”


      "Not really, I quite like it, really. But I prefer bubble milk tea with brown sugar milk instead of milk tea. Doesn't it have less flavor if you drink it with tapioca? That's what I was thinking.”


      Since the previous discussion of bubble milk tea had silenced Luna, this time I summarized it briefly.


      “Hmm~.”


      Kurose-san who was currently taking a sip of the boba drink, replied in a casual tone. 'Thankfully, I didn't get too excited about it', as I felt relieved inwardly, Kurose removed her mouth from the straw.


      “Kashima-kun must be looking at the bubble milk tea from the viewpoint of dessert perfection, right?”


      “Ehh......?”


      “bubble milk tea is not a dessert, you know. It's just a drink, okay."


      Kurose-san then told me when I blinked my eyes.


      “Enjoying bubble milk tea is a great way to pass the time. If you just drink a cup of milk tea, it goes down quickly, but if there's bubble in it, it lasts a long time. One can have a quick taste of the drink and chew the bubble like gum. It's a drink that can be enjoyed for a few minutes while chatting with friends, and I think that's why it's become popular among high school girls.”


      “I see....”


      That changed my outlook.


      bubble milk tea are just ‘drinks’. It was a great way to 'pass the time'. That was a perspective I didn't have.


      “...Kurose-san really interesting girl.”


      Talking with Luna was fun, my heart became brighter, and it felt good. Chatting with Kurose-san was equally interesting because I always got new insights. Maybe it's because she's the same ‘thinking type’ as me.


      “Really?”


      Kurose-san looked at me with a surprised expression and smiled.


      “That's the first time a guy has said that to me.”


      For some reason, her face looked a little happy.


      ◇◇◇◇


      We were on our way home together when Kurose-san suddenly stopped on the main road outside the K station roundabout.


      “Kashima-kun, are you going this way? I'm going that way anyway.”


      “Ahh yes...”


      “See you tomorrow.”


      After waving her hand at me, Kurose-san turned around and started walking away.


      “........”


      That's right. I'm sure this is how you originally said goodbye to a girl who wasn't your girlfriend. Although I felt a little unhappy because just a moment ago, we were talking happily about live-streaming recommended gamers in the train car.


      Since I've never had a girl friend, it feels a little uncomfortable.


      Ahh, let's just say it's the same as a guy friend.


      But... can I really treat her the same as a guy friend?


      ——If I go home a little longer, I might end up being harassed in a crowded train carriage during rush hour.


      Although she said it in a casual tone, Kurose-san must have had some unpleasant experiences with sexual harassment.


      The sky above was already completely dark. Since we were still in front of the station, there were plenty of lights and pedestrians, but I didn't know if it would continue all the way to Kurose-san's house. Even if not on the train, there might still be people who would do something like sexual harassment.


      After parting with me, if she met such people... I felt very anxious at the thought of such a possibility, so I unconsciously ran after her.


      “I-I'll take you home, all the way home!”


      Kurose-san looked surprised as I reappeared behind her. While I was in a dilemma, Kurose-san had already walked quite far ahead of me, and I was out of breath when I caught up with her.


      “Ehh, no need.”


      Kurose-san said reluctantly and averted her eyes.


      “If we're together for too long, I don't feel good about Luna...”


      “But, I'm worried about you.”


      When I said this, Kurose-san was speechless. Her cheeks looked flushed red as I looked at her, and she brushed her hair to her ears as if to hide her embarrassment.


      “...Then... Thank you.”


      Kurose-san muttered softly while turning her face away from me.


      ◇◇◇◇


      Kurose-san's house is about a 15-minute walk from the station.


      “I'm sorry. It must be far, right? I usually ride a bicycle to the station, but the weather forecast says it's going to rain this afternoon.”


      Said Kurose-san in an apologetic tone. Indeed, the morning weather forecast announced that it would rain today. Today's weather wasn't even sunny, but it seemed to be cloudy anyway.


      “We're almost there. At that apartment.”


      Kurose-san pointed towards a seven or eight-story apartment building to the right of the travel path. The road we were on now was a quiet street with a small, uninhabited shrine up ahead. I cringed as I saw several posters that read, ‘Many snatching incidents in this area, be careful!’ on nearby telephone poles and billboards.... It's a good thing I decided to take her.


      “My house is on the second floor. Thank you.”


      “Since I've come this far, I'll walk you until you enter the house.”


      I told that to Kurose-san who was about to part with me at the entrance of the apartment building, and we entered the building together. This wasn't an apartment that had automatic lock security and anyone could enter, and after seeing the poster earlier, I felt it was safer to escort her like that.


      Since the only elevator was stopped on the 8th floor, Kurose-san chose to take the stairs.


      Then, by the time we reached the second floor....


      “Ah, Maria!”


      I doubted my sense of hearing when I heard that voice.


      “Luna...!”


      Kurose-san also looked surprised.


      In the corridor of the second floor, there was Luna standing there.


      But I haven't seen her figure yet. Following Kurose-san who went up first, I stood in the middle of the stairs with one foot on the second floor. From here, I couldn't see the whole corridor area because it was blocked by the wall.


      “Luna...why are you here?”


      Kurose-san looked at Luna after a moment of worrying about me.


      “I pressed the intercom several times, but no one answered. Because I don't have the key, so I can't get in.”


      “Ahh, that's because Ojii-chan is in the hospital right now... I'm sure that Obaa-chan will be home soon too. And I think Mom will be coming home soon too.”


      “Ehh, is Ojii-chan okay?”


      “Yes, since this has happened so many times.”


      After answering briefly, Kurose-san turned her attention towards Luna again.


      “On the contrary, why are you here, Luna?”


      “Ahh, actually...”


      Luna then answered in a somewhat reluctant tone.


      “After the get-together with the other committee member, Akari and I visited Shin-Okubo to hang out there. I've been loving croffles ever since I made them at home the other day, and when I tasted the croffles at Shin-Okub0, they were really good, so I thought I'd buy some to take home so Maria could try them too.”


      I could hear the gurgling of a plastic bag.


      “You see, we have the same taste in food, right? So I thought you would like it too. ......”


      As she said that, her footsteps got closer.


      “Eh? Wait a minute Luna...”


      I could see that Kurose-san looked panicked.


      “...Ehh? Are you with someone?”


      The sound of Luna's footsteps was getting closer.


      And then...


      “Ryuuto!?”


      Of all places, I reunited with my girlfriend, after parting with her a few hours ago, in front of her sister's apartment room....


      “A-Ahh actually, Kashima-kun was taking me home. After that, I happened to meet him at the library and study.”


      Kurose-san tried to explain hurriedly.


      “Library?”


      Luna's face was covered in anxiety.


      “Wasn't it in the self-study room? The place she always goes to at K's cram school in Ikebukuro...”


      “Ehh...”


      Kurose-san looked surprised when she heard that.


      “Kashima-kun also goes to K’s cram school...? Moreover, the school in Ikebukuro...”


      I didn't know where to start the conversation, neither with Kurose-san who turned around and looked at me with an incredulous look nor with Luna who was waiting patiently for my words.


      “........”


       This is really the worst situation...


      I looked up at the sky and cursed my fate.

    

  


  


  
    
      


      Chapter 3.5 — Luna and Nikoru’s Long Phone Call


      “...So anyway, because I happened to meet my junior high school classmate, I remembered Senpai.”


      “I see....”


      “Aaahh~, why can't I meet Senpai when I can meet a classmate I never care? I'm pretty sure that he hasn't moved, his house is also quite close, so it would be nice if I could happen to meet him somewhere."


      “That's right...."”


      “If it's now, I can say it... [Please date me one more time.] I don't mind if I get rejected. Because I feel that this time I can move on from him.”


      “When you guys broke up three years ago, the reason was a bit messy, wasn't it?”


      “That's right. The reason he wanted to break up was that [I don't want to hurt you, so I want to break up with you] Haa? What does that mean? That's how I feel.”


      “Yeah...”


      “But I don't want to be hated by Senpai, so I can't say it out loud. If I say, [I don't want to break up with you], he'll think of me as an annoying girl.”


      “.... I know.”


      “I couldn't give up on him because Senpai didn't say that he hated me, but I didn't have the courage to contact him. ...... Then finally, my smartphone broke and my contact information data was all lost, so I couldn't contact him anymore even if I wanted to. I feel so stupid for dragging this out for so long.”


      “That's not true at all......”


      “...What's wrong with you, Luna? Why do you sound so gloomy?”


      “Eh? Wh-What is it?”


      “Did something happen?”


      “...Yes... Actually, there was something...”


      “Did something happen at the gathering party with committee members?”


      “...On my way home, I stopped by to deliver croffles to Maria's house, and I saw Maria coming home with Ryuuto.”


      “Huh!? That bastard... hasn't he learned his lesson yet!?"


      “It-It’s not like that. After the gathering, Ryuuto went to the nearby library, he happened to meet Maria and joined her. Then when it was getting dark, he accompany her all the way home...”


      “Hmm... even so, it's not like he had to be more careful after that incident happened, right?”


      “But we were both members of the pamphlet management committee... I even asked Ryuuto to work with me on the "friendship plan" with Maria.”


      “But still, you're still worried about it, aren't you?”


      “Yes... but it's not that I doubt Ryuuto. That's not it...”


      “Hmm?”


      “...I don't know why, I can't express it well, but I feel a little worried.”


      “...If there's anything I can do for you, you can just tell me. Whether it's that guy or your sister, I'll teach them a lesson.”


      “Ahaha, I told you there's no need to do that~! ... Thank you so much .... for always helping me...”


      “It's okay, don't think too much about it. Besides, there's nothing Luna can do to help me since I still can't move on from Senpai.”


      “That kind of thing....”


      Luna looked up and saw the pen holder with the photo from the photo box. She stared at the face of the boy smiling shyly next to the dark-haired Nikoru, as if she could look directly into his eyes.

    

  


  


  
    
      Chapter 4


      “What can I say, if you came to the self-study room, you would have survived, right?”


      When Sekiya-san heard the details of Sunday's incident from me, he seemed to have given up and was disappointed.


      After that incident...


      I started to explain everything to Luna that I was interested in studying in the library, and just happened to meet Kurose-san there, I also told her that I intended to report this to Luna later. She listened to my explanation in silence, but I don't know if she'll accept it or not. I didn't dare say that I looked very cowardly for running away from Kurose-san from the cram school, so I didn't deny that it looked unnatural.


      “Even though you're always trying to avoid her, why are you even studying together with her in the library? Perhaps, you still have feelings for Kurose-san too, right. Do you want to date those twin sisters at the same time?”


      I nodded and drank a bottle of peach tea, while Sekiya-san made fun of me. When I went to visit the self-study room, Sekiya-san took me who was sluggish to the lounge, and we sat around the table to drink tea.


      Since Kurose-san already knew about it, so I didn't need to go out to rest. I was relieved when I heard that today was not the day when Kouhai Sekiya-san showed up. Probably because of remembering our previous appointment, Sekiya-san bought me a drink from the vending machine...


      “...I'm not Sekiya-san...”


      Sekiya-san frowned in exasperation at my time-delayed and helpless sarcasm.


      “What do you know about me? My first relationship was a pure and innocent relationship. It took a week to hold hands, and another week to kiss...”


      “But after that, you went straight down the harem route, didn't you?”


      I had heard a bit about Sekiya-san's high school life. Although I don't know the whole story, it seems that he quite enjoyed his relationship with many beautiful girls, which was enough to make him a ronin.


      “Gununu...”


      It seemed like my defense worked right away, and made Sekiya-san fall silent.


      I thought it must feel really good.


      Even though I hadn't done anything wrong, I was still anxious about my feelings of guilt toward Luna.


      “...Looks like Sekiya-san never got stabbed by your ex-girlfriends.”


      “Well, that's just because I did well.”


      “Hee~...?”


      Because I'm not good at dealing with girls, so even though I'm popular, I feel that I won't be able to play it well. When I was impressed, Sekiya-san opened his mouth as he said “I'll answer seriously, you know.”


      “Because I don't think the feelings are so heavy that someone would want to stab me, maybe. Besides, I've only dated girls who only think of dating as playful or to get rid of boredom.”


      I-Is that so...


      “Besides, a girl's love is mostly overwritten, always overwritten, you know. The current boyfriend or the person she really likes is the best. A girl who always thinks of a guy who has nothing to do with her anymore only exists in a guy's fantasy.”


      “Re-Really...?”


      Hearing that reminded me of Yamana-san's story when we played Savage.


      ——That's really stupid, isn't it. I didn't expect that I still can't forget the guy I dated for two weeks when I was in 2nd year in middle school.


      “Ah, but there's one acquaintance I know...”


      I wasn't sure if I could call Yamana-san a ‘friend’, hence I used the expression ‘acquaintance’.


      “There's a girl who says that she can't move on from an ex she dated years ago because she still can't get over him.”


      When I said that, Sekiya-san folded his arms with a not-very-interested expression.


      “Hmm I see, I guess she must be dating a really nice guy.”


      “Not really, it seems that her ex is quite serious because he has Chuunibyou. According to the girl's words, her ex often listens to [Sutra] or something.”


      “...Well, it's also called puberty. Everyone must have experienced it.”


      “You mean listening to [Sutras]!?”


      “Don't get me wrong, listening to [Sutras] can improve concentration before a match, you know.”


      “...Th-Then, is Sekiya-san still listening to it to help you concentrate on studying for the entrance exam?”


      “If I were still listening to it right now, I'd probably already be a monk.”


      After saying so, Sekiya-san smiled wryly as if mocking himself.


      “It's been so long since I remembered that dark history.”


      “...W-Well, anyway, that girl likes her ex-boyfriend like that.”


      “Hmm... Better just explode there.”


      Hearing Sekiya-san make that swear in an exasperated tone, I suddenly felt curious.


      “...Don't you have a girlfriend now, Sekiya-san?”


      If he did, he would be more forgiving of other people's love lives


      ...I thought, and sure enough, Sekiya-san answered while nodding his head. 

      "Hmm. There are some girls who occasionally contact me, but if it's to be a girlfriend ... well, now is not the time to think about finding a girlfriend. Moreover, the name ronin will definitely not be popular.”


      “Haaa”


      “Even you would be dumped by your current girlfriend if you became a Ronin. Just imagine if her boyfriend is a ronin, she's living a colorful college life, then she cheats on you with a senior in her circle, and it's all over in the blink of an eye.”


      “........”


      I'm really sorry if that story is based on your own experience, but I felt that Luna wouldn't do that


      ......while thinking that (and I don't even know if Luna will continue studying or not), it's not cool if I fail an exam, and I thought Luna's reaction might be a bit disappointed, but I wanted to avoid it as much as possible. 

      “Well, I think it's good to find a new girl just in case you get dumped. But yeah, if it's your girlfriend's sister, that's going to be bad...”


      “No, I told you that I didn't mean that...”


      “Oh, speak of the devil.”


      Then Sekiya-san turned his head, I also followed the direction of his gaze and saw Kurose-san entering the lounge with some of her friends wearing sailor uniforms.


      Because of past habits, I was always prepared and alert.


      “...That girl is always with girls from T school, huh.”


      “Ehh......?”


      “I mean the one with the sailor uniform.”


      Sekiya-san told me, and I turned my gaze back to her.


      “I didn’t know that Sekiya-san knows a lot about other schools' uniforms.”


      “The T women's school is famous, you know. It's Ojou-sama's school with high-standard grades, and there are many beautiful and cute girls there.”


      “Hee...”


      Is it really that popular?  I didn't know much about Ojou-sama's school because it was a world I had no connection to.


      “...Ah!”


      Sekiya-san suddenly raised his voice, so I turned around and saw Kurose-san who was in the group of girls looking at me.


      When I felt that our gazes met and lowered my head slightly, Kurose-san smiled while giving me a small wave towards me.


      “...Hee, I think your relationship is pretty good. See, I think she's still interested in you.”


      “Ehh!?”


      I looked at Sekiya-san anxiously as he said something outrageous.


      “There is no way!? Th-That would be a problem...!”


      “Problem? Why, when you can just do it with a firm attitude?”


      “Well, that's true, but..."


      Why is it only at times like this that his words sound right, this guy!


      “Even so...”


      Kurose-san is a very beautiful girl. Same with Luna, but she's a completely different type than Luna. Worse yet, I prefer the type of girl who is like Kurose-san in terms of looks alone.


      For example, if I were to be teased again like in the gymnasium warehouse that time ..... Would I be able to resist her temptation again this time? Even a few days ago, I almost stepped on a landmine.


      Being teased so many times by a girl as cute as her, even so still trying to maintain chastity with steel determination, that kind of thing...


      “...What about Sekiya-san himself? Can you do it?”


      “Ah, it's impossible for me. If it's me, I'll definitely get straight and trying to courting her.”


