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    Remon Yakishio is taking someone’s lover away…!?


    It’s the latter half of the summer holiday.


    Yanami and I saw a shocking scene when we were eating in a café.


    Yakishio is meeting with her crush, Ayano.


    Aside from that, Ayano’s girlfriend- the “winning heroine” Chihaya Asagumo, is also tailing those two at an extremely dangerous distance.


    “I suspect that Mitsuki is cheating on me with Yakishio-san.”


    We were immediately swept into this cheating scandal and had to search for the truth with Asagumo.


    I think it’s impossible for Yakishio to do something like this.


    However, when they are alone, her expression is utterly filled with happiness-


    This is the long-awaited second edition of the boiling hot losing heroine rom-com!
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    Nukumizu: “Hello, everyone. It’s been a while. I’m Nukumizu. Volume 2 of <Too Many Losing Heroines!> is releasing right away!”


    Yanami: “It’s finally here! Let’s just pretend Volume 1 didn’t happen. The sugary and adorable life between Sosuke and me is about to start!


    Nukumizu: “It’s not going to start.”


    Yanami: “…Volume 1 was just a smoke bomb. It’s actually…?”


    Nukumizu: “It’s really not going to start, alright!?”


    Yanami: “Everyone can see it for themselves whether it’s really starting in Volume 2, releasing on the 18th!”
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    Nukumizu: “The cover of Volume 2 is Yakishio.”


    Yakishio: “That’s how I normally look. Is that enough already?”


    Nukumizu: “Hiya, we did get a lot of comments that said this is the best.”


    Yakishio: “...Why? From who?”


    Nukumizu: “A lot- that’s all I can say.”


    Yakishio: “Huh? My clothes are all wrinkly. I don’t really understand what’s good about that.”


    Nukumizu: “You’ll know when you grow up.”


    



    
      
        [image: ]
      

    


    Komari: “I-Is Volume 2 releasing soon?”


    Nukumizu: “Yes, it’s on the 18th. Please spread the word, Komari.”


    Komari: “I-I’m not really interested.”


    Nukumizu: “Didn’t you put the release date on your phone’s calendar?”


    Komari: “G-Go die. Don’t p-peek at a g-girl’s phone.”


    Nukumizu: “My little sister will throw a tantrum if she can’t see it.”


    Komari: “Don’t b-bring up an exception.”


    Nukumizu: “So, my house is special…?”


    



    
      
        [image: ]
      

    


    
 

    Kaju: “It’s been a while, everyone. I’m Kaju Nukumizu.”


    Nukumizu: “I’ll leave Volume 2’s introduction in your hands.”


    Kaju: “Alright. This is sudden, but the term ‘onii-sama’s only stan’ came up in my mind.”


    Nukumizu: “That was really sudden.”


    Kaju: “I also added a hashtag. #OniisamasOnlyStan”


    Nukumizu: “…What is your goal? What are you trying to accomplish, Kaju?”


    Kaju: “#OniisamasOnlyStan.”
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    Yakishio: “My mom thinks I look pretty cute on Volume 2’s cover.”


    Nukumizu: “You showed it to your family? Seriously?”


    Yakishio: “Yep, they were really excited. They want to bring Nukkun to the office and talk about it.”


    Nukumizu: “Office?”


    Yakishio: “My mom’s brother is a lawyer. We’re going to his office. Please relax!”


    Nukumizu: “It’s anything but relaxing.”


    

  


  
    Prologue


    
 

    I’m on the way back from the Seibunkan Bookstore in front of the station.


    I got off the red tram and walked down the station. The bright sunlight made me lower my head.


    Even though it’s already late August, the summer heat isn’t subsiding at all.


    I went over the zebra crossing. The touch of the book cover in my hands really excites me.


    Indeed, I finally bought the long-awaited latest volume of <Guys Who Call Me a Washboard Can All Step on Dog Shit>.