      “Eh....”


      “Because I know myself well, that's why I broke up with my first girlfriend.”


      Sekiya-san looked at me with a sharp gaze and said hurriedly.


      “...As I kissed her, I thought. I want to keep this girl from the bottom of my heart. I've been with her for a year in club activities, so we both know each other's good and bad sides. I feel very comfortable when I'm with her. I also think that she's the best match I could possibly spend the rest of my life with.”


      “If that's the case, why..."


      In response to my confused question as to why he broke up with his first girlfriend despite wishing to stay with her, Sekiya-san continued.


      “But when I got to high school, I started to be popular with pretty girls and thought that this was bad. If I continued like this, I would definitely fall prey to temptation and start cheating on two or three girlfriends, and it would hurt her in a terrible way.”


      “Therefore, you broke up with her before diving too deep?”


      “Well more or less so...although I feel sorry for her.”


      Seeing the dark and lonely look in his eyes, I asked again.


      “Do you regret it?”


      Perhaps realizing my worried tone, Sekiya-san could only smile wryly.


      “How could I not regret it. Even if it's just for a moment, she's the girl I want to cherish for the rest of my life.”


      After saying that, he then looked down.


      “But I don't want to hurt her in a way like cheating or something. Because she is... a very pure girl.”


      I wonder what kind of girl would make Sekiya-san think like this. I really want to meet her.


      “But....”


      Sekiya-san suddenly muttered as if talking to himself.


      “If only I could do it all over again from the beginning of the first year of high school,... I probably wouldn't have dumped her at that time.”


      His serious demeanor seemed like a different person from Sekiya-san, who always made light jokes.


      “The first girl I liked in my life was really very special. Not by chance or calculation based on experience, but because I was drawn to her instinctively.”


      Those words made my heart flutter. Because to me, those words really describe Kurose-san.


      “Thanks to breaking up with her, I was able to date various beautiful and sweet girls, but... later I realized that my first girlfriend was still the best. After realizing that, I couldn't do anything else.”


      Sekiya-san's expression was grimmer than I had ever seen before.


      “...Then, do you want to go back and become a monk?”


      I teased Sekiya-san because I wanted him to go back to acting normal, and he seemed to understand my intention.


      “Didn't I tell you that I don't listen to sutras anymore?”


      When I saw him return my teasing forcefully, I thought that he was a good person.


      “I'll rage to my heart's content when I've finished taking the entrance exam.”


      “Yo, that's how the Don Juan of the Reiwa era should be~”


      “Relax, just leave it to me... who do you think I am?”


      Sekiya-san who kept laughing and making fun of me said something at the end, and those words kept ringing in my ears for a while.


      “...Yamada, you must not regret it.”


      ◇◇◇◇


      Sekiya-san who lived two years ahead of me could be a picture of my life two years from now.


      I don't want any regrets.


      My first love was Kurose-san, but the one I'm dating now and want to cherish for the rest of my life is Luna.


      Luna is the girl I cherish the most.


      I will only cherish Luna.


      With that in mind, I decided to live my daily life while trying not to worry too much about Kurose-san.


      It was now mid-October and the weather was starting to feel nice and cool. On one Sunday, our high school was holding a sports festival.


      “Luna~! Do your best~!”


      The girls cheered from the classroom chairs set up outside the field. Luna, now an inter-class relay race participant, was running lightly on the track.


      Luna had fast legs and was good at athletics. Her coarsely tied hair fluttered and her long legs stretched out from her sports uniform, moved nimbly as she headed towards the zone where the next runner was waiting.


      “Uwaaaaaaahh! Keep fighting, Luna~~!!”


      Luna ran past in front of our class seats, and the cheers of support grew louder.


      “Kyaa~ she managed to overtake one person!”


      At that moment, she passed a runner from the next class who was running in front of her.


      “Luna, you're doing great~!”


      “She's running so fast!!!"


      Our class, which was in 3rd place, managed to take 2nd place thanks to Luna.


      “Good job, Luna~!”


      Luna was immediately surrounded by the girls from the class when she returned to the tent. While sitting in my classroom seat, I watched the scene from a distance.


      “Your girlfriend is really great, huh.”


      Icchi who was sitting next to me commented so, and I nodded back.


      “Yeah....”


      Luna is amazing. She really is a cheerful person. And a girl like that turns out to be my girlfriend


      ... As I thought that, I couldn't help but feel strange. 

      I'm not too bad at sports either. I guess my ability was within the average rank, or at least in the lower average rank. But by the time I reached the 2nd year of high school, people who were really athletic could do it professionally, and even those who weren't that good, they weren't comparable to the people who sweated every day in sports club activities.


      Therefore, I was a little surprised at the physical abilities of Luna who was also a member of the go-home club.


      “Ah, there's Tanikita-san.”


      Icchi suddenly chimed in.


      Inside the field, the next event had started without me noticing, and Tanikita-san was in her cheerleading uniform, dancing with other girls to a popular pop song. Apparently, the current event was a cheerleading competition.


      “Tanikita-san is really cute, right...”


      “Yeah, she's really cute.”


      I reflexively replied to his words, but Icchi turned to me with a fierce expression on his face.


      “Even though you already have Shirakawa-san, but don't you want to pursue Tanikita-san too?”


      “Th-There's no way. What are you talking about?”


      Icchi looked at me with a suspicious look as I hurriedly denied it.


      “Because Kasshi has a criminal record with Kurose-san...”


      The criminal record in question was probably the photo of us hugging each other.


      “I told you that it was just a misunderstanding...”


      Just as I was about to protest, Icchi who was looking at the cheerleading dance, said, ‘Ah!’


      “Wow, I didn’t realize there's Kurose-san too.”


      “...Ah, you’re right.”


      Kurose-san was dancing wearing a cheerleading uniform that matched the others, and a matching ribbon in her hair. Her attractive face was filled with a simple smile.


      
         
      


      Since the cheerleading squad had to participate in various other competitions besides the cheer competition, and there was a lot of choreography practice and the like, students who were busy with club activities or who participated in various competitions like Luna, could not become members. I was reminded of the homeroom teacher's long talk about the sports festival and complaining that the members didn't meet the capacity.


      Did she offer to join after that? Other than that and being a member of the school culture festival committee, Kurose-san was probably trying to fit in and enjoy school life in her own way.


      When I recalled the times we talked in the library and the joyful expression she showed at the cram school, I felt a different feeling towards Kurose-san.


      Although what she did to Luna before is unforgivable, Kurose-san is still Kurose-san, and I want her to have her own happiness.


      After all, she is Luna's younger sister.


      “Looking around again like this, the girls in our class are at a very high level right~. Kurose-san looks cute too.”


      “.....”


      Based on the lesson I had experienced earlier, I didn't take Icchi's words to heart this time.


      No, probably because I can't argue with him.


      —— Hee, I think your relationship is pretty good. See, I think she's still interested in you.


      Because Sekiya-san said that kind of thing. If he who has a lot of experience with women would say that, I think that there might be some truth to it.


      “Ryuuto!”


      At that moment, I was startled by Luna's voice. When I turned around, Luna was standing right next to me.


      “Nee~ nee~, let's have lunch together...?”


      “Eh?... Yes, alright?"


      Before I knew it, the cheerleading competition was over. There were no people on the field at all. It seemed like the event for the morning game was over.


      Icchi who was next to me immediately said, “Please don’t mind me~ take your time together~” and slipped away while carrying his luggage.


      “...I wonder, does Ijichi-kun, not like girls?”


      I was surprised to hear Luna muttering like that after seeing Icchi's departure.


      “Ehh!? Not really... it's not like that.”


       Instead, I think he liked it a lot... I added inwardly.


      “Ehh, really? Well, it's okay anyway. Akari also said that. She said that even though she tried to talk to him as a fellow decorating committee member, she had trouble carrying on a conversation because Ijichi-kun's responses were too short.”


      “Ah...”


      That idiot!!! What are you doing!! When Tanikita-san took the trouble to talk to you ......!


      No, I do understand your feelings, I get it, but it feels so painful...


      “...He's just a shy person. He doesn't mean anything bad, though.”


      “I see. I'll tell Akari later.”


      With that said, Luna sat down where Icchi had been.


      Every contestant was free to eat lunch during the sports festival. Some students could return to their classrooms or eat with their families in the blue seats in the visitor's tent section.


      Visitor seats for parents are located around the perimeter of the field as well as classroom seats. The visitor seats for parents were mostly empty and I think the number of students whose families came to visit the school was only about half the number of students. I had already told my parents that they didn't need to come because the sports festival wasn't that exciting and it felt a bit embarrassing. Icchi and Nisshi were the same, and probably most of the gloomy students did the same.


      “Dad is really mean. He suddenly said that he had a business trip. Even I was really looking forward to it.”


      It seems Luna's father had intended to come but he couldn't make it at the last minute.


      “But I felt saved because I didn't have to make another one for dad either, but... I messed up about half of it, so I was really in a pinch if he was really going to leave.”


      While laughing at that, Luna took out a lunch box from the bag she was carrying It was a two-tiered box, a size large enough for two or three people.


      “Here, please enjoy ♡”


      “Ohhh...!”


      Luna had told me before, “I'll make lunch for Ryuuto!”, but seeing the real thing like this, I was moved to the point of tears.


      “Th-Thank you! That's really great...”


      I felt so happy...! This is how it feels to be in heaven.


      I started to grin and almost ruined my facial expression, but I quickly gasped.


      Even though he's just a geeky guy, he got excited just because of Shirakawa Luna's lunch box


      ...I feel embarrassed that anyone would think that way. 

      The classroom seating was just a large blue sheet spread out without chairs, and everyone sat freely. I looked around and realized that there were many students entering the school building. I was relieved that none of my classmates were sitting comfortably at intervals and paying too much attention to us.


      “Come on, try opening it!”


      For some reason, Luna sat up straight and pushed her lunchbox in front of me.


      Seeing Luna's behavior like that, made me once again think that she was very cute...


      Luna in her sports uniform also still looked very charming. The blue headband, which signified her class, was wrapped around her light-colored hair, then the plump bulge pushing her sportswear with the name tag on it, and the strange impression one gets when looking at Luna in her sports uniform is very charming, as it seems to directly express her flashy nature and inner purity. Her nails were painted the same shade of blue as the class color and were shorter than usual. She also wore plain pierced earrings, which showed her seriousness towards this sports festival.


      “Come on, hurry up and open~!"


      “Eh, y-yes. Then...”


      Luna immediately urged me, and I placed my hand on the lid of the lunch box. I recalled the first time I ate her lunch box at the zoo in Ueno, where the side dishes were a bit one-sided. ...... I opened the lunchbox while feeling nostalgic.


      “Ohhh~! It looks delicious~!”


      The appearance of the dish was more beautiful than I imagined, and I was pleasantly surprised when I saw it.


      Today's lunch looked balanced. Probably because there was a cross partition and the side dishes were packed inside. Standards like fried chicken, egg rolls, and octopus sausage were balanced with mini tomatoes and broccoli that were served to color the dish.


      “Thank you so much, Luna...”


      As I thanked her with emotion, Luna smiled happily.


      “Uwaahh, thank goodness! I made it with a balanced menu!”


      It seemed like she was worried about that too.


      “This time, Obaa-chan taught me how to make it, and I practiced a lot.”


      “I see... Thank you for the hard work.”


      It was unexpected that a girl as beautiful as Shirakawa Luna would go to such lengths for my geeky self.


      ...... I felt moved as I recalled the moments before we started dating. 

      “But only the octopus sausage is ugly. Check this out.”


      “Hmm?"


      “Look, doesn't it look like an alien?”


      When I looked at the octopus sausages Luna pointed out, they all did look oval with their legs uncovered.


      “I'm sorry, these are really ugly aren't they...”


      I smiled gently to show my manliness to Luna, who picked up one of the octopuses with a sad face and showed it to me.


      “...I-I wonder if it's because the octopus has long legs? I'm sure it must be.”


      “I see. I guess I cut it too deep.”


      Luna muttered with pursed lips, she then clenched her hands together.


      “I thought I got my revenge on my lunch, but... Only the octopus sausage still hasn't, but I'll get my revenge again next time!”


      Next time…!


      She seemed to be planning to make lunch for me again.


      Luna smiled at me while I was thinking about that and chewed my happiness.


      “Looks~ Ryuuto! Let's hurry up and eat it!”


      “Oh, sorry. I'm just a little impressed...”


      “But I'm not sure if it will taste good next time or not! Don't increase the difficulty, please~!"


      “Don't worry. Even if it tastes bad, I'll just hold my breath and eat it all.”


      “What?! You guessed it would be bad!?"


      “I-I didn't mean that!”


      While laughing and talking to each other, we started eating our lunch.


      Luna's lunch was as delicious as it looked, and I didn't have to hold my breath to eat it.


      “...Yes, it was very delicious!”


      “Really? Hooray~!”


      So we continued eating lunch together, and as I was eating the second Onigiri, Luna suddenly looked at my face.


      “...Ah, Ryuuto.”


      “Uh, yes? What’s wrong?”


      “There's seaweed stuck on your face, you know~!”


      Luna stretched out her hand to my face while laughing.


      “Eh, ehhh...!?”


      “Look here~!”


      I was very surprised when she touched my lips. Luna then took the attached piece of seaweed and showed it to me, she then brought the tip of her finger to her mouth and ate it.


      “Ehehe~”


      My face began to heat up as I saw Luna laughing at me with an expression similar to that of a child after a prank.


      “...Shi-Shirakawa-san!”


      Under the bright fall sky, Luna smiled cheerfully at me as I shouted at her with a blushing face, not caring about the stares of our classmates.


      “Thanks for the food!”


      ◇◇◇◇


      Luna was also very active in the afternoon competition.


      She took first place in the obstacle course, and in the women's cavalry competition, Yamana-san managed to snatch a lot of ribbons from the horsemen who were her opponents.


      Then it was time for the borrowing race.


      As usual, Luna ran down the straightaway at top speed and was the first to pick up the borrowed subject card.


      “.....!”


      Luna's cheeks looked flushed as she read the card.


      I wonder what subject she gets?


      As I watched her while thinking that, I felt that my gaze met Luna's, who looked up and looked around her. Then unexpectedly, she crossed the race course and ran straight here.


      It seemed like it wasn't just my imagination as our gazes met, and she yelled at me as she approached.


      “Ryuuto! Come with me!”


      H-Huh, me!?


      With a confused face, I got up from my seat and ran toward the race course.


      Once there, Luna immediately grabbed my hand and we started running together.


      We returned to the race track and headed to the finish line from the borrowed theme position.


      Some students seemed to be able to get their borrowed themes up close, and the three girls, including Luna, set off at about the same time with their eyes fixed on the finish line. Of the three, Luna was a little late.


      “Let's run with all our might!”


      Luna said so while holding hands with me.


      “Yes….!”


      We continued to run while holding hands.


      Apparently, the borrowed subject from the other participants was the “Principal”, so we first passed the student who was running with the elderly principal.


      The rest of us were left with a student who ran a few meters ahead of us while holding a red headband. If we managed to pass them, we could be the first-place winners.


      The serious Luna could run very fast.


      I thought that no matter how fast she was, she was still a girl, but if I slowed down even a little, she would be ahead of me.


      I felt a strong desire that I didn't want to be left behind.


      To a girl who is like a sports car.


      Make her who has matured faster than me.


      I want to run with you, even in the future.


      I want to keep running.


      I will never let go of this hand.


      Definitely ......!


      Carrying that feeling, I continued to move my legs desperately.


      “Keep run, just a little more!!!”


      I could hear my classmates cheering from their seats.


      “Luna!!!”


      “Kashima-kun!!!”


      Even classmates I've never talked to shouted my name. I felt that everyone was rooting for us.


      Let's go, let's go, let's fight!


      Just a little more, just a little more.


      I'm sure there must be a happy future waiting for us after overcoming impatience, guilt, and everything else.


      Therefore.....


      “““““Do your best!!!””””


      Accompanied by very loud cheers, Luna and I managed to pass the other participants in front of us.


      And then we cut the finish line ribbon.


      ◇◇◇◇


      “Haaa.... Haa... we did it, Ryuuto.”


      The two of us let go of the handshake and placed our hands on each other's knees from the exertion, Luna then looked up and smiled at me. That small, rough sigh of breath looked very sexy.


      “... Right... Congratulations on your victory... Shi-Shirakawa-san.”


      I was still panting and couldn't catch my breath. I felt like I was running more seriously than the race I ran in the morning.


      “Ehehehe... this is both of our victories!”


      And Luna showed a sweet smile.


      “I feel happy to be running with Ryuuto...”


      Luna's borrowing theme was “Someone you like”. When it was read out after the finish line, the sounds of cheering and whistling “Hyu~ hyu~” echoed throughout the field.


      Even now, I can still feel the people around me grinning at me. It seemed like my face was hot and my heart was pounding, and it wasn't just because I was running as fast as I could.


      “.... but 'someone you like' doesn't have to be mean in a romantic sense, right?　Yamana-san, or even Tanikita-san could be an option too.”


      Tanikita-san was on the race track as part of the cheerleading team, so she would return to the field sooner rather than taking me to the field. If she did that, she would definitely win first place easily.


      “Eh...? Oh yeah, you’re right.”


      Luna's expression looked shocked as if she had just been told something she hadn't thought of.


      “But as soon as I saw the words 'someone you like', Ryuuto's face immediately came to mind...”


      Luna looked at me with flushed cheeks.


      “More than my family or my friends... Ryuuto is the first person that comes to my mind, you know.”


      “...Shirakawa-san...”


      A warm feeling flowed into my heart and filled my chest.


      “...Nee, Ryuuto”


      Then, Luna, who had caught her breath well, removed her hands from her knees and stepped closer to me.


      “Let's do our best in the pamphlet committee too.”


      “Ahh, yes...”


      I opened my mouth when I saw the slight anxiety in her expression.


      “I'm really sorry about the library incident the other day... Next time, if I meet Kurose-san or any girl, I'll contact you directly....”


      When I said that, Luna shook her head while saying “You don't have to go that far”.


      “You don't have to go that far, really .... Because I believe in Ryuuto.”


      After saying these words, Luna then grabbed my hand.


      “....!”


      Worrying about the looks of the people around me, I shyly took her soft hand again.


      The two of us will be fine.


      Because we love each other so much.


      I firmly believed that.


      ◇◇◇◇


      After that, the events of the sports festival went smoothly, and finally, it was the turn of the final event, the inter-class relay race.


      This is a competition in which one male and one female representative from each grade compete with the other grades for the championship position. First graders rarely win, but it seems that second graders have won more often in recent years, partly because third graders are less physically fit because they have to study for college entrance exams.


      Anyway, Luna was chosen as our class representative in this competition. It was a shame that she didn't get into the track team.


      I watched her fondly from my seat in the classroom as she warmed up by twisting her wrists and legs in the waiting line near the baton zone.


      So cool.


      She looked so cute earlier, but now she looks cool.


      Really, she's a girlfriend I'm so proud of, I think she's too good to be my girlfriend.


      With this thought in my mind, I admired her while waiting for the competition to start.


      “Hey, look over there, is that Luna's mom?"


      “That's right! I thought so too! They look so much alike, don't they~!”


      The conversation between the girls near me made me give a surprised “Eh!?” and turn my head to follow their line of sight.


      The girls were looking at the section of parent or guardian seats next to the classroom seats. I also took a good look at that section and gasped.


      Anyone who knew Luna would probably think that she was her relative. A woman who looked a lot like Luna stood looking out at the track.


      She had long brown hair, a softer color than Luna's, in a rough bun, and wore large swinging hoop earrings. Luna had an older sister who was a little older than her, but the woman standing in the old people's seat looked like she was around 40, so I was sure she was her mother.


      Maybe it was because she had just arrived, so she was standing behind the people sitting on the blue tarp in the parent or general visitor section, watching the relay race by herself.


      Luna's mom. In other words... she was her mother who lived with Kurose-san.


      “Hey, hey, let's go over there and say hello!”


      “Yes, let's go!”


      The girls then went in groups to the seats reserved for parents or guardians.


      “Excuse me~~!”


      “You're Luna's mom, right?”


      The girls spoke to the woman in such a cheerful and carefree voice that you didn't have to sharpen your ears to hear it.


      Then the woman turned around. I was surprised when her eyes met mine, but she was looking at the girls who were talking to her.


      “Yes, that's right~? And also Mari...”


      The girls jumped for joy, interrupting the woman's words as she replied with a smile.


      “Kya~~! That's right!”


      “Auntie really beautiful!”


      “Beautiful witch!”


      “No, calling her a beautiful witch is very rude, you know!”


      “For real!? Ah, sorry! But you're really pretty!”


      “Will Luna be like that when she grows up?”


      “That's great ~ She can be a beautiful woman forever!”


      Luna's mother looked at the excited girls with a wry smile.


      “Ah, it's already started!”


      Then one of the girls saw what was happening on the track and screamed. At the same time, the sound of a pistol shot was heard as a marker, and the first relay runners started to run.


      Since Luna was the second runner, she was on the opposite side of the starting point... so she was in the baton receiving zone near the section where we were.


      “Luna, ganbare~~!”


      The girls shouted and Luna replied by waving her hand at them.


      Then she looked stunned. She must have found her mother's whereabouts.


      “Luna~! Your mother is cheering for you too!”


      “Fight~!”


      As the girls shouted excitedly, Luna's mother also waved to her daughter.


      “Luna, do your best~!”


      Seeing this, Luna's face immediately lit up.


      “Yes, I'll do my best!”


      Then the first runner came, and Luna took the baton and started running.


      “Luna!!!”


      Luna's mother cheered for Luna. Then she suddenly shifted her gaze and waved her hand to another part of the field.


      There was Kurose-san who was on the cheerleading squad. She was waving a large flag at the students who were running on the track with their backs to us.


      “Maria too, do your best~!”


      Upon hearing this, the girls still standing beside her looked surprised.


      “The 'Maria' you're referring to... is it Kurose-san?”


      “Do you know Kurose-san?”


      “Ehh......?”


      Luna's mother looked at the girls confusedly, but it seemed as if she might realize something.


      “...Hmm yes, a little.”


      And then she never cheered again to encourage Kurose-san.


      “.......”


      That little back waving that big flag seemed more fragile than ever.


      Perhaps thanks to her mother's encouragement, Luna managed to get ahead of the third year and pass the baton to the next runner in first place.


      After that, the second-year team fell behind, but the last runner managed to make up for the previous runner's mistake and this year's inter-class relay ended with the second-year team winning.


      “Mom!”


      After the participants dispersed from the field, Luna went straight to her mother.


      “I didn't know you were coming!?”


      “Yes. I was able to rest in the afternoon, so I watched the cavalry battle. You're amazing, Luna.”


      As she said this, her mother put her hand on Luna's head.


      “Great, great~”


      She stroked her head with the palm of her hand in a circular motion, then ran both hands over Luna's cheeks and smiled at her. Luna's cheeks blushed slightly and she smiled happily at the caress that made her look like a child.


      “Ehehe~”


      Then, she suddenly looked up at me.


      “Nee, Mom. There's someone I want to introduce to you...”


      After saying that, Luna motioned to me.


      “Ryuuto! Come here!”


      “...!”


      Now is the time!


      I knew that I should go greet them as well, but it was all too sudden and made my heart race.


      As I approached them with trembling steps, Luna looked at me and her mother happily.


      “He's my boyfriend, Kashima Ryuuto-kun."


      “I know. I also saw the borrowing competition."


      Luna's mother laughed shyly and said in a loud voice to hide her embarrassment.


      “Being young is fun. I was the one who watching and was embarrassed when I saw that.”


      Since I didn't know how to respond, I could only scratch my head and look down in shame.


      Seeing my reaction, Luna's mother smiled gently again.


      “Even if she's such a person, but please take good care of my daughter."


      It was a smile with a mysterious charm that warmed my heart. It reminded me of Mao-san who had taken care of me at the beach house during the summer vacation.


      “...No, ah, y-yes... I-I will take good care of her...!”


      Seeing my nervous and stammering answer, Luna's mother smiled charmingly.


      I thought that Luna's sunny warmth and friendliness must have come from her mother.


      At that moment, students from the cheerleading squad passed by us.


      “Nee, Luna...”


      When she saw the crowd, Luna's mother lowered her voice.


      “Hmm? What's wrong?”


      But then she shook her head, probably having second thoughts after looking around her.


      “...No, it's nothing.”


      “Ehh, what’s wrong, Mom? I'm curious!”


      Luna laughed in a sweet voice.


      However, at that moment, I saw her.


      I saw Kurose-san, who was among the cheering crowd of the guide squad, looking like she was about to cry. Then, I saw her quietly leave the crowd of her friends and walk towards the school building alone.


      “......”


      Neither Luna nor her mother would be able to see it from their vantage point.


      I was the only one who saw it.


      Once I saw it, I couldn't just let it go.


      “Luna~! Let's go to the closing ceremony!”


      After being called by her friend, Luna left and I excused myself away from Luna's mother.


      Then, I went to the school building.


      ◇◇◇◇


      Kurose-san wasn't in the classroom.


      I wondered where she went... and the first thing that came to mind was the stairs leading to the roof.


      That's where she fled after she had argued with me in class and spread bad rumors about Luna.


      She wasn't there either, but the door to the roof was open. Usually, it was locked, but today it was probably open because the school photographer had to document the sports festival activities from above.


      As expected, Kurose-san was on the roof.


      I approached Kurose-san, who was standing with her back to me, holding on to the railing, which was twice her height.


      “Didn't you tell your mother? That you didn't tell everyone about your relationship with Shirakawa-san.”


      Upon hearing my words, Kurose-san turned around in surprise. Her eyes were red and wet.


      “How could I tell her? Thanks to my own stupid deeds, I can't reveal that we're siblings, it's so embarrassing.”


      She then mumbled with a sullen face.


      “...even though she is my mother.”


      Her voice trembled helplessly.


      “I gave her the announcement sheet and asked her if she could come...even though she's my mother who should have come to support me.”


      When I heard the previous story, I thought that Kurose-san had a grudge against her mother for deciding to divorce her beloved father.


      But it turns out that she really loves his mother, huh? She really loves her mother so much that it ended like this.


      “She is the mother of both of you. Both Kurose-san and Shirakawa-san.... if you add your other sister, then she is the mother of the three of you.”


      However, she didn't seem to hear my words and lowered her head.


      “Even though Luna already has everything. Father, friends, and even a boyfriend... but she still took my mother away from me.”


      “Such a thing...”


      “Why did you come here, Kashima-kun?”


      A single tear fell from Kurose-san's red eyes as she looked up at me.


      
         
      


      “Ah, uh, um... because I saw Kurose-san going to the school building...”


      Kurose-san's face became grim and shaken as she felt tears streaming down her face.


      “Leave me alone. I've already told you that I don't need any comforting words from Luna's boyfriend.”


      “But...”


      “Get out of my way quickly. You don't really care about me, do you?"


      Kurose-san's gaze looked me straight in the eye.


      “How could I not care?”


      Hearing my words, Kurose-san's gaze wavered slightly.


      “Because I'm Luna's little sister?”


      “...That too... but because we're colleagues.”


      “On the pamphlet committee?”


      “Y-Yes.”


      I don't know why I'm getting impatient.


      “Other than that, as classmates...”


      “I still like you, you know.”


      I fell silent at Kurose-san's voice, which sounded like a hard slap in the face.


      “I still like you, Kashima-kun. So don't let me like you anymore.”


      Kurose-san cried with a sad and angry expression on her face.


      “...You'll feel troubled, right? So please leave now.”


      Seeing me speechless, Kurose-san smiled mockingly at me.


      Still, I couldn't bring myself to leave. I couldn't bear to leave her in this state of pain...


      Because I feel like I know Kurose-san's true identity, despite her tough attitude.


      She's actually a girl who deserves to be liked by everyone. Just like Luna. I feel sorry for her who was banished alone because of a small mistake.


      How much loneliness will she feel if I leave this place now? As her classmate and as a person... I feel like I can't do that.


      When Kurose-san saw me not wanting to move from where I was standing, tears came to the corners of her eyes again.


      “If you don't leave soon, I... won't give up on Kashima-kun.”


      She said it with an angry tone.


      “Are you okay with that?”


      “.....”


      I couldn't answer her.


      I didn't want to try to get her attention.


      I didn't want to, but... I can't even leave her.


      “Please leave me alone...”


      Kurose-san's expression couldn't contain her emotions anymore. I ran over to her while she was crying on the spot.


      “Kurose-san...!”


      Since I was wearing a sports uniform, I didn't bring a handkerchief or a tissue.


      Something to wipe away her tears... How could I take off my gym clothes and give this to her now, right?


      I thought as I fumbled all over my body. 

      “...Fufuu.”


      Turning my face toward the sound of laughter, I heard and saw Kurose-san laughing in front of me.


      A few strands of her black hair stuck to her tear-stained face. Still, she was a very beautiful girl.


      “...Kashima-kun, you're too kind.”


      Her cheeks looked red and she smiled softly.


      I was stunned to see her expression like that.


      “Um, Kurose-san, I...!”


      —— If you don't leave right now, I... won't give up on Kashima-kun. Is that okay with you?


      Even though I've been told that I'm still here.


      I apologize if I gave you false hope.


      I had no intention of breaking up with Luna.


      But when I was at a loss for what to say, Kurose-san showed her self-deprecating smile again.


      “I know how Kashima-kun feels. Don't keep rejecting me again.”


      There was a hint of melancholy in her expression.


      Just as I thought that Kurose-san's expression suddenly turned serious.


      “It's just a matter of my feelings.”


      As if she was saying something, she said it clearly.


      “Who I love and the person I love... these are all my own decisions. My heart is free to choose, right?”


      She smiled at me as she said this.


      “I’m just like you one-sidedly.”


      It was a smile that felt as noble as a dignified flower.


      “...That's all.”


      Kurose-san's eyes were no longer wet as she held her knees and muttered.


      She looked up at the blue sky with her black hair still clinging to her face, her current appearance looking much more beautiful than when I first fell in love with her.


      ◇◇◇◇


      After the sports festival was over, the atmosphere in the school immediately became excited about the cultural festival.


      As the other preparations reached the final stage, it was time for us to make the final decision.


      “As for the proposed cover, we made two samples based on your suggestions.”


      At the meeting of the booklet staff in the conference room, the woman from the printing company took out two sheets of paper.


      Since we are amateurs in the field of book production, we left the design and other aspects of booklet production entirely to the people from the printing company. Two samples of the two designs, “Pink and Glittery” and “Monotonous and Civilized” that Luna and Kurose-san had suggested earlier, were placed in front of them.


      “Wahhh, how cute! Let's use this design!”


      The sample Luna picked out was a beautiful pink paper with slender typographic characters printed on silver paper. There was a butterfly design drawn on the edges, making it very uncomfortable for men to pick up.


      “Isn't that just because it suits your personal taste? This design should appeal to everyone. Besides, it looks fashionable.”


      The sample Kurose-san took was printed with gold-colored paper on a monochrome background with a luxurious marble-like white pattern. The typeface was also in a thin gothic style, giving the impression of a sophisticated design.


      “Both have equally stunning designs, but now you don't have much time to be indecisive. You must decide today.”


      The teacher in charge of the brochures looked at the two of them in turn and said.


      “Hmmm, if I were in high school, this design would be much cuter and make the festival more exciting, right~”


      The woman from the printing company pointed at the design Luna had chosen.


      “But this isn't an all-girls school. If you think about how this pamphlet will be received by boys and parents, this design is definitely better.”


      Sensei held Kurose-san's shoulders.


      So far it's two against two.


      It's bad, it's really bad...


      When I thought of that, Sensei's eyes met mine.


      “What do you think, Kashima-kun? Since you represent the male students, you should say it clearly.”


      I was really cornered...


      “...I-I am...”


      Luna and Kurose-san looked at me. They both look worried and have a tendency to frown.


      That's right. Maybe this opinion of mine will determine the front page.


      “Umm...”


      To be honest, I wanted to support the design Kurose-san chose.


      But do I have the courage to say so?


      Even a few days ago, I met Luna outside Kurose-san's house on my way home from the library, and things got awkward.


      “.....”


      I knew it was useless. There was no way I could pick on Kurose-san here, even if it was just about the cover issue.


      “...Si-Since the theme of this year's cultural festival is [For the Future]... then, for the sake of a future that feels bright...”


      Th-This feels really painful.


      However, I had to somehow direct her to choose the sample page that was glittering pink in color.


      With that in mind, I continued my persuasive argument.


      “...That's enough, Ryuuto.”


      Luna said in a low voice, looking at me with a grim expression.


      “Please tell me honestly ...... I don't want to make Ryuuto lie.”


      I was surprised to hear her words.


      ——If a liar puts his hand in this mouth, it will bite it off.


      ——Then Ryuuto can be safe. Because Ryuuto is ‘The Last Man’.


      Because I remembered what she told me at Venus Fort.


      “So, what do you think, Kashima-kun?”


      Sensei asked me with a suspicious look on his face. He wasn't our teacher, so he probably didn't know about the relationship between me and Luna.


      “.......”


      My voice didn't want to come out of my throat.


      This shouldn't have happened.


      How could I have the heart to choose Kurose-san over Luna?


      But...


      Luna looked at me expectantly.