    The social status here is decided by the size of your boobs. It’s a shounen action novel with superpowers based on a dystopian world.


    At the end of the last volume, the main girl’s best friend, Kirari-chan, grew to C cup and became her enemy. I really looked forward to the continuation.


    Kazuhiko Nukumizu, Class 1C, a Tsuwabuki High School’s Literature Club member.


    It’s the summer holiday. Today is peaceful and calm. The clock just turned to 11. I have to go home and enjoy the book cover and illustrations in an air-conditioned room.


    The cicadas are screaming non-stop behind me. I got home. Clear footsteps can be heard the moment I step into the entrance.


    “Welcome back, onii-sama!”


    The girl dashing toward me is my little sister, Kaju Nukumizu. She’s two years younger.


    Even though her bro-con trait is a downer, she’s an innocent and adorable little sister.


    She’s wearing a denim dress. There’s even a huge headband on her black, long hair today.


    “What’s wrong? You’re in a rush.”


    “Onii-sama! Oh, no! Something big just happened!”


    Kaju is holding a wall calendar as she jumps up and down excitedly.


    “Is there an emergency? Also, why are you holding that?”


    “It’s because! We have to decide the arrangements for the interview! Why not do it right now!?”


    …I have no idea what she’s talking about.


    “I got it, Kaju. Chill. You can tell me what’s going on after calming down.”


    “Alright, Kaju has calmed down now! She suddenly visited us when Kaju was preparing lunch! Right, we have the leftover curry from yesterday as lunch!”


    Yep, she’s not calmed down at all. At least I know what I’m having for lunch.


    “I see. Leftover curry sounds good too. Is someone here?”


    “Yeah! But Kaju can’t show up like this in front of a guest! Kaju is going to change, so I’ll leave the guest to onii-sama.”


    “Uh, hey.”


    “I’ve already brought the guest into the living room!”


    Kaju dashed up the stairs before she even finished talking.


    Isn’t it just a guest? Why is she so hyped up?


    I’m a bit confused. Then, I noticed a cute pair of girls’ sneakers when I took off my shoes.


    The size is too big for Kaju, but the design seems too young for my mom.


    I looked at the end of the corridor. I can sense someone else’s presence, even though it’s faint.


    “…That’s impossible, right?”


    There’s no use in just guessing. So, I entered the living room.


    


  


  
    Chapter 1: Anna Yanami Is Trying to Give Me Hints


    
 

    “I’m back…”


    I opened the door worriedly. The usual scenery of my house came into view.


    The size of the living room is 18 tatamis. It’s joined with the dining room. The TV is replaying travel shows. [TL: 1 tatami = 1.65 square meters.]


    Nothing unusual, aside from that girl holding a spoon next to the table with her mouth open.


    “Hey, Nukumizu-kun, it’s been a while. Sorry for the intrusion.”


    With that, the girl sent a spoon full of curry into her mouth.


    “What the-!? Why are you here!?”


    This girl, whose cheeks are stuffed up with curry, is Anna Yanami.


    She became a staple losing heroine just a while ago when a heavenly transfer student took her childhood friend away.


    Yanami swallowed the curry as she gave me a cheerful smile. There are still rice grains on her face.


    “This curry tastes very good. I think it’s, uh, leftover curry?”


    “Oh, right, yeah. So, why are Yanami-san eating curry in my house?”


    “Uh, ugh, nom nom nom.”


    Don’t talk while eating.


    She must be the guest Kaju is talking about, right? I sighed and sat at the opposite end of the table.


    …Right, she finally finished her food.


    “Yanami-san, you should give me a heads-up when you come to my house, right?”


    Yanami answered my reasonable demand with displeased eyes.


    “Nukumizu-kun didn’t check your Line, right? I texted you a few times that I was coming.”


    Wait, really? I opened my phone. There’s indeed a dot on the Line icon.


    “Sorry, I didn’t notice it. I thought it was mail or something.”