      ——I don't want to make Ryuuto lie.


      Her voice still rang in my ears.


      “......I......”


      Kurose-san turned her face away and lowered her shoulders.


      I tried to avoid looking at her as much as possible and said.


      “...If I have to carry it in my hand, I prefer this monotonous design ....”


      For a while, I didn't dare look anyone in the face.


      Then I heard Luna exhale in a somber tone.


      ◇◇◇◇


      On the way home that day, Luna and I walked in silence from Station A to the Shirakawa residence.


      The cloudy weather of the morning finally began to pour down in the afternoon. Luna and I walked with our umbrellas in the pouring rain as if it was the rainy season.


      I felt sorry, why did I bring all these umbrellas? I felt that the distance between her and me, separated only by the umbrella, directly represented the distance between our hearts.


      The cover of the booklet was decided on the basis of Kurose-san's suggestion.


      I didn't dare look at Luna directly.


      I just walked silently, staring at the toes of my shoes, which splashed water droplets every time I stepped on the ground.


      “...Lately I've been thinking about a lot of things.”


      Luna started to say something, so I turned my head to her, but she was looking at her feet and not at me.


      “Ryuuto is... more compatible with Maria than with me, right?”


      “What are you talking about?”


      Luna finally looked at me when I was about to say something.


      “That's just the way it is, isn't it? You have the same taste in covers and streaming games, right? You have more in common with Maria than with me, don't you?”


      “I'm really sorry about the cover choice for the pamphlet. I wanted to pick yours too, but...”


      “I told you, it's okay. I wouldn't be happy if you lied and favored me.”


      Luna's face and tone of voice showed no anger at all. Instead, she looked very sad.


      “At first, I thought Ryuuto was a very interesting person because you were so different from me.”


      Then she looked down.


      “The more I liked you, the more I was reminded that you were a completely different type of person from me, and that made me very uncomfortable.”


      “That...”


      “I was wondering if you'd be okay with going out with me. I wonder if we could be together forever... I wonder if you'll always love me.”


      “Things like that....”


      It's not that it's obvious.


      I knew from the beginning that we were different. Still, I want to be with her.


      However, without waiting for my words, Luna spoke one after another with a complicated expression.


      "Even Ryuuto must be getting fed up. Because I'm a Gal girl, so I want to do everything a Gal girl would do. All the places I want to go and things I want to do aren't interesting to Ryuuto, are they?"


      “Things like that... I also like bubble milk tea too...”


      “It's all just bubble milk tea!”


      Luna shouted in frustration. Then she mumbled with a sigh.


      “... I'm sure... Maria likes bubble milk tea too...”


      “.....”


      Then I thought, ahh I see.


      ——You know, we have the same taste in food, right? So I think Maria will probably like it too...


      When I took Kurose-san to her house and met her, I remembered what Luna said while carrying the croffle in her hand.


      Luna nodded and muttered to me who was silent.


      “...Maybe Ryuuto would be much happier with Maria.”


      “I told you, what are you talking about...”


      “Because you used to like her, right? If it wasn't for me, you'd probably be dating Maria right now.”


      “But, there's no such thing as an 'if'.”


      I replied to Luna who raised her eyebrows and pleaded with me.


      "Instead of talking about that kind of possibility....the reality in front of us is much more important."


      “But the truth is that Maria always meets us! Every day!”


      At that moment, Luna made such an emphatic statement, but she soon changed her mind and lowered her shoulders.


      “...I'm not a girl so naive as to pretend that I don't realize that you two are still attracted to each other and continue to date Ryuuto...”


      After saying that, Luna looked at me again.


      “At the closing ceremony of the sports festival, you were with Maria, right?”


      "............"


      I gasped for a moment when I heard her words.


      I didn't tell Luna about what happened on the roof. Kurose-san felt alienated when she saw Luna acting spoiled with her mother in front of everyone. That's why I tried to comfort her as an act of atonement for Luna's behavior.


      I thought there was no one else on the roof, but I wondered if anyone had seen the two of us talking


      ... and while I was thinking that, my breath was taken away when Luna's face turned grim. 

      “As I expected, so that's what happened.”


      I was surprised.


      It turned out that she hadn't heard it from anyone else, she just thought so because we weren't there.


      “No, it's because... I saw Kurose-san crying.”


      At that point, I had no choice but to explain.


      “It seems she felt lonely because the mother she called was treated by everyone as Luna's mother...”


      “I know. Because Ryuuto is such a nice guy.”


      The only smile on Luna's face faded as she smiled a little sadly.


      “I actually feel sorry for Maria, but I always feel lonely too, you know. What's wrong with being spoiled by a mom I can see once in a while?”


      “....”


      I can't answer that.


      It wasn't Luna's fault. Of course, it wasn't her mother's fault either.


      It was all Kurose-san's fault for spreading bad gossip about Luna and not being able to reveal that they were sisters.


      But... at that time, I couldn't bear to let her cry alone.


      I could already feel her loneliness.


      “Because Ryuuto understands people's feelings, you couldn't bear to leave Maria alone, right?”


      After saying this to show understanding, Luna's eyebrows furrowed.


      “But since You’re dealing with Maria... I can't just ignore her.”


      Her mumbling figure looked so beautiful that I was mesmerized even at times like this.


      “Since Ryuuto is too kind... I thought I should say it first.”


      “Luna, I...”


      I didn't know what to say or how to say it. Because Luna didn't blame me at all.


      “...I won't contact you for a while.”


      Luna's words made my chest tingle.


      “I want Ryuuto to think about it... whether you still want to go out with me or not.”


      “No, that's why I...!”


      I don't have to think about it. Luna is much more important


      . Even though I thought that and wanted to say it. 

      But Luna was already running in the rain without hearing a word of explanation from me.


      “Luna!”


      
         
      


      I tried to run after her, but my legs didn't move. Probably because I knew that I couldn't catch up with her.


      I couldn't catch up to Luna who was running seriously. Her house was also quite close.


      In the middle of the rain, I could only remain silent and stare at her back, which was getting farther and farther away.


      When I heard the sound of the Shirakawa family's front door closing, I remembered that today was our three-month anniversary.

    

  


  


  
    
      


       

      Chapter 4.5 — Kurose Maria's Hidden Diary


       

      Kashima-kun is really cunning.


      I thought I could forget this feeling.


      Even though I'm just a little bit away from thinking of this feeling as a mere memory. Just a little bit more.


      If you're this nice to me, I won't be able to forget you even if I want to. .......


      Kashima-kun is really cruel.


      Even though you have no intention of choosing me.


      I know that Kashima-kun always only sees Luna.


      Even so, my feelings won't be at ease if you pay attention to me.


      Because I'm wondering if I still have a chance to be loved.


      The first one is Luna. I already knew that myself.


      But maybe, just maybe .... Can I be your second girl?


      I'm sure that Luna would feel restless if number 2 was me.


      She might give in for my sake and pretend that her relationship with Kashima-kun never happened.


      That's not what I want...


      Although I don't want that to happen ......however, my feelings of love are expecting it.


      Like a flower that blooms quietly in the darkness of the night. That's what I wish for in the depths of my heart.


      I can't do anything about it myself.


      I had a small ambition like a bomb hidden in my heart ..... but it was because of this ambition that I felt I could live my lonely daily life.

    

  


  


  
    
      Chapter 5


      From that day on, Luna stopped sending me LINE messages in the morning and in the afternoon. Every time I sent her a message, she ignored it unread.


      When I met her at the flyer committee meeting, she seemed a bit cold.


      This went on for days, and I finally lost my temper.


      “In that case, I'll hold another meeting when I get the sample booklet. Thank you for your hard work.”


      After today's meeting, we finally had a draft booklet ready to submit. According to Sensei's order, we all dispersed immediately and got ready to go home.


      I quickly grabbed my bag and went out into the hallway to catch up with Luna, who had left the meeting room first.


      It had been more than an hour since dismissal, only students with club activities were still at school, and the hallways were quiet. The sound of the band practicing could be heard in the distance.


      “Shirakawa-san...”


      She didn't want to turn around.


      “Shi.... Luna!”


      Luna suddenly stopped with a jerk. I quickly approached her to catch up.


      Luna slowly turned around. When she looked at me, her face showed a sad expression.


      “Look, I...”


      I leaned in close to speak in a low voice so she could hear me.


      “Ah!”


      Luna suddenly reached into her skirt pocket and pulled out her smartphone. The screen lit up and began to vibrate. The only thing on the screen was a number, but Luna pressed the call button with a surprised face.


      “Sorry, I have an important call, see you later...!”


      After saying that quickly, Luna put the smartphone screen to her ear.


      “Yeah, right... Huh, right now!?”


      Luna turned on her heel and with her back to me, walked quickly down the hallway.


      “...I don't mind, yeah, yeah, then I'll be right there!!”


      I wonder who was on the other end of the phone? Since Luna used polite language, it definitely wasn't her friend. Maybe someone older?


      I wondered if the caller was a boy or a girl... as I thought about it, I noticed that my heart was pounding restlessly.


      She said it was an important call. Normally, I could casually ask, “From whom?”


      Walking down the hallway with her back no longer visible, I had no choice but to leave the school alone and go to my cram school.


      ◇◇◇◇


      Unlike usual, Sekiya-san was not in the study room today. The tutoring schedule for high school seniors on weekdays was at noon, so I would almost certainly run into Sekiya-san if I went there after school.


      When I checked my smartphone. I noticed that a LINE message had come in a few minutes ago.


      [Sekiya Shuugo]


      Today, I went to the Shibuya school with the substitute teacher and just arrived in Ikebukuro.


      Because I wanted to meet someone first, it took a while before I could go to the study room.


      “How strange.”


      I didn't expect Sekiya-san, who always runs away from everyone he knows, to meet someone.


      Since Kurose-san had found out, Sekiya-san and I would always take a break while snacking in the lounge before going to the study room when I arrived at the cram school. I had no choice but to go to the lounge by myself because I had already bought some sweet buns at the convenience store with the intention of going there again today.


      Well, even if Kurose-san comes, she's always with her friend from girls' school T ... That's what I thought when I opened the door.


      Then I saw Kurose-san sitting alone on a chair by the window in the lounge.


      Although I was the first to leave the meeting room, I stopped at the convenience store to buy something, so it's only natural that she got here first.


      Kurose-san was sipping her drink and reading a book.


      So beautiful, I thought. A plastic tea bottle looks like a teacup with a saucer. What set her apart from Luna was the elegance and grace of her demeanor, similar to that of Ojou-sama.


      “.....”


      She hasn't noticed my presence yet.


      Since her seat wasn't near the front of the entrance, I pretended not to notice her and sat near the entrance.


      But...


      “...Kashima-kun.”


      As I was finishing my bread, I noticed that Kurose-san was already standing in front of me.


      “It's unusual to see you alone. Usually, you're always with your friend, that tall guy...”


      “A-Ahh, yes..."


      My gaze wandered, uncomfortable at being approached by Kurose-san and amused at Sekiya-san being referred to as my "friend".


      “Ku-Kurose-san herself is the same, how strange that you're alone. What about your friends from T School?”


      “It's fall break this week, so not everyone is coming.”


      “Fall break?"


      Is there such a thing at Ojou-sama's school? ... It's really enviable,


      when I thought that, Kurose-san laughed at me. 

      “Ah, yes, T-school has a two-semester system. Instead of calling it fall break, maybe it's more like a vacation after exams? They just finished the first semester finals.”


      “Eh, two semesters? Your first semester ended in October?”


      When I asked back because I didn't really understand, Kurose-san pulled out a chair and sat down in front of me, probably thinking that the conversation would go on for a long time.


      “Yes. It's just a matter of division, and the only difference between the 2-semester system and the 3-semester system is that there is a fall break.”


      “Hee~... that's good.”


      “It's good, isn't it? I... used to really like T-school.”


      A dark shadow came over Kurose-san's face.


      “When I left T school, I asked my mother to let me go to a cram school instead. I have a lot of friends who go to K school, and there are some good friends of mine at Ikebukuro school. If it's just a standard English course, I thought it would be cheaper and I could go to the study hall every day.”


      “You go every day? That's amazing.”


      Even though she's still in the 2nd grade of high school. As expected, even I couldn't afford to go every day.


      Kurose-san smiled and looked at me when I said in an impressed tone.


      “It's not as great as it looks... I just ran away.”


      “...Running away?”


      When I asked out of curiosity, Kurose-san replied with a faint smile.


      “My grandfather has dementia. He got it many years ago... My grandmother takes care of him, but it's getting harder and harder for her...”


      “Ah... I see, huh.”


      I had no idea. By the way, I heard that Luna's maternal grandmother asked Mao-san to take care of her parents, Sayo-san, because she couldn't take care of them herself, but I didn't hear about any circumstances that made that happen.


      “I left home when Mom remarried, and I've been away for the past few years... but when I came back after their divorce, Grandpa's symptoms only got worse.”


      I didn't know what to say because the content of the conversation was so serious, so I just listened quietly and nodded.


      “My mom was working and I knew I was supposed to be at home helping my grandmother, but... I didn't want to be in the same place as my current grandfather... so I ended up coming here ....”


      When I heard that, I thought... oh yeah.


      “...Kurose-san, did you come here last summer vacation? I took a summer course here...”


      “Really?”


      Kurose-san's eyes widened in surprise.


      “During the summer vacation, I stayed in the study hall building because there were so many people there. Also, I often go to my aunt's house to play, so I'm rarely in the main building.”


      “Is that so...”


      No wonder we never met.


      “When I come here, I can meet up with my friends. Besides... I want to go to college.”


      Kurose-san said with a happy smile.


      “I can go to college with a scholarship. I want to go to the college that my friends from T Women's School are going to, so I can see everyone on campus again.”


      “I see....”


      Ojou-sama's school image is often associated with an escalator system school that leads to college, but since T Women's School is said to have a high deviation score, it may also include a preparatory school.


      Kurose-san's pleasant conversation continued.


      “Since I like manga... I thought it might be fun to be an editor or something. Being the editor of a game magazine would be fine, too.”


      “Hee~..."


      So she really likes it, huh.


      “Then... why don't you just become a mangaka?”


      Kurose-san smiled a little at my simple question.


      “I don't think I'm cut out to be a creator. When I read manga, I think 'If the plot is like this, it will be more interesting', but I don't think 'Then I'll draw it myself!”


      “Is that so...”


      I also like to watch live-streaming games and give my opinion on them, but that doesn't mean I want to be like them. I guess it's the same thing.


      Kurose-san suddenly looked at me while thinking about that.


      “What do you want to be, Kashima-kun?”


      Kurose-san's big black eyes looked straight into mine, and for some reason, I became nervous as I replied.


      “M-Me? well ...... I don't know, but for the time being, I plan to go to college.”


      “Literature? Or science?”


      “Probably literature... I'm not very good at science subjects.”


      “Hmm~...”


      Kurose-san then seemed to think about something a bit.


      “If it's Kashima-kun, you'd probably look good as a teacher.”


      “Ehh? Teacher?”


      It was the first time anyone had said such a thing to me.


      “Yes. If you want to continue your studies, you might be able to get a job that requires a college degree, right? I think Kashima-kun can be a good teacher who can consider the feelings of each of his students.”


      “...I never thought about it. I thought I'd go apply to some companies normally.”


      “Isn't that a good choice too? Which company do you want to apply to?”


      “Ehh, no, I haven't thought about it yet...”


      After all, I was only thinking about the best company I could......, the highest paying company I could get into with my skills.


      “If you want to apply to a company, maybe a consulting company would be good? Because Kashima-kun is a very caring person.”


      When Kurose-san told me that, my eyes lit up.


      “Co-Consul...?”


      “I don't know much about it myself, but I was told that it's a job where you would give advice to customers about their work."


      "Hmm...?"


      I've never heard of such a thing before.


      “Kurose-san seems to know a lot about this type of company, right?”


      “Not really. I just did a little research recently. Because I thought that if I wanted to tell Mom, 'I want to go to college,' I should explain what kind of company I wanted to work for. That's why I thought that working at a publishing company might be a bit fun."


      Kurose-san explained with a slightly blushing face.


      “If I don't look up the recruitment data of a certain company and explain that college graduates are more favorable, my request will be less convincing, right? But my mom also felt the difference in job treatment based on education, so I am glad that she readily agreed more easily than I thought.”


      “So that's how it is...”


      My parents are college graduates and my older sister also went to college, so it felt like the default route to go to college, I never thought about convincing my parents to go to college.


      ———Luna is indeed very mature.


      Kurose-san said something like that the other day.


      But in my opinion, Kurose-san also looks very mature now.


      A different type than Luna... she is also a very special girl.


      “Teacher or counselor, huh...”


      I muttered to myself that day as I walked down the street to the train station after leaving the study room.