    “No, no, no, these have notifications, right?”


    “Notifications…? Oh, this one?”


    I didn’t know this function wasn’t telling me my HP in the mobile game had already recovered.


    I looked away and prepared to find excuses.


    “I know Yanami-san is here now. So, what’s wrong?”


    We became friends during the closing ceremony of the first term.


    Even so, we’re not close enough to hang out in each other’s homes. Yet, she’s eating curry -because this is how this girl is.


    Yanami had almost finished the curry. She skillfully put the rice grains and curry sauce in one place with her spoon.


    She reluctantly sent this last bite between her lips and clapped her hands.


    “Thanks for the food. Well, I’m giving my friends somen right now.” [TL: Thin noodles.]


    “Somen?”


    Upon a closer look, there’s a huge paper bag on the table.


    Are these the so-called Ghost Festival gifts? I can just return her with a pack of salad oil, right? Yanami looks like she loves oil.


    I peeked inside the paper bag. It’s filled with somen with a “cheap and tasty” slogan.


    “This entire bag doesn’t look like a gift for the Ghost Festival. Why did you bring so much?”


    “Do you want to know? You really want to know, right?”


    “Uh, not really.”


    Yanami wiped her lips with paper towels. She ignored me and continued.


    “Actually, this is my dad’s salary for this month.”


    “Salary…? What?”


    “I’m saying that his salary for July is paid with all of these somen because of reasons. Somen only.”


    For some reason, even the cicadas cooperated with Yanami and stopped screaming when she said that.


    “That’s a lot for a month’s salary.”


    “My house has 300 thousand yen worth of somen lying around.”


    “This is just a question, but somen isn’t some kind of criminal slang, right? This should be legal, right?”


    “Of course. What do you think my family is?”


    Yanami looked outside the window sadly. I followed her.


    “I ate, …I ate a whole life’s worth of somen…”


    The blue sky of August still feels just as hot. However, the shape of the clouds is indeed telling us summer is about to be over.


    “So, you mean you’re handing out somen? Why don’t you just give them to neighbors if you have so much?”


    “I am, but they always pretend they aren’t home now.”


    It’s because somen has caused strife among neighbors.


    “I see…”


    “Yeah, that’s all…”


    Both of us acknowledged the silence.


    “Now Nukumizu-kun understands why I’m eating curry in your house right now?”


    “Yeah, I don’t really understand, but I get it. You want another plate?”


    “This is already my second plate. No thanks.”


    She already had her second plate?


    Even though I freaked out initially, this is just a friend giving me somen when I think about this calmly.


    “Nukumizu-kun, don’t tell me you didn’t read the Line message this morning as well? The one about the Literature Club is having a sudden conference meeting.”


    “Eh, there’s a message like that?”


    I didn’t notice it at all. I hastily took out my phone and checked. There’s a text from Prez in the Literature Club’s Line group. He hopes everyone can meet in the club room tomorrow afternoon.


    I checked the records. Yanami seems to be going as well.


    I answered with a simple “got it”.


    “Let’s put that aside first. Aren’t Yanami-san busy now? Are you sure you can just chill here?”


    “Uh, do you mean you want me to leave?”


    Yanami’s lips curled down sulkily.


    “A bit. Don’t you have to give somen to your other friends?”


    “Yeah, there’s still one more house- wait, what did you say in the beginning?”


    “Nothing at all. Look, the weather report says it’s getting hot during the afternoon. You should finish your business quickly.”


    “…We can talk after having pears.”


    Yanami’s eyes brightened up.


    “Pears?”


    I turned around. Kaju is standing there in her uniform with a plate. She’s smiling.


    “Yanami-senpai. Kaju just cut some pears. Do you want to try them?”


    “Yes, yes! Thank you, Kaju-chan!”


    Right, I forgot about Kaju. Also, why do these two look like they are getting close?


    Kaju sat next to me with a puppy’s bright eyes.


    “This pear is delicious.”