      It was the first time that the vague picture of an uncertain future became concrete.


      Teaching seemed to offer a stable income, and management consulting seemed to be one of the most popular jobs for students at the University of Tokyo.


      “Heh~... it sounds like it has good salary prospects.”


      I muttered as I walked and read the page that came up in the search on my smartphone.


      “I wonder what Luna will do?”


      As usual, Luna's career hopes were still uncertain.


      ——Living in the present. For the sake of living, I live life without looking back. Just like I've been doing. Will Ryuuto still love me?


      Of course, I will.


      That feeling has not changed at all. So I won't ask too insistently...


      Still...


      How can I talk to Kurose-san alone when my relationship with Luna is still awkward?


      What's more, the time I spent was precious and fun... and now I was struck with an overwhelming feeling of guilt.


      “Damn it, it's all Sekiya-san's fault and T School's fall break...”


      I knew that this was a misguided resentment, but I couldn't help but want to blame someone.


      Tomorrow, we'll talk to Luna again.


      And I'll make her understand how I feel.


      With this determination, I walked resolutely toward the gate where the hordes of people were heading.


      ◇◇◇◇


      The next day when I went to school.


      “Kashima-kun!!!”


      I was walking from the school gate to the entrance when hurried footsteps approached me from behind and called my name.


      When I turned around, the person who called me was Tanikita-san.


      “I have something to talk to you about, thank goodness I can meet you here!”


      Tanikita-san walked back and forth left and right as she said that.


      “..Lunacchi, she’s not coming with you, huh. Come with me first for a moment!”


      Tanikita-san then dragged me to the teachers' parking lot behind the school building. There I called Luna and confessed my feelings.


      “Ta-Tanikita-san? What exactly happened...”


      “Actually... I didn't want to shock you."


      Tanikita-san looked at me with a straight face. The tension in her large eyes was frightening.


      “...Lunacchi, she's probably doing paid dating with an old man.”


      “...Paid dating...?”


      The tension I had been feeling collapsed all at once.


      I felt relieved.


      Thank goodness. I still trusted Luna. I thought Luna wouldn't do something like that.


      I didn't know what the story was until I asked her, but Tanikita-san has a very arbitrary nature, so I'm sure she just misunderstood.


      “Paid dating is... that, right? Where young girls get paid to have a cup of tea with older men, right?”


      “Yes, that kind of paid dating.”


      Tanikita-san nodded with a straight face.


      “...Lately I think it feels a little strange. At the committee meeting the other day, Luna brought a Gucci bag. It was the first time I had ever seen that bag. And when I saw her last Saturday, she was carrying a Dior bag this time!”


      “E-Ehh...?”


      When she mentions a famous brand that even I've heard of, I'm sure it's quite expensive.


      “It's about 300,000 yen, you know! It could be even more, depending on the collection and size! That's not a price a normal JK girl can afford!?”


      “Ye-Yes....”


      Since I was never interested in fashion, to begin with, I never bothered to look at the brand of Luna's clothes.


      “But she probably borrowed them from her grandmother, right? Because she's a very fashionable person.”


      Luna's paternal grandmother, who lived with her, seemed to have quite modern hobbies, such as learning to hula dance and buying a waffle maker, so it wasn't surprising that she owned a branded bag or two.


      “Ehh, but isn't it strange that she suddenly started borrowing designer bags all the time? Lunacchi is only interested in cheap bags, you know?”


      “Re-Really...?”


      I never talked about the bag issue with Luna, so I felt a little overwhelmed since Tanikita-san was both a girl and wanted to go to fashion school, so she probably talked a lot about fashion with Luna.


      “Why don't you ask Shirakawa-san directly why she can have branded bags?”


      “Yeah, that's impossible. If I ask, it will look like I'm jealous of her. However, if Lunacchi herself bragged about it, I might be able to answer with a joke and ask at the same time.”


       Is that the case? I don't know if that's how girls respect each other or if it's just the relationship between Luna and Tanikita-san.


       “...Then if it's just about the bag, it's still okay. But yesterday I saw something...”


      “Sa-Saw what?”


      Tanikita-san's tone turned tenser, it made me nervous too.


      “Yesterday I went to the K-POP building in Ikebukuro to sell VTS merchandise. On my way back, I saw Lunacchi in front of the station, and when I went to greet her... I found her walking with a guy. And this guy was an older guy.”


      “Ehh....”


      Hearing this reminded me of the phone call Luna received yesterday.


      ——...Huh, right now!? ...... I don't mind, yeah, yeah, I'll be right there!


      The person who called her turned out to be a guy... and my guess that the caller was an older guy was right.


      “....”


      Not that I have any doubts about paid dating services. But my heart was beating faster than ever.


      “That older guy... isn't this person?”


      With a glimmer of hope, I showed Mao-san the photo I could find on my smartphone. It was of the three of us when I was working at the seaside house during the summer.


      “No, not that one.”


      Tanikita-san shook her head endlessly.


      "This guy looks younger. Probably a college age.”


      “College student... a paid date with an old man... Old man? Can’t the college’s guy still be called old man?”


      Tanikita-san tilted her head at my simple question.


      “I don't know? If he has money from a part-time job, it's possible, right? Maybe he's not a college student, but a working adult.”


      It could be ...., but that is not an answer that should be considered here.


      Luna .... Going on a paid date .... with a man... that kind of thing... there is no way... right?


      I can hardly imagine it.


      Anyway,....


      ——Even Ryuuto must be getting fed up. Because I'm a Gyaru girl, so I want to do everything a Gyaru girl would do.


      I remembered what Luna said that rainy day.


      “Do gyaru girls usually go on paid dates?”


      “Huh?”


      Tanikita-san's eyes widened when I asked that.


      “That... depends on the person, right? I think there are some girls who would do it even if they look like serious, innocent girls. I have an idea that there are a lot of gyaru girls in cabaret and paid dating places, but whether it's cabaret or paid dating, I wouldn't think of doing it.”


      “I-I see...well, it's true, isn't it?”


      I felt confident.


      “...In that case, what do you think is meant by 'things a gyaru girl does'?”


      "Eh~ What the heck is that? Doesn't it also depend on the person? I'll just do whatever I want to do.”


      “I see....”


      Indeed, “it depends on the person” is the truth. It applies to almost everything in the world.


      Although I understand that, the reason why I still ask Tanikita-san is probably that I still don't know much about Luna.


      'What you like, what you want to do, what you think .....'


      It feels really sad to think so...


      .... But I'm sure that she wouldn't do paid dating. That's all I want to believe.


      “...does Tanikita-san think that Luna is the type of girl who would be doing paid date?”


      Tanikita-san looked a little surprised as she asked the question from a different perspective.


      “...I’m not sure either...”


      Her expression looked a little awkward.


      “Lunacchi is a very nice girl, but there's a part of her that's a little dangerous, isn't there? Seems fragile or something... And lately, her relationship with Kashima-kun has been a bit tenuous, right? I heard it from Nikorun, though. Lunacchi's ex-girlfriends aren't all nice guys, and the problem with Kashima-kun is making her unstable... so maybe she's feeling desperate and is doing that as an escape.”


      “I see...”


      I understood a bit about Luna from Tanikita-san's view. I still wanted to believe that Luna wouldn't do paid dating, but there were some things I could agree with.


      “When I told Nikorun that Lunacchi might be doing paid dating activities, she just laughed it off and said, 'There's no way she'd do that.' But I've only been friends with Lunacchi for 2 years, so I'm not sure you can trust her that much... ...because maybe I still don't know anything about Lunacchi.”


      Tanikita-san said glumly, as if looking for an excuse, and then looked at me.


      “I hope this is just a misunderstanding on my part, but if she really did... I can't help but feel uncomfortable, and I think I should tell Kashima-kun right away.”


      “All right, I understand.”


      I was the one who listened to this story and decided what to do.


      “Thank you for your concern, Tanikita-san.”


      When I said that, Tanikita-san, who had been looking uncomfortable with a worried expression on her face, looked a little relieved.


      I had mixed feelings when I realized that she really wanted to tell me out of the goodness of her heart.


      To be honest, I was really shocked.


      I didn't think it had anything to do with paid dating activities, but no matter what the situation was, Luna walking around with another guy was an undeniable fact.


      I wanted to know the situation earlier and feel relieved. There was a possibility that it was a cousin, her sister's boyfriend, or something else.


      However, the reason I was not at all comfortable with this thought was that there was one possibility that was more realistic than paid dating.


       Her ex-boyfriend.


      Earlier, Luna said that when she broke up with her ex-boyfriend, she would delete her entire LINE account. But if the other party knows and remembers Luna's cell phone number... the incoming call screen just shows a phone number with no registered name... isn't that how people call unregistered numbers?


      But what will she talk about when she meets her ex-boyfriend who should be far away from her? Venting......? Or maybe complain about me?


      I wanted to confirm this with Luna as soon as possible. But what should I tell her?


      I didn't tell Luna that I was with Kurose-san myself, do I have the right to ask her “You were with another guy last Saturday, right?” in an interrogating tone?


      At least in the current situation, it would only make things worse...


      What should I do? ..... I walked towards the classroom while thinking about it.


      “Oii, Kasshi!”


      In the hallway, Icchi approached me. Behind him was Nisshi.


      “Morning.”


      But neither of them returned my greeting.


      “What did you talk about with Tanikita-san?”


      “I saw them earlier. Kasshi and Tanikita-san were whispering in the parking lot.”


      When Icchi said it with a scary expression, Nisshi added with a scary expression on his face.


      “Umm, that's...”


      Because the content of the conversation was too sensitive, I was a little hesitant to answer right away.


      “It-It's about Shirakawa-san...”


      “Kasshi, you've really changed, huh.”


      Nisshi interrupted my words with an angry tone.


      “Even though you already have a girlfriend named Shirakawa-san, you're also trying to get close to Kurose-san, and this time you want to target Tanikita-san too?”


      “I can't forgive you... Have you stopped being human!? Did you have no common sense when you were a human!?”


      Probably because of Tanikita-san, Icchi brought his face closer as if to extend his hand to me.


      “No, I told you it's about Shirakawa-san...”


      “What about Shirakawa-san?”


      “.......”


      “Told you, you can't answer that, right! Don't try to make any excuses!”


      I clenched my teeth as Icchi continued to press me.


      My head, already messed up from other problems, felt like it was about to get even more messed up.


      “Sorry. Please leave me alone for a while...”


      I wanted to talk to someone about it, but it seemed like Icchi and Nisshi wouldn't listen to me anymore.


      If I talk to a girl here, the situation will be even more difficult, so I can't even ask Yamana-san to listen to me. Kurose-san herself could be a disaster in many ways.


      There's only one person I can rely on to help me with this problem.


      “...This is indeed a big problem.”


      In the lounge of K's Cram School, the place I went to after school, Sekiya-san crossed his arms and groaned when he heard my story.


      Today, there was no activity of the Pamphlet Committee, and I went there right after school, so the lounge still looked deserted. There was no sign of Kurose-san either.


      “So, what do you want to do?”


      “I....”


      I replied while thinking.


      “I want to make up with her... and ask about the guy she met.”


      “If you ask after making up, won't that make things awkward again?”


      “....”


      “First of all, you want to know the identity of this guy, right? If that's the case, let me ask her.”


      Sekiya-san said with a smile.


      "Eh!? A-Ask her ..... means Sekiya-san will meet her in person!?"


      “Well, that's probably the best option. A phone call would be very suspicious.”


      “.......”


      There was a slight conflict about letting Luna and Sekiya-san meet. I realized that this was because of my own inferiority complex towards Sekiya-san who was tall, handsome, and really cool (at least before he became a ronin), and I felt a little resentful towards myself.


      “...Alright, I understand. I’m counting on you.”


      I replied while clutching my stomach which felt pressured.


      “But how...?”


      “Ah~ If I'm not mistaken, next week your school will hold a cultural festival, right? Invite me. I want to change the mood once in a while too, so I was hoping that you would invite me there, that's all.”


      “Ehh!?”


      To my surprise, Sekiya-san enthusiastically offered to help me.


      “And if you find her at school, you must tell me immediately. Then I pretended to be stupid and said, ‘Ah, you're that girl who was walking with that other guy in Ikebukuro the other day, right!?'”


      “...if Sekiya-san is the one saying it, it sounds like a new method to courting girls...”


      "But if I'm with Yamada, people won't suspect me, right? If her boyfriend's friend said that right in front of her, she'd have no choice but to explain it, right?”


      “That's right....”


      Although it seems unnatural and too forced, now I have no better idea than this.


      “Now I can finally see Yamada's girlfriend. I'm really looking forward to it... But walk around Ikebukuro, huh. I might run into her somewhere.”


      While feeling a little anxious about Sekiya-san who looked happy and cheerful, I thought back about the school festival next week.


      ◇◇◇◇


      And then, it was time for the opening day of the school festival for the public.


      Since the pamphlet committee had already checked the cover samples a week ago and had submitted the delivery schedule to the receptionist, it had no work to do on the day of the event. Therefore, I should have gone to help the other committee members only when I was called.


      I don't know what Luna and Kurose-san are doing today. They might be helping each other with other staff members or have some free time.


      Sekiya-san had a schedule at a cram school in the morning and could only come in the afternoon.


      Around one o'clock in the afternoon, I was asked by the chairman of the organizing committee to stand guard at the tent at the headquarters next to the reception desk, I occasionally checked my smartphone for people passing by the reception area. Because I had just received a LINE message from Sekiya-san saying that he would be here soon.


      Then at times like that...


      “Look, look, doesn't that guy look cool?”


      “Ahh~ totes~. Aya really like that kind of guy.”


      When I heard the first-year girls guarding the reception desk start whispering to each other, I looked over to see if it was Sekiya-san who appeared.


      “Yo~”


      Sekiya-san passed by the reception desk, found me at the committee tent, and came straight to me.


      Then almost all the students at the reception desk and the committee tent looked at us.


      “...Ehh, is he an acquaintance of that Senpai?”


      "I didn't expect that... Ahhh, but if I'm not mistaken that person is Shirakawa-san's boyfriend from class 2.”


      “Ah, I see. If you have such a pretty and sweet girlfriend, your friends must be high spec too~.”


      The whispers of the girls at the reception table earlier rang in my ears, which made me feel even more embarrassed.


      Right at that moment, I got a change of duty, and since I had some free time, I started walking around the school with Sekiya-san.


      I felt the eyes of the girls wherever I went. They all glanced at Sekiya-san and then looked at me in surprise.


      “.......”


      Somehow it felt a little embarrassing...


      Although I often felt the same stares when I was with Luna, in Luna's case, the ratio of men and women staring at us was almost equal, so it felt very embarrassing to be stared at by girls alone. For an introverted person like myself, I still wasn't used to it at all, no matter how many times I experienced it.


      I wanted to find Luna soon and achieve my goal. .... While thinking that, I wandered around the school looking for her.


      My relationship with Luna was still tenuous from then on. Since I suspected a secret meeting with her ex-boyfriend, I also somehow tended to avoid her.


      Unlike when we first started dating, I thought I gained more confidence as Luna's boyfriend during the summer vacation.


      But in reality, when the shadow of her ex-boyfriend flashed around Luna, my confidence was temporarily shaken.


      To be honest, I was afraid to confirm it.


      But I definitely didn't want to just disappear.


      I wanted Luna to understand my feelings of wanting to continue dating her rather than Kurose-san, and I wanted to end the deadlock.


      In order to fulfill that goal, I also had to know the truth about her ex-boyfriend's alleged secret meeting.


      With that in mind, I dragged my heavy feet and wandered around the school.


      “......”


      Sekiya-san was unusually quiet today. With a tense face, he kept staring at the surrounding area as if he was looking for someone.


      “...Seriously... but there’s no way, this uniform...”


      “... Something wrong, Sekiya-san?”


      When I asked what he was muttering, Sekiya-san hurriedly replied, “No, nothing...”


      That's when something happened.


      "Ah, Kashima-kun~!!!"


      A petite girl came running from the other side of the corridor.


      It turned out to be Tanikita-san.


      Even after telling me what happened, Tanikita-san still treated me as one of the committee members as usual. She seemed to have a refreshing personality, the type that was a little scary for someone like me.


      "What a coincidence~! The decorations in the gymnasium are slightly peeling off. With my height, I can't reach it even if I use the stairs. I can't find any male members of the decoration right now, so would you mind helping me for a while?”


      “Huh, o-okay...”


      As I looked at Sekiya-san to ask his opinion, Tanikita-san also joined me in looking at his simultaneously.


      “Ahhh!”


      For a moment I thought she was mesmerized by Sekiya-san's good looks, but that didn't seem to be the case. Her expression was filled with surprise.


      The next sentence she said made my body stiff.