    “This is a Kojima pear from our relatives. Anyway, Yanami-senpai, can I ask you some questions?”


    Kaju said that as she took out papers and a recording pen.


    …This girl, she’s really planning for an interview.
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    “Ask me anything. Are you asking for homework or something else?”


    “Hmm, close! Well, I’ll be asking about your date of birth, blood type, family members, interests, hobbies, and specialties. Also, how did you fall in love with onii-sama…?”


    Shit, Kaju is entering into a weird mode. I immediately chose to intervene.


    “Kaju. Look, Yanami-san is busy. Let’s ask her next time, alright?”


    “B-But! Kaju still has to listen to what interesting things did onii-sama see in school!”


    You’re asking your brother too much.


    “Go back to the room if you understand. C’mon, stand up-“


    “Ugh-“


    I finally managed to get Kaju to leave. Yanami mumbled to herself quietly.


    “…Nukumizu-kun, you tell your little sister to call you onii-sama?”


    “I didn’t make her. This is very important.”


    “Also, your little sister is adorable. Her face is petite, and her hair is silky.”


    “Yeah, people often used to say we look like each other.”


    “Who said that? Let me meet that person too.”


    Hell no. Finish your food and get your ass home.


    I put my elbows on the table and looked out the window. There are small pieces of clouds floating in the sky.


    Ah, the weather is getting chilly too. I can hear cicadas calling day and night.


    “Yanami-san, it almost feels like autumn.”


    “In other words, it’s almost the season of pears. Why don’t you just say it if you want pears?”


    Yanami is biting a slice of pear as she hands me the plate.


    “…Thanks.”


    I decided to not sink myself in disappointment and took the pears.


    There are around 10 days left until the new semester.


    Later, I realized- Yanami at this time was a messenger who brought the end to this peaceful summer holiday.


    *


    It’s the afternoon of the second day.


    Tsuwabuki High School is not far from Aichi Station. I went past the school entrance as I tidied up my tie.


    Someone’s already here after I opened the door to the club room.


    There’s a bookshelf as tall as the ceiling in the Literature Club’s room. It takes up the entire section of the wall too. A petite girl is sitting on a foldable chair before the bookshelf. She’s reading.


    The curtains, which are fluttering with the wind, hide this girl’s presence.


    -Chika Komari.


    There’s a pigtail on the side of her head. Her bangs that cover her eyes are caressed by the breezes.


    She’s also a first-year student like me. We’re both in the Literature Club. After being rejected by our Prez, this girl honorably joined the big losing heroines’ family.


    This girl was like a timid hamster when we met in the first term.


    We first interacted by typing on our phones. Later, she slowly opened up, and we could chitchat for a bit. Those people who say I have a communication disorder should reflect on themselves.


    “Nice work, Komari. It’s been a while.”


    “Ugh…? Ah…”


    Komari seems to be mumbling something, but I can’t hear it. She then pulled out her phone from her pocket.


    Afterward, she started knocking on the screen smoothly and handed it to me.


    <You’re early. Let’s just read before it’s time.>


    “Oh? Sure.”


    Komari’s eyes returned to her novel again.


    …Wait, why do I feel like everything just reset? This mobile game is too unfriendly to players who don’t log in routinely, right?


    “Hey, Komari?”


    “Ugh, ah…”


    Komari hastily tried to take out her phone again. I shook my head.


    “Nevermind. It’s nothing.”


    This seems familiar. I sat down a bit far away from her.


    I just played on my phone silently for a while. However, this atmosphere feels awkward even to me. I threw out conversations that didn’t need answering from time to time.


    Anxiety is a big no-no to acclimating affection. Let’s use a safe topic like cute animals to melt this troublesome little maiden’s frozen heart.


    “P-Please stop talking about rodents…”


    After the 20-minute mark, Komari finally can’t hold it back, …no, she finally opens up to me.


    “But I still want to talk about the difference between gerbils and hamsters.”