      “Kashima-kun, this guy! This is the guy who was walking in Ikebukuro with Lunacchi...!?”


      “...!?”


      I couldn't say anything.


      What did you say?


      Sekiya-san is the one walking with Luna...?


      What kind of relationship does he have with Luna?


      Perhaps... he is her ex-boyfriend?


      But come to think of it, it's not surprising at all.


      He seemed to have had a series of dating relationships during high school, and even if he dated for a few months with Luna, whom he met somewhere, and broke up... He once told himself that he played with girls so much that he failed his entrance exams, and it was possible that he was dumped after his double or triple relationship was discovered.


      “Things like that...”


      I felt happy to be friends with Sekiya-san. Although he had a handsome face, he was easy to talk to, and he always took good care of me, I thought that he was a good senior in my life.


      Even so...


      Ex-boyfriends who have hurt Luna by playing with her feelings and who tried so hard to make their boyfriends happy. If he's one of those people, then...


      I won't forgive this person .......


      “...Huhh! really? Seriously!? Is it possible that your girlfriend's name is [Shirakawa Luna]!?”


      “...!”


      He even knew Luna.


      As expected, this person was... her ex-boyfriend.


      “I wondered if she was a student of this school. I saw the girls' uniforms and thought they looked familiar. ...I didn't think you were from the same school because the uniforms were very different from Kurose-san.”


      If he was her ex-boyfriend, his words were very frivolous. He didn't even remember the name of his own ex-girlfriend's school.


      "Sekiya-san... you're really...”


      My shoulders began to shake with a mixture of anger, humiliation, and disappointment.


      “To be honest, I don't want to meet Luna's ex-boyfriend for the rest of my life... because I will inevitably hate him.”


      I clenched both fists and glared at Sekiya-san.


      “But it turns out that Sekiya-san is her ex-boyfriend...”


      Then, perhaps startled by my expression, Sekiya-san opened his eyes and shook his head.


      “Huh? No, no, no, you’re misunderstanding!”


      “It's useless for you to deny it now...”


      I had already considered the possibility that the guy Luna met that day was her cousin or her older sister's boyfriend.


      But if that guy turned out to be Sekiya-san.


      The only thing that could be considered as ‘ex-boyfriend’.


      “I told you I’m not her ‘ex-boyfriend’, so calm down first, okay!”


      Sekiya-san grabbed both my shoulders and looked straight into my eyes.


      “Please listen carefully first.”


      I don't want to hear any excuses from you ....... As I was thinking this while staring at him, Sekiya-san said to me.


      “'Shirakawa Luna' is not my ex-girlfriend.”


      “Then what...?”


      “She's a friend of my ex-girlfriend.”


      After hearing that, my train of thought immediately stopped.


      “Your ex-girlfriend's .... friend...?”


      “If you think I'm lying, you can ask my ex-girlfriend directly... she went to school here too, so you should know her already, right?”


      “Sorry, I don't understand what you're talking about at all, but what's the name of Sekiya-san's ex-girlfriend...?”


      When I asked, Sekiya-san looked away and spoke hesitantly.


      “Yamana Nikoru. Isn't she the best friend of 'Shirakawa Luna'?”


      “Ehh....”


      Yamana-san......?


      Being told something I never thought of, made my brain go haywire and I had a little trouble analyzing it.


      "Ehh, Yamana-san's ex-boyfriend...? Huh, eh, the guy she dated for two weeks when she was in the 2nd year of middle school...?”


      “Yes.”


      “Sekiya-san replied by nodding his head.


      “The guy who likes to listen to sutras...? Ehh? That chuunibyou boyfriend?”


      I blurted out the words reflexively and Sekiya-san lightly glared at me.


      “I told you, that's me.”


      The blushing Sekiya-san glanced to the side and looked at Tanikita-san.


      While on the other hand, Tanikita-san looked at both of us with a relieved expression on her face.


      "...In other words, she didn't do any paid dating activities, right? Ahh thank goodness~!”


      “Huh? Paid dating? ... You guys really have strong imaginations.”


      Sekiya-san could only smile wryly, then alternately looked at me and Tanikita-san.


      “We have something we need to talk about, so sorry, can you just find someone else to help you decorate?”


      Sekiya-san told Tanikita-san, He then looked at the surrounding area and called out to someone by gesturing.


      "I just happened to see a guy who has a tall body. Let's come here for a moment."


      Unexpectedly, the person Sekiya-san called was Icchi as he approached us with trepidation.


      “I-Is there anything you need with me...?”


      “Ahh, Ijichi-kun! Just in time, please help me for a moment!”


      Icchi who had been looking at me and Sekiya-san with a suspicious expression, suddenly brightened up when Tanikita-san spoke to him.


      “N-No problem...!”


      Tanikita-san and Icchi, who ran towards the gymnasium together, looked like a small animal and a bear running in the forest.


      ◇◇◇◇


      Sekiya-san and I entered the classroom where the first graders were running the coffee shop.


      Although lunchtime had already passed, the customers inside were still bustling and almost full. By the way, at our school's cultural festival, each class wasn't required to do something, so my class didn't participate because not many people wanted to.


      Sekiya-san spoke straight to the point as I nervously accepted the drink I randomly ordered.


      “If I'm not mistaken... last Sunday? When I left home to go to a cram school, there was a girl I didn't know who stopped me in front of the station. She was 'Shirakawa Luna.'”


      I just kept my mouth shut and listened.


      "Since it was a reverse situation, I thought again that it was lucky to be approached by such a cute girl, so I tried talking to her. She then said 'I'm Yamana Nikoru's best friend from high school. Nikoru still hasn't forgotten you, so would you mind meeting Nikoru one more time?". She was on her way to Yamana's house to play, and she recognized me because she had seen my picture, so she came over and called me.”


      I remembered Luna's face as she listened to Yamana-san's love story after playing Savage the other day.


      I think that really describes Luna's nature. Maybe she happened to see the ex-boyfriend that her best friend was still thinking about in town and called out to him reflexively. No matter how important my friends were, I couldn't do what Luna did. I would definitely lose time because I'd only see her in photos and think about what if I was the wrong person or something.


      “On that day, I had an interview with the staff of the cram school. When I told her I'd be late because I had an appointment, she took out a receipt from her purse and wrote her phone number with something that looked like eyeliner, then handed it to me, saying 'I'd like to talk more, so please call me again when you're free.'”


      I'm starting to get the picture. I'm sure she felt desperate. Because it's all for Yamana-san's sake.


      Luna is really adorable.


      “Then I forgot about it for a few days, but when I reorganized my bag, I found the receipt paper and started to remember, 'Oh, right'. Although she's a gyaru girl, but she has a sweet and cute face, so I thought I'd contact her even if it's just to meet her.”


      Sekiya-san noticed my exasperated gaze and smiled wryly.


      “Don't be so angry. At that time I still didn't know that she was your girlfriend.”


      “I'm not angry at all, really.”


      If this was the extent of my anger, I wouldn't be Luna's boyfriend.


      ... No, I was just a little annoyed.


      “Then we made an appointment to meet in Ikebukuro.”


      On that day... Luna got a call from someone after the meeting. By the way, I started to remember that Sekiya-san also came late to the self-study room.


      “Nikoru, regarding Nikoru, she really only talks about Yamana. Even though I said ‘Our relationship is over,’ she replied ‘But in Nikoru's mind, it's not over at all!" with great tension. She said that she'd make an appointment if I wanted to meet Yamana, but I wasn't in the mood for that, and we didn't come to an agreement. That's all.”


      Raising his hands as if to show his innocence, Sekiya-san finished his story.


      “...Why didn't you want to meet Yamana-san?”


      I recalled Sekiya-san's words when talking about his first girlfriend.


      —— If only I could do it all over again from the beginning of the first year of high school, ...... I probably wouldn't have dumped her at that time.


      I'm sure he still harbors feelings for Yamana-san for making him say that.


      “There is no way I ever meet her, where will I put my face? The reason I dumped her was that I wanted to play around with other girls, and after having fun with them, how could I say 'As I thought, I like you more', selfishness knows its limits too.”


      “But....”


      Yamana-san still couldn't forget her ex-boyfriend, Sekiya-san. If the two of them are still thinking about each other, can't they start all over again?


      “... Because I've hurt Yamana.”


      While I was thinking about that question, Sekiya-san said in a gloomy tone.


      “During the first grade of middle school, Yamana was a plain and inconspicuous girl. She had black hair and was quiet. She didn't have many friends because of her sharp eyes, just like me.”


      Narrowing his eyes with a nostalgic look, Sekiya-san began to tell the story.


      “However, she was very caring and loyal to the person who opened her heart to her. We were both shy, so it took a while to get to know each other, but she was a good junior and a great manager.”


      Ah I see, I thought.


      She stood in line with Luna to buy me a limited edition smartphone case, she gave her devilish advice to keep Luna from staying up late ...... that kind of caring attitude hasn't changed at all.


      “And then, the two of us start going out... but after breaking up with me, Yamana's behavior got worse. It just so happened that at the same time, her father was having an affair and her parents was always fighting. She also consulted with me a lot before we started dating...”


      I had heard from Luna that Yamana-san's mother was a single mother, but did they divorce around that time?


      “When we started dating, things were a little calmer. I even thought that they might not get divorced.”


      After saying that as if it was an excuse, Sekiya-san continued.


      “Since leaving home with her mother, Yamana started dyeing her hair blonde, getting piercings all over her body, and hanging out with delinquent... We haven't been in touch since we broke up, so I was quite surprised when a junior told me about Yamana's changes.”


      Sekiya-san clenched his hands tightly on the table. While looking at them, Sekiya-san began to mutter.


      “I should be the one to support her... I wanted to do that. But what I did was the opposite...”


      If you really like her, it's better not to break up with her


      ... I've said that before. Sekiya-san must have felt the same way, and I don't blame him at all. 

      “...So you don't have the courage to meet Yamana-san?”


      Sekiya-san could not answer. Probably because my words hit the nail on the head.


      It's really annoying.


      ——Just so you know, I already did. ...... To the point of kissing.


      Because I saw Yamana-san's face like a maiden in love.


      ——That's stupid, right? I still can't get over the guy I dated for two weeks in 2nd grade. But what the hell, he was the first guy I liked...


      ——Thanks to breaking up with her, I was able to date several pretty and sweet girls, but ...... later I realized that my first girlfriend was still the best. After I realized that, I couldn't do anything else.


      You both still have feelings for each other.


      Then... Isn't it too late to start over?


      “...Sekiya-san may have hurt Yamana-san, but ...”


      Sekiya-san and Yamana-san started dating cleanly after fulfilling their first love for each other....


      Perhaps it's because their love started out innocent and clean, and once they hurt someone, they thought that they couldn't fix it anymore.


      “Including hurt .... it should be possible to forgive the past and painful mistakes in order to move forward towards the future!”


      As myself....


      My first girlfriend already had a lot of scars.


      Wounds caused by irresponsible boys who hurt her innocence.


      I started dating her who was already tattered by such scars.


      I wanted to embrace and accept each of her scars.


      I thought .... that was the way to love her.


      “...Even more so if the scars Yamana-san has now are scars inflicted by Sekiya-san himself....”


      Sekiya-san looked down, but I could tell that he was listening carefully to my words.


      “I think Sekiya-san should make her happy.”


      Sekiya-san did not say anything, and I repeated my words to him.


      “I also... want Sekiya-san to meet Yamana-san once more.”


      Sekiya-san who was silent for a while raised his face.


      “I didn't expect that Yamada is an expert in romance.”


      He said it in a mocking tone, but his awkward mouth showed that he took my words seriously.


      “...By the way, what does the current Yamana look like?”


      Suddenly, Sekiya-san asked me something like that.


      “What's what she like...?”


      “I mean, her appearance and stuff.”


      “Her appearance? Ummm...”


      I searched through my smartphone's photo gallery, thinking it would be quicker to show it than to listen to my poor explanation. I then enlarged the group photo while playing Savage and showed it to Sekiya-san.


      “...Ah, I expected her to be a gyaru girl, huh.... But she looks much more mature.”


      There was a nostalgic and radiant feeling from the look in his eyes.


      “Does she still like to fight now?”


      “Fi-Fighting?”


      As I was taken aback by the disturbing words, Sekiya-san explained it clearly.


      "When I was in the third year of junior high school, I heard from a junior that she beat up twenty delinquents from another school by the Arakawa River.”


      “Twe-Twenty people...!?”


      Too dangerous... What is Yamana-san's true identity anyway!


      “Do you mean the era of Nikoru of the Central North...?”


      “Ah, yes, yes, that one. I don't know which high school she went to because I haven't heard her new nickname since she graduated.”


      Sekiya-san smiled with a somewhat distant look in his eyes as he said that.


      “...I'm always worried about whether she'll be able to find good friends in high school. Something like some kind of emotional support.”


      He muttered that in a low voice.


      “Maybe... 'Shirakawa Luna' is that kind of person for her.”


      Then she made eye contact with me and smiled.


      “The two of you are really good people. You make a good couple.”


      “...Sekiya-san...”


      “Come on, make up quickly. I want you two to be happy.”


      “.....”


      Even Sekiya-san deserves to feel happy too.


      Sekiya-san muttered to me mockingly to himself as I felt frustrated.


      “...I'm afraid.”


      He then said with a bitter smile.


      "My memories with Yamana are too beautiful... I don't have the courage to start the continuation of my first love, which I thought had ended long ago.”


      “Sekiya-san...”


      No matter what I said, it would only be a repetition of the same thing.


      As I tried to sigh in frustration...


      “...finally found you, Kasshi!”


      I looked at the classroom entrance as I heard a familiar voice and saw Icchi standing there.


      “Ehh, Icchi? The decorations...”


      “It's been finished for a long time! More importantly, I happened to see it while returning from the gymnasium...”


      Icchi came sidling up to us as the people in the classroom watched him. Was there something so urgent that the introvert Icchi was willing to stand out?


      “Shirakawa-san is being courted by a group of flirty boys from another school! Are you sure don’t want to help her!?”


      “Ehh....!"


      My heart started beating faster.


      “Shirakawa-san is being courted...?”


      “And Oni gyaru too. They seem to be delinquents, and even though she has rejected them, they keep coming over and pestering her like stalkers."


      What did you say?!?


      Without realizing it, I was already standing up while pounding on the table.


      “You want to go there!? That's right, I know that there's only Shirakawa-san for you!"


      Icchi looked so happy. Does he really think that I'm trying to flirt with Tanikita-san too? Well, that's not important right now.


      “Sekiya-san too, please come with me.”


      “Eh? Ah, well...”


      Sekiya-san also stood up to follow me. I guess because he didn't know who the holder of the nickname "Oni gyaru" was, he just followed along without thinking about anything else.


      ◇◇◇◇


      Then, while being guided by Icchi, we walked down the school building.


      “Look, over there.”


      Icchi pointed in one direction, and sure enough, there was Luna.


      At the corner of the hallway, Luna looked troubled. Next to her was Yamana-san who looked irritated, and in front of them were two boys in uniforms from another school. They both had faded blonde hair and pierced ears, and they looked like a group of delinquent boys.


      “Ahh…”


      Then I noticed Sekiya-san who was next to me gasp. He seemed to have noticed Yamana-san.


      “Hey~ hey~ come on, come on, it doesn't matter right?”


      “Told you, we don't want to!?”


      “So bitchy!?”


      “Seriously~, you guys are so cute~ I'll die if you don't kiss me~~”


      “Huh!? You'd better die alone!”


      “Yep, I've received the word 'die alone' from a pretty girl who's pissed off~~!”


      “Thanks a lot~~!”


      The delinquent boys and Yamana-san were arguing with each other. It seemed that their conversation was not connecting with each other, and Yamana-san's rejection seemed to have the opposite effect.


      “Let's go, Luna!”


      “Yes....”


      “Oops~!?”


      “Tada~! Majipane Defense~!”


      When Luna and Yamana-san tried to barge through, the two boys spread their arms and wiggled their hips obscenely.


      Those bastards... guys like them are real jerks. I don't think I can just barge through being blocked like that.


      ...... I had no choice but to go.


      Rather than feeling awkward because I hadn't talked to Luna in a long time, or those punks looked scary, I wanted to help her as quickly as possible because she was in trouble.


      Our classmates looked on from afar with curious glances.


      But now was not the time to be embarrassed.


      “...Luna!”


      Seeing me walking over, Luna turned to me.


      “Ryuuto ......!”


      I looked at her who was in a state of shock.


      "L-Let's go..."


      I held out my hand with trepidation in front of the boys, Luna then reached out and grabbed my hand.


      “Ehh, seriously~~ You have a boyfriend~~!?”


      “Uwaahhh! Really uwaahhhh~~”


      While listening to the taunts of the boys, we held hands and left the place.


      “Ehh, wait...”