    “I-I can google. No thanks.”


    It’s fine if she asks Google-sensei. Also, my only goal here is to talk to Komari. I’ve already reached my goal.


    I looked at my phone in satisfaction. Suddenly, the door to the club room was pushed open.


    Yanami’s holding a cardboard box. She walked inside by kicking the door open.


    “Thanks for the work. You two are really early.”


    I stood up, took the box, and put it on the table.


    “Thanks, Nukumizu-kun. Are the senpais not here yet?”


    Yanami shook her exhausted hands and took a seat. Komari quietly mumbled as she moved herself and her chair to the corner of the room.


    “Hey, I was wondering why this box feels so heavy. It’s all somen inside.”


    “I want to give them to everyone. Komari-chan, you should take some home too.”


    Komari nodded silently at the corner.


    Yanami moved her chair closer to me. I quickly kept a subtle distance from her.


    “…Nukumizu-kun, what did you do to Komari-chan? Did you pull her head for a bit?”


    “I won’t do anything like that. She’ll be like this before she gets used to us. That’s why you shouldn’t talk loudly or move suddenly.”


    “I see. It’s like a cat café.”


    She’s not as cute as a cat.


    We chatted quietly to avoid irritating Komari. After a while, the two third-year students are finally here. They are a little late.


    They are the president of the Literature Club, Shintaro Tamaki, and the vice-president, Koto Tsukinoki.


    They started going out during our trip in July. They should be living a tiring yet joyful exam candidate life.


    “Sorry for the wait.”


    “I’m sorry for calling everyone here even though it’s the summer holiday.”


    They sat down in pairs. Komari moved her chair to us in relief.


    “Thanks for the work, you two. I feel like it’s been a while.”


    Prez showed an exhausted expression after hearing that.


    “The mock exams are so insane. I barely managed to get a pass.”


    Prez looked to his side. Tsukinoki-senpai immediately looked away.


    “I’m working hard too, you know? But, look, the exam won’t go away. I’m just progressing slowly to my pace, you know?”


    “Koto, the exam won’t run away, but a passing mark definitely can.”


    “I’ll find a job if I fail all of them. Permanent employment. Hiya, what did I even say-“ [TL: Eikishushoku (permanent employment), it’s a way of saying getting married and being a housewife.]


    Tsukinoki-senpai is saying nonsense. Komari and her exchanged looks.


    They looked at each other and showed an indescribable yet mischievous smile. As for Prez, he wrapped his hands around his head in pain.


    …Please relax, everyone. These two actually have a close relationship. However, being close doesn’t ease the burden on Prez’s back.


    Perhaps Yanami wants to change this awkward atmosphere. She raises her hand.


    “So, what are we supposed to do today?”


    “Oh, right.”


    With that, Prez got right into the chase.


    “The student council has told us all clubs are required to report their summer holiday activities starting this year. That’s what I want to talk about today.”


    Activities during the summer holiday? It’s already past the Ghost Festival. What summer holiday do we even have left?


    “Why did the student council come up with such a request this late?”


    I interrupted. Prez bitterly smiled and looked at Tsukinoki-senpai.


    “Actually, they told everybody in July.”


    “I couldn’t help it. I’m busy preparing for the exam and getting a driver’s license. I forgot about that.”


    Tsukinoki-senpai laughed as she took out a notice slip from her pocket.


    …Did this person just say getting a driver’s license? There’s a lot I want to complain about, but let’s just leave it there. I feel so bad for Prez, after all.


    Yanami took the slip.


    “This says trips are alright. Can’t we just say we went to the beach last month?”


    “That happened before the summer holiday. We would be fine if we went a week later.”


    Come to think of it, I think that’s true. We went there before the summer holiday.


    “I’ve been updating my web light novels.”


    “That’s just our usual routine. They want a report of something special in the summer holiday. So.”


    Prez winked. Tsukinoki-senpai took out an A4-sized handbook from her school bag.


    “Look, I’ve printed everyone’s web novels and put them into a sample club magazine. It looks quite nice with the cover and back page, right?”


    I took the sample and flipped it open. The rom-com I’ve been publishing is on there as well.


    “It feels like there are a lot of empty pages.”


    “This is just a sample. I’m thinking of including my explanations or columns between each of your novels for the final product. However, it’s not convincing to just print out our web novels as club activities.”


    “Hey, mine is up there too.”


    Yanami poked her head in and looked at the sample in my hands.


    “Well, everyone should decide which novel they want to be included now. Of course, you can always write new stuff.”


    “I don’t have time to write a new one, so I’m just going to edit my current series and call it a day. Don’t push yourselves too hard, everyone.”


    Tsukinoki-senpai has been drawing something in her notebook since then silently.


    “Senpai, what are you doing?”


    “My new novel is rejected by Shintaro. That’s why I’m drawing a replacement cover.”


    I think she’s drawing two dudes with her pencil. I can strongly feel that this will be rejected too.


    Well, what should I publish then? I thought about that as I opened my personal page on <Let’s Become an Author!> with my phone.


    My <The Runaways of the First Love Path> is on its fifth chapter. If we’re publishing it, I should start from the first…


    I suddenly noticed the number of readers and favorites are both 4. It’s the same as the total members in this club room. This isn’t a coincidence.


    I feel kind of empty. The last Literature Club member isn’t even my reader.


    Remon Yakishio.


    She’s the young ace in the Track and Field Club and a Literature Club member. She’s energetic and cheerful. Her wheat-colored tan looks really healthy.


    That girl is also a talented person who has recently made her debut, becoming a losing heroine.


    “Prez, Yakishio isn’t here today?”


    “Yeah, she said she’s busy. I’ll talk to her later.”


    That girl is still focused on the Track and Field Club. However, she frequently put her stuff in this club room. It looks like she’s aware that she’s in the Literature Club, at least.


    Yanami suddenly yelled when everyone was checking their own novels.


    “I’ve decided. I’m continuing the novel I’ve written during the trip! Komari-chan, what are you planning to do?”


    “Eh…? Ah…”


    Komari suddenly became the center of the conversation. She took out her phone and showed the screen to Yanami.


    <I’m going to come up with a new short story.>


    “Hey, you’re hard-working. What about you, Nukumizu-kun?”


    “I’ll just edit the first chapter of what I have and put it up.”


    Prez nodded and clapped his hands.


    “Well, everyone made up their minds now. Please send the draft to me once you’re ready.”


    After that, Prez and Tsukinoki-senpai stood up at the same time.


    “Eh, are you two going back already?”


    Prez grabbed Tsukinoki-senpai’s wrist after hearing me out. They seem to be flirting.


    “I have to guard Koto so that she doesn’t run away from the exam. That’s all. See you all next time.”


    “Bye-bye, I’ll leave the rest up to you.”


    Tsukinoki-senpai followed Prez outside, but she suddenly remembered something and turned around.


    “Hey, is anyone free tomorrow to help me out in the library?”


    “Help you out?”


    “I’ve said we’re choosing a librarian in the Literature Club every year, right? Even though we don’t need to be on duty, we have to help pack up the books. I’m the librarian this year, but my hands are full right now.”


    Prez explained next to Tsukinoki-senpai.


    “They will listen to our suggestions whenever they are buying new books. There’s even a discount for us to buy stuff from the library. I guess it’s a mutually beneficial relationship.”


    Komari listened to them. She raised her hand timidly.


    “W-Well, I-I can go.”


    “Me too.”


    “Really? The more, the merrier, of course. After all, we have to be on good terms with the people in the library.”


    Yanami put her hands together apologetically.


    “Sorry, I have a classmate’s party tomorrow.”


    “Don’t worry about it. I just brought it up at a moment’s notice. Well, we’ll leave it for now. I’ll tell you the actual time later.”