      As the impatient Yamana-san tried to catch up to Luna, the bratty boys blocked her way again.


      “Eits, where are you going~~?”


      “Come play with us for your friend's share too~~”


      “Huh!? Don't be silly!”


      “Eits~?”


      As I walked away from Yamana-san, who couldn't come out and looked annoyed, I turned my attention towards Sekiya-san who was standing among the crowd.


      “Nikoru...!”


      Luna stared at her best friend as if reluctant to leave her.


      Sekiya-san ......!


      I stared at his face as if I was pleading with him.


      Sekiya-san turned away from me and turned his gaze elsewhere.


      Then, as if blowing on something, he sighed loudly and moved from his spot.


      Sekiya-san then headed towards Yamana-san.


      With his hands in his pants pockets and a rather fierce expression, Sekiya-san arrived in front of Yamana-san whose hands were being held by the boys.


      “...Get the hell out here. She's my girlfriend.”


      Upon hearing Sekiya-san's voice, the boys and Yamana-san looked at him simultaneously.


      “Hah....”


      “Ah, seriously? So-Sorry...”


      The two boys immediately opened the way with a coward mentality. Unlike my time earlier, they couldn't act like tough guys when faced with a tall, handsome man who didn't ask any questions and immediately told them to get out of the way.


      Sekiya-san barged in between the bad boys and grabbed Yamana-san's hand.


      “Let's go.”


      “......”


      Yamana-san opened her mouth and looked at him with a surprised expression.


      “...Senpai...?”


      Her voice sounded like a maiden in love, much different from the tone she used before when cursing at the boys earlier.


      “Why?”


      Something sparkling appeared in her eyes as she looked at Sekiya-san.


      “Sorry, I came late”


      Sekiya-san said with a slightly awkward and shy smile.


      “Senpai...”


      While walking down the hallway with Sekiya-san pulling her hand, Yamana-san held her mouth with her other hand and cried.


      They both came up to us who were watching everything from the corner of the hallway and stopped.


      “...Senpai, why...?”


      Staring at Sekiya-san, Yamana-san burst into tears.


      There was a crowd of people around us, and they were still looking at us curiously.


      “O-Oi, don't cry like that...”


      Realizing this, Sekiya-san said to Yamana-san as if in panic.


      “Your character at school isn't like this, is it?”


      “After all...”


      Folding her long fingernails, Yamana-san sobbed while wiping her eyes.


      Sekiya-san narrowed his eyes and smiled when he saw Yamana-san.


      It was the first time I saw Sekiya-san's face looking so affectionate.


      Sekiya-san then hugged Yamana-san who still couldn't stop crying.


      “...I'm going to do this, so stop crying, okay?”


      While stroking Yamana-san's hair and holding her head, Sekiya-san whispered in her ear.


      “...Senpai...hiks....”


      Yamana-san's crying sounded muffled, and I smiled to myself.


      Thank goodness....


      That's good for you, Yamana-san.


      You can finally meet someone you've always loved.


      Just as my heart warmed at the thought, I felt the hem of my uniform being tugged, and turned to my side.


      Luna looked at me as if to say something.


      “...Let's let them take their time alone?”


      “Oh, yeah... right too.”


      So we walked a little further away from them.


      “Ryuuto, do you know Sekiya-san?”


      “Uh, yes. Because he's my friend in cram school...”


      “I see.”


      It had been a long time since I had spoken to Luna directly, and the floral or fruity scent spreading from her body made my heart skip a beat.


      “...In that case, it's all thanks to Ryuuto. You must have heard about it, right? That I was trying to talk to Sekiya-san.”


      “Ah, yes...”


      I found out about all those things just a while ago.


      “I can't persuade Sekiya-san... Thank you very much, Ryuuto.”


      Luna looked at me with a shy smile.


      There was something shining a little in her eyes.


      “Luna ....”


      I had to tell her.


      I felt grateful for Yamana-san and Sekiya-san getting back together, but I hadn't talked about our own problems.


      That's what I was thinking and was about to open my mouth.


      “Hyahh, I don't know what really happened, but it's good for her huh, Oni gyaru.”


      Icchi came out from within the crowd in the hallway. For some reason, Icchi also shed tears.


      “... Love is really beautiful, right...”


      Icchi's narrowed eyes narrowed even more into threads as he saw Yamana-san and the others from a distance.


      “...Hey, I was actually thinking of confessing my feelings to Tanikita-san.”


      “Ehh!?”


      Because he said something so unexpected, I got surprised


      “Because when I was helping her with the decorations earlier, she said to me. [Thank you, Ijichi-kun, for coming! I was very helpful]. What do you think this means?”


      “It is mean...”


      I then thought for a moment.


      “...Doesn't it just mean [Thank you for coming, Ijichi-kun, you helped me a lot]...?”


      But Icchi didn't seem to listen to my words very well.


      “To be honest, I think she has a romantic interest. If I confess to her right now and start dating, do you think the two of us can go to the festival together tonight? I hope so.”


      His chubby cheeks looked rosy and he said happily. This was the first time I saw Icchi like this.


      “But alone, I feel very nervous... so I want you guys to come with me.”


      “Uh, you mean 'you guys'...”


      “Including me too!?”


      As of now, Luna who was a little distance away from me and acting uneasy by pretending not to listen as much as possible widened her eyes in shock.


      “You don't mind?”


      “Y-Yes... since Kasshi and Shirakawa-san are my idealized images... I wish that I could be like you guys too. That's why I decided to be brave and confess my feelings to her.”


      “....”


      Luna and I exchanged glances.


      And then, for some reason, Luna and I had to witness Icchi's confession.


      ◇◇◇◇


      “I-I-I like you! Please be my girlfriend!”


      Icchi's voice echoed in the classroom of only four people.


      This room was classroom 3-D, which served as the luggage storage for the members of the school festival organizing committee. Bags and uniforms were scattered on the table with chairs raised and surrounding the floor.


      Icchi knew Tanikita-san's whereabouts after parting with her, so he went to call her and told her to come here.


      Then, the confession event was held.


      “........”


      Tanikita-san's face was fixed with a surprised expression.


      She stared at Icchi with her big eyes wide open.


      Then, she suddenly turned her gaze downwards.


      ...... Will he be rejected? When I think so...


      Tanikita-san inhaled as if taking a deep breath.


      “Ijichi-kun...”


      Her face looked angry as she started to say something.


      “This kind of thing is called 'confession terror', you know?”


      Tanikita-san spoke quickly to the stunned Icchi.


      “I still don't know much about Ijichi-kun. So what makes you think that I'll accept it?”


      “Uh... not that, uh...”


      “Does Ijichi-kun really like me? Why? When? What was the trigger? Where? Because of my looks? If so, do you want me to like Ijichi-kun just because of his looks too?”


      Tanikita-san's relentless verbal attack made her shudder and tremble.


      I can understand exactly how Icchi feels. It's like how you fall in love just because you lend someone a mechanical pencil and get a “Thank you so much~” or because someone compliments your height with a “really cool~”. This is the tragic fate of a virgin guy.


      If such a person gets a chance to hook up with a pretty girl, he will inevitably like her.


      “I think confession of love is something that two people who like each other do to confirm each other's feelings. So I don't think it's something you can do easily when you don't know how the other party feels. Of course, the person who is rejected will be hurt, but the person who rejects you is also equally hurt, you know? Because that person understands very well that it will hurt the person in front of him and rejects him anyway.”


      Tanikita-san's words “rejection” sounded like an incessant lecture.


      “I heard that Kashima-kun confess Lunacchi because Ijichi-kun ordered him to do so as a punishment, right? I heard it from Lunacchi. Lunacchi just said, ’Thanks to that, I was able to date Ryuuto’. I just thought, ‘Huh?’. Ijichi-kun, you take things too lightly. That's why you can easily order people to do it, right?”


      “Uh... Ummhhhhh...”


      Icchi's face was already deathly pale and groaning like a sick person. It looked like he had been beaten so badly verbally that his physical condition had deteriorated.


      “Confession is not a game, you know. If it's a gacha with a one-in-ten chance, you might be able to win once if you play it ten times, but even if you tell the same person ten times at the same time, there's no way you'll be accepted. When it doesn't work, it definitely doesn't work. Moreover, the real world cannot be starting over.”


      Icchi's HP bar had long reached 0. The name Overkill has a limit too.


      Tanikita-san then bit her lip there.


      “...If you really like me, I want you to keep quiet now. If you keep quiet and stay friends with me, it's possible... it's possible that I can get to know more about Ijichi-kun, and it's also possible that I can like you. What do you want to do to confess me in a bad way, feel hurt, and even come to hurt me too?”


      Icchi couldn't answer that. He just leaned against the wall and felt helpless.


      Seeing Icchi's state, Tanikita-san then said something with a stern expression.


      “Isn't it still called love not to force your feelings on the person you love?”


      After saying that, Tanikita-san turned around and left the classroom.


      “.....”


      The only ones left were Icchi, who already looked like a corpse, and me and Luna who watched the whole scene with dumbfounded expressions.


      After a while, Luna started to move. She went over to the stunned Icchi and spoke to her.


      “...I'm sorry about her, Ijichi-kun. Akari may be talking too much and hurt you...”


      Luna said in an apologetic tone on behalf of her friend as she looked hurt as well.


      “Akari's a cute girl, but somehow she still doesn't have a boyfriend. That's why she gets confession from guys so often. She gets depressed every time she gets confession and complains ‘If only we could get to know each other better, something might change’.”


      Icchi's gaze still looked hollow, not really sure if he was listening or not.


      “I know that Ijichi-kun is in shock from being told something terrible, but I think Akari is just as shocked as you are... So are you willing to forgive her?”


      There was probably some truth to that.


      However, it felt a bit rude to say that to the current Icchi.


      “In that case,... I'll check on Akari's condition first.”


      After telling me that, Luna also left the classroom.


      When left alone with me, Icchi who was leaning against the wall, fell down and slumped on the floor.


      “...not forcing your feelings on the person you love is also a form of love, huh...”


      After a while, Icchi muttered with a heartbroken expression.


      “If I'm told so, my feeling of "love" for Tanikita-san doesn't sound like love...”


      "Well... yeah.”


      Just like myself before dating Luna, I think most boys' motivation for wanting a girlfriend is because they want to make out with a girl.


      “You wanted to date her right away, so you confess to her in one try, right?”


      “There is one of the reasons... but if my confession doesn't work, I don't want to get my hopes up anymore. I think about Tanikita-san every day, and every time I see her, my feelings get bigger and I can't hold it in anymore....”


      The decorating committee has been gathering every day lately. It will also end today... I'm sure that was also the factor that prompted her to confess her feelings.


      “There's some part of the corner of my heart that thinks that there's no point if I confess to her now. But, since this is the first time I've really liked a real girl, I can't help but risk everything in this one chance...”


      Icchi's face looked lonely and regretful.


      “It's hard to continue liking someone when we know that the other party won't accept our feelings. To be able to keep pursuing it, one must have a lot of love. But at least, that is an impossible thing for me right now...”


      “Icchi...”


      I felt sad for a long time and tried to find words that could comfort him.


      The classroom door rattled open and Nisshi appeared.


      “Oh, you guys are here, huh?”


      However, Nisshi was also acting stranger than usual.


      “Nisshi? What the...”


      Nisshi opened his mouth when I was about to ask him.


      “Hey... I just saw Oni gyaru walking hand in hand with a handsome guy .... what's that....?”


      “...Yes, that's meaning.”


      “What if he's her older brother...?”


      “Unfortunately not...”


      “........”


      Ah... it turns out that Nisshi really likes Yamana-san.


      My heart ached again when I saw Nisshi whose face immediately turned pale and almost vomited.


      ◇◇◇◇


      “We are youthful losers...”


      Then the three of us still stayed in the classroom for a while.


      Icchi and Nisshi were lying on the floor and staring helplessly at the classroom ceiling. While I myself sat on the floor watching them.


      “Kasshi. You should take good care of your relationship with Shirakawa-san, marry her, have many children, and increase the population of the next generation for those of us who are still single...”


      “No, that's still too early a conclusion, Icchi...”


      Just because you get rejected once doesn't mean you'll stay single for the rest of your life. I felt sorry and regretful thinking that you were so mentally crushed by Tanikita-san's words.


      “No, it's not like that.”


      This time it was Nisshi's turn to open her mouth to my astonishment.


      “If Kasshi has a beautiful daughter, she will become my wife....”


      “I'm not willing to do that...!”


      I firmly refused and worried about the future of my daughter whom I had never seen.


      “...Haaahh. But Kasshi is amazing, seriously.”


      “That's right...”


      Icchi and Nisshi's tone sounded neither cynical nor envious.


      “It's almost like a miracle that the person I like likes me too.”


      “But every couple around the world came up with such a miracle.”


      “Even an ordinary couple walking around there can perform such a miracle...”


      "I'm so lazy to get up~!”


      “Me too~... Kasshi is a very lucky person, right~.”


      “........”


      I thought so myself.


      I'm now still on the path of extending the miracle.


      However...


      —— At first, I thought that Ryuuto was a very interesting person because you were so different from me. The more I like you, the more I am reminded that you are a completely different type of person from me, and that makes me very uneasy. I wonder if you'd be okay with dating me. I wonder if we can be together forever ...... I wonder if you'll always love me?


      Isn't that obvious? I like her a lot. Even now, I still love her very much.


      The person I always want to be next to is not Kurose-san, but Luna.


      I wanted to tell Luna about it again.


      “...Kasshi?”


      “Do you want to go somewhere?”


      “Yes... I want to find Luna first.”


      I told that both of them and left the room.


      ◇◇◇◇


      Some time ago, when Tanikita-san made Icchi lifeless, I recalled Kurose-san's words.


      —— I still like you.


      —— I know how Kashima-kun feels. Please don't reject me again and again.


      —— It's just a matter of my feelings.


      Kurose-san never told me, "Please break up with Luna and date me."


      At that time I still didn't understand what she meant, so I made it ambiguous....


      —— Isn't it called to love not to force your feelings on the person you love?


      —— It's hard to continue liking someone when we know that the other party won't accept our feelings. In order to keep pursuing it, one must have a lot of love.


      If Kurose-san's feelings for me are that strong,...... why would I remain unmoved by her?


      ——It's not like this is just a matter of Yamada's assertiveness.


      Exactly.


      Even if Kurose-san still likes me, as long as I am firm and keep my distance, there will be no problem.


      Kurose-san is Luna's younger sister and that fact will never change.


      I want to build a family with Luna... if I want that, I can't be swayed by Kurose-san's feelings.


      “....Yup.”


      It should be fine.


      Kurose-san is a beautiful girl who fits my type perfectly and has an interesting personality. She also has the same hobbies as me.


      But, she is Luna's younger sister.


       ......I'll be fine. I will never feel more than that.


      If I treat Kurose-san in that manner, I'm sure Luna will eventually understand and feel at ease.


      That's why I have to tell her.


      Just like before, I want her to continue dating me.


      “......Ahh!”


      As I wandered around the school building in search of Luna's whereabouts, I ran into a familiar face.


      
         
      


       “Yo~”


      It was Sekiya-san and Yamana-san. The two of them were walking side by side while holding hands like a couple.


      “Well, this is how it will be.”


      Sekiya-san showed their hand-holding which intertwined their fingers like a couple.


      “Thanks a lot.”


      Hearing Sekiya-san's words, Yamana-san lowered her head with a slightly shy expression.


      “...Yes, I'm happy to see that too.”


      I really sincerely felt that.


      But, what I was looking for was...


      “...Do you know where Shirakawa-san is?”


      In response to my question, Yamana-san opened her mouth with “Ah yes”.


      “She went out with Akari. She said they wanted to redo the stage decorations.”


      “I see, thank you.”


      The school festival ended at 4 o'clock for the public, and from there, the students themselves started their evening festival stage. After a joyful cheer accompanied by a song from the volunteer band, everyone danced a folk dance around the bonfire in the schoolyard, and after that, the entire festival event would be declared over.


      Time flew by, and before I knew it, it was almost 4 o'clock.


      “I feel grateful to Yamada and your girlfriend.”


      Yamana-san looked confused “Yamada?” when she heard Sekiya-san's words.


      “By the way, how long will I keep being called ‘Yamada’?”


      Even though Kurose-san already knew it, but somehow I missed the chance to correct him until now.


      “Eh? But I don't remember your real name.”


      “Huh!?”


      This bastard .... I felt amazed that he still expressed his gratitude to me. As I let out a tired sigh, Sekiya-san then said again.


      “Just kidding, it’s a joke, you know.”


      Sekiya-san then laughed.


      “Thank you, Ryuuto.”


      ◇◇◇◇


      I muttered to myself as I walked down the stairs of the school building to go outside.


      “I feel sorry for Nisshi, but Sekiya-san is too strong an opponent as a rival...”


      Sekiya-san and Nisshi were too different in terms of attractiveness, almost equal to the fighting power of Frieza and Yamcha. Even Yamana-san, who usually acted fierce, suddenly turned cute like a kitten next to Sekiya-san.


      My heart ached when I thought of Nisshi, but even if I didn't manage it, Yamana-san would never forget Sekiya-san and wouldn't turn to Nisshi.


      “...Put that matter aside first.”


      Better think about my own problems first.


      I want to meet Luna soon.


      With that thought, I headed to the open stage, but I saw no sign of Luna anywhere.


      “Shirakawa-san? She was called by the chief executive and went to the gymnasium.”


      “If you're looking for Luna, she went to help clear the reception tables.”


      “Oh, we finished cleaning up, so Shirakawa-san went to get her luggage.”


      I couldn't catch up with her at all, no matter where I went, and I was forced to run around in circles like the protagonist in an RPG game.


      “Lu-Luggage area...!”


      It wasn't the 3-D classroom, the place where I was with Icchi and Nisshi until a while ago.


      In the end, if I had stayed in that class, I would have met Luna by now.


      It felt like such a waste... When I looked at my watch, it seemed like I had been walking around looking for Luna's whereabouts for more than 30 minutes.


      “....Ehh?”


      However, Luna didn't seem to be in the 3-D classroom either. It seemed that Icchi and Nisshi had also left, and there was no one there. The classroom looked deserted and empty with the lights off and the luggage that the owners had taken with them.


      I realized that the entire school building already looked deserted. In contrast, the stage of the night festival was at its climax, and the lively music and cheers coming from outside sounded as if they had come from another world.


      “.......”


      What the hell was I doing.


      If I wanted to see Luna, shouldn't I just contact her?


      Because I was her boyfriend.


      I was so preoccupied with my feelings that I forgot about the primacy of civilization.


      When I took out my smartphone and pressed the call button, a familiar voice started ringing near me.


      “Ehh....”


      On the balcony outside the classroom window, I saw the back of Luna's back. I hadn't noticed it until now because its presence overlapped with the window curtain and I was only paying attention to the inside of the room.


      “Ryuuto!”


      Luna, who took out her smartphone and put it to her ear, looked back in surprise as I opened the balcony door.


      Luna seemed to be watching the evening festival from the balcony. Glancing down, I could also see the stage in the schoolyard.


      “Thanks for the hard work... Did you finish all your assignments?”


      “Yes. Ryuuto too?”


      “Yes”


      While having a casual conversation, I stood beside Luna and placed my hands on the balcony railing.


      “...Thanks to Ryuuto, today has become a great day, because my best friend can finally feel happy.”


      Luna suddenly smiled as she looked up at the stage.


      “I already heard from Akari. She said 'I told Kashima-kun because I thought you were on a paid date, I'm really sorry”


      “Ehh, ahh about that huh...”


      Tanikita-san already told her first, huh. One thing that needed to be explained to Luna was suddenly resolved.


      “...Did Ryuuto think that I was doing a paid date?”


      Luna looked at me as she said in a joking tone.


      “... not at all. I don't even think that.”


      I shook my head and Luna smiled back.


      “I got a brand bag from my grandmother. No matter how many times I begged to borrow it, she wouldn't lend it to me, but recently she read a book about the afterlife and became interested in effective living and minimalism. She only gave me two of them anyway.”


      “I see.”


      As expected, that's how it happened.


      “You know, Nikoru hasn't seen her first ex-boyfriend in over 3 years... and she finally got to meet someone she's always loved.”


      Luna muttered as she looked at the stage where famous rock songs were being sung.


      “When I saw Nikoru and Sekiya-san, I thought that I had done something really stupid. Ryuuto had said that you would stay by my side, and I wanted to do the same, but I was worried about Maria and tried to keep my distance.”


      Luna then smiled as she said so.


      “Because I like you, so I can stay with you, right?”


      Luna turned to me as if saying to herself,.


      “Right now, the only guy I can think of who wants to stay with me is... Ryuuto alone in this world.”


      Luna looked at me with a shy expression and lowered her face as she muttered so.


      “Then, I thought that I should cherish that feeling more than anything else. After all, life is short, isn't it?”


      Luna smiled with a wide grin as if trying to hide her embarrassment.


      “What a waste of youth to keep your distance even when I like you!”


      Luna's voice was absorbed into the autumn night sky.


      A sports car is a car designed to run fast.


      Luna was a girl who lived for her life.


      That's why I became attracted to her.


      I became attracted to her purity.


      I just wanted to be happy, I was mesmerized by her living in the present with just that desire.


      “...Even though there was a cultural festival event, I didn't even meet Ryuuto, I'm really stupid, right?”


      Then she suddenly muttered regretfully.


      “I'm always like that. I always regret what I did because of my feelings...”


      When I thought about what she was talking about, I felt as if my heart was being torn apart.


      “Actually, I really want to go to the haunted house with Ryuuto and walk around enjoying the festival.”


      “Luna...”


      I want to be with you too, you know.


      The thought of that made me feel unbearable, and I opened my mouth without thinking, letting my emotions overcome me.


      “Let's go next year. There should be a haunted house next year too, I'm sure.”


      “If there isn't?”


      “Because I said so. Let's have a haunted house booth in our class.”


      I don't know if I have the courage to do that, but that's how I feel right now.


      “Next year, huh...”


      With some excitement, Luna looked up at the sky. The sky above still looked bright, but the sun's presence was nowhere to be seen. The time for sunset must be approaching.


      “If next year isn't possible, there's still next year.”


      I said and Luna turned to look at me.


      “As an alumnus?”


      “Yes.”


      I nodded deeply.


      “Life is short, but it's also long, I'm sure of it.”


      I'm not a sports car.


      I can't live as easily as Luna.


      But that's why I was drawn to her.


      I'm sure she's the same way.


      Because we're different, we're attracted to each other.


      Because we're different, we get anxious...


      When I was alone, I never thought it would be so hard to live with someone.


      And that's an amazing thing.


      “As long as I'm alive, there's always next year and the year after that ...... and so on.”


      I'm not very good at talking, but I felt that I wanted to convey this to her.


      I looked into Luna's eyes and wove the words as hard as I could.


      “I was thinking... I want to continue being with Luna... forever and ever...”


      I don't want him to say that kind of thing anymore.


      —— I want Ryuuto to think about it... do you still want to continue dating me or not?


      It's not that obvious.


      Because I want to be with Luna.


      With that thought, I looked at Luna.


      “... Alright, I understand.”


      Perhaps my feelings had been conveyed, Luna smiled apologetically.


      “I'm sorry, Ryuuto.”


      “I'm the one who should apologize... I apologize for making you anxious.”


      Although there were many things that were coincidental, I was the one who had made her worry about Kurose-san.


      “I like you .... Luna.”


      It's not the first time I've said those words, but I always feel embarrassed every time I say them.


      “I will always only love you, Luna...”


      I'm a virgin boy, and can't behave as smartly as Sekiya-san.


      With both hands gently outstretched, I put my arm around Luna's shoulders and..... slowly pulled her towards me.


      Luna obediently leaned towards me and buried her face in my chest.


       


      We hadn't embraced each other since we embraced at an inn in Enoshima.


      For the first time, I hugged her of my own accord.


      Slender and soft, I felt the shape and warmth of Luna's body with my whole body.


      The scent of flowers or fruit wafted thickly in the air, making me nervous. I couldn't breathe properly and found it hard to hold my breath.


      “Yes, me too.”


      Luna then murmured with her arm around my back.


      “Ryuuto is the only guy who makes me feel reluctant to give up...”


      Then she looked up and looked at me.


      “Only Ryuuto made me feel that way.”


      She hugged me tightly and I gasped until I couldn't catch my breath.


      The scent of her body enveloped me as I buried my face in her hair and hugged her slender shoulders tightly and carefully.

    

  


  


  
    
      


       

      Chapter 5.5 — Nikoru's Voice Message to Luna


       

      Ah, Luna? Since you didn't answer my call, so I just left a voicemail. I don't have time to type a message!


      This is bad~ this is really bad.


      How come!? Isn't this really serious!? I still can't believe it!


      It feels like a dream come true to see Senpai again...!


      Moreover, he wants to go out with me again... Is this a dream!? It's not a dream, is it!?


      Ahh I'm willing to die now, really...


      ...Oh my gosh. I was crying so much that my false eyelashes fell off. I just put them back on.


      I'm a little early because Senpai wants to go home after the festival is over, so I'm going home too.


      I'm now in the waiting room at my part-time job.


      Even though I've been walking while holding hands with Senpai until a while ago, I still feel lonely.


      Ahh, I want to see Senpai... I miss him so much that I'm going to die...


      I wonder if Luna has made up safely by now?


      Love is really amazing.


      Let's find our happiness, Luna and me.


      I hope we can all be happy.

    

  


  


  
    
      


       

      Epilogue


       

      The sound of the classroom door opening caused Luna and I to separate our embrace.


      “Ah, thank goodness. It turns out you two are here.”


      The person who appeared turned out to be Kurose-san as she said it.


      “Takei-sensei is preparing coke and snacks for a small party for the Class Flyer Committee after the folk dance.”


      Takei Sensei is the teacher in charge of the flyer.


      “Ehh...O-Oh, I-I see.”


      “Th-Thank you, Maria.”


      We both immediately panicked, but I think we managed to react normally.


      “...Oh, it looks like we can see the music stage from here.”


      As she said this, Kurose-san came up to us. When she stepped out onto the balcony that was a little far away from us, she grabbed the balcony railing and looked down.


      It seemed that the song we had just heard was the last song on the stage, and the folk dance was about to begin.


      There is a small bonfire in the middle of the schoolyard, far from the stage, but the bonfire is not very bright, so it does not stand out. The students were divided into males and females to form a circle around it, holding each other's hands and waiting for the song to begin.


      “...Last year I was curious why the last part of the festival was a folk dance event.”


      Luna said as she watched the crowd of students below.


      “Maybe that is a good thing. It feels like the festival is over.”


      “Actually, I think so too.”


      As I replied, the music for the folk dance had already begun.  It was the famous ‘Oklahoma Mixer’ song.


      The boys and girls held each other's hands as they stepped forward, swayed their bodies, then let go of their hands and started dancing again with the next partner. This happened repeatedly without stopping.


      Kurose-san muttered a few words as she watched the scene.


      “It looks fun. I wanted to dance to that song.”


      “Ehh, really?”


      Luna replied with a surprised tone.


      Kurose-san nodded back.


      “Yes. Because I went to an all-girls school, so I never did folk dancing.”


      “Then why didn't you come down and join the dance?”


      “Because Sensei told me there was a small party, so I looked for you two.”


      “Ah, that's right...”


      Luna replied with a slightly awkward face, then her face brightened as if she had just thought of something.


      “Then how about we dance? Right here, right now.”


      “There is no way three people can do it.”


      Luna dropped her shoulders after hearing Kurose-san's answer.


      “I see. Even if it comes down now... you won't have time, right.”


      After saying that, her face suddenly lifted with an ‘Aha!’ as if she got a new idea again.


      “In that case, I'll look for another person!”


      “Ehh......!?”


      After looking at my shocked face and Kurose-san's face in turn, Luna rushed out of the room.


      “If we have one more person, we can dance, right?  I'm sure there's someone here. I'll look for him first!”


      As soon as she had said that, Luna ran out into the hallway.


      “.......”


      She really did leave.


      I had to smile when I saw Luna's enthusiasm.


      —— Looks like fun. I really wanted to dance to this song


      . 

      I guess she wanted to fulfill the wishes of her younger sister, who was always so distant and rarely spoke to her.


      Now that things have returned to normal with me, I think the [Friendship Plan] with Kurose-san should go according to plan from now on.


      Just as I was thinking that I was suddenly startled by the sensation of human skin gently touching my right hand.


      “Huh...!”


      When I turned around, Kurose-san was holding my hand.


      “Ku-Kurose-san...?”


      My heart was beating fast at this unexpected and sudden approach.


      Kurose-san looked at me with wide eyes.


      “...I'm going to practice first. Please join me for a while.”


      After saying that, she puffed up her cheeks with a slight frown.


      “Just to this extent, it's no problem, right? ... After all, it's my first time.”


      “......”


      O-Oh, it's about folk dancing, huh...


      While holding my still silent hand, Kurose-san turned around as if jumping into my arms and took the position of the Oklahoma Mixer.


      A fragrant scent wafted from her lightly swaying black hair. The scent is different from Luna's, and it smells like soap...


      My heart was beating fast and my hands started to sweat at the touch.


      The hand I put in the mouth of truth that day────.


      —— I remember, if a liar put his hand into this mouth, this thing would bite his hand off


      —— Then, Ryuuto can be safe. Because Ryuuto is 'The Last Man'


      At that time, what did I swear?


      One day, when I can go to Italy with Luna.


      Do I have the courage to put this hand in the real mouth of truth?


      The music of the Oklahoma Mixer continued to play in the schoolyard.


      I began to take awkward steps with Kurose-san.


      I liked Luna.


      I wanted to be with her forever.


      This feeling was unshakable.


      And yet.


      The courage to let go of those delicate white hands, and the heart of steel to withstand her temptation...


      I don't have that now.

    

  


  


  
    
      


       

      Afterword


       

      This is the third volume. Just as Ryuuto broke through the ‘two-month wall’ for Luna (who breaks up with her boyfriend after two months), this work has broken through the ‘two-volume wall’ for me.


      It's all thanks to all of you who have supported me. ...... Thank you so much for your support.


      Of course, I wanted to publish the third volume, but I did not want to get my hopes up too high, so I was slightly flustered when the decision was made to publish the third volume, but I am very happy to be back in the world of this story again.


      Once again, I have refined a youth that I had never experienced before. I ain't done no folk dancing! Who's the Savage?


      There are just boys at our alma mater! We're going to a co-ed school~.... in the next life. 

      So I was able to publish the third volume, and as the author, I am glad that it helped to improve the resolution of Maria. I love Maria as well,... I also have feelings for Icchi and Nisshi, you know.


      I thought that the metaphor of Dragon Ball in the story might not be applicable to teenagers today,......, However, I couldn't come up with a metaphor that would appeal to a wide range of ages in today's trend, and since it is a legendary work, I thought that even the younger generation would know it, so I pushed through the metaphor of a middle-aged man in full throttle. ...... Sorry, young people. You didn’t get it? Because you’re still a little boy.


      Again, I would like to thank Magako-sama, our illustrator, for her great help. Akari is so much like Akari, I was surprised and impressed when I saw the character design.. Thank you for always enriching the world of my work with your wonderful illustrations!


      Thank you also to the editor in charge, Matsubayashi-sama, for his continued support. We are of course grateful for your support in enhancing the perfection of our work, but we also appreciate all the thought you put into the PV and other promotional aspects of our work! (If you haven't seen the PV yet, please search for “Keiken zumi” and “PV”!)


      In the September issue of DRAGON MAGAZINE on sale now, you can read “Episode 0” of Ryuuto and Maria in their junior high school days.


      We will also begin distributing the audiobook of volume one on September 30!


      I hope to see you again in Fourth Volume!


      August 2021  Nagaoka Makiko

    

  

OEBPS/Images/kap1mhzU6C.png





OEBPS/Images/9xgs_gMmCH.png





OEBPS/Images/3-3.png





OEBPS/Images/KXfYgOCEbs.png





OEBPS/Images/3cover.png
ERYFF

52+ magako

VST TXE

T7






OEBPS/Images/3-2.png





OEBPS/Images/hAWNV2vC_J.png





OEBPS/Images/3-6.png
7|l ala| =2 004
| =) % 006
| - T #| amase fur 050
5 = % 051
1= n| Berpamanam oéa
&) =) % 085
BRI w68
4| o] 3 188
HEEIREA R 204
) & % 226
E1ED | B[ zanrsiransizty -y 3(‘)6
x| ¢|n| | 7] 308






OEBPS/Images/bkjJzES0M6.png





OEBPS/Images/3-1.png
e e [ o1 [ o

5 44| ¢ v 5E5





OEBPS/Images/HhELIjrZIn.png





OEBPS/Images/3-5.png





OEBPS/Images/FQ1KgI1iX.png





OEBPS/Images/jTLt-zNZx.png





OEBPS/Images/JDlEe70xiS.png





OEBPS/Images/3-4.png
sdLRE"

ECERE B850

— EERS e h¥ vile BRRRTA VR

REBELTWS, WABNEHAS v L
BERIUADBENDIB T, EDOBWA
BIATELW ATXVTARILDT 7
YEBIIELWEBEBILTWS,

BEZRA GnBgt 1 —Ich
e B0l

-






OEBPS/Images/xOK3BK96az.png