    Prez and Tsukinoki-senpai waved and left for real this time.


    Their voices gradually disappeared from the corridor. Komari is getting restless. She closed her novels, mumbled something, and walked out of the club room.


    I guess she was saying goodbye or thanks for the work, right?


    Yanami held her yawn and stretched her back.


    “Well, I’ll go back too. I booked an appointment in a beauty salon for tomorrow.”


    Tomorrow. I think…she has said there’s a classmate’s party.


    “Don’t tell me Hakamada will be at the classmate’s party too?”


    “Of course, but it’s too much to call it a classmate’s party. It’s actually just Sosuke hanging out with a few close friends.”


    “Oh, that sounds fun.”


    That was obviously a lie. Yanami replied with a charming smile.


    “Karen-chan will be at the party as well.”


    “…Wait, Himemiya-san is going too?”


    Karen Himemiya. She just transferred to our class in May.


    Then, in just two months, this beautiful girl is already going out with Sosuke Hakamada, Yanami’s childhood friend and her dream lover.


    Even though Yanami is quite adorable, Karen Himemiya crushes her in brilliance and the main heroine vibe. Also, her boobs are bigger.


    “I have a question. Isn’t Himemiya-san a transfer student? Why is she going to your classmate’s party…?”


    “Whoever is dating someone will introduce themselves to each other, even though it’s not mandatory.”


    I understand that. Their middle school friends must be familiar with the relationship between Yanami and Hakamada, right?


    If Himemiya-san is there in this situation…


    My face is full of worry. Yanami nodded and tried to calm me down.


    “Don’t worry about it. I’m already different from last term. Yes, I realized I must be grateful to everything in the world, including myself. What a gentle soul I have.”


    “…Ha?”


    This girl is saying nonsense again. Yanami gave up on me and shrugged.


    “I’ll explain in a way that Nukumizu-kun can understand, alright?”


    “Please, even though I’m not looking forward to your explanation.”


    “Well, Sosuke and Karen-chan are both my dear friends. Shouldn’t I feel happy when my dear friends are happy too?”


    Hmm, I guess…that’s true. I nodded earnestly.


    I don’t know whether Yanami is satisfied with my attitude. She continued with a chic expression.


    “In other words, I’m also happy when those two are going out. Right now, what I have for them is sincere appreciation. That’s how I feel.”


    “…Respect and acknowledge.”


    What’s with her change of heart? Yanami took out a book when I was confused.


    The title is <108 Quotes to Reduce Your Mental Burden>.


    “What’s this book about?”


    “It says I just need to be who I am. It’s fine to not take off the yakitori from the bamboo stick. I can just finish it in one bite, …something like that. Do you want to read it too, Nukumizu-kun?”


    I see. It’s a book for people when they are feeling weak.


    Yanami showed an innocent smile. I silently shook my head.


    *


    I was the last one to leave the club room. I went to the vending machine in the courtyard of the school.


    As I’m browsing the goods, I can hear a faint voice from somewhere.


    “Is…someone…there…?”


    …Hmm?


    What’s with that whisper? I looked around. No one is here.


    Was that my imagination? I can hear the characters’ voices in light novels in my prime time. That must have been my imagination. I should just chill and buy something to drink.


    “…You, …over there…”


    “Hiya!?”


    I didn’t control myself and let out a girly squeak. Please don’t let me see ghosts.


    After all, a pale arm suddenly reached out from the shadow of the vending machine.


    I’m as terrified as a deer. At the same time, I saw the hairband on her wrist and the nail polish. I think I’ve seen this before. She’s from the student council…


    “Shikiya-senpai?”


    The thing in the shadow reacted to my words. It slowly moved.


    “…You are…the young man from the Literature Club…”


    The girl leaning on the vending machine helplessly is Yumeko Shikiya. She’s a second-year student at Tsuwabuki High School and a student council member.


    She has white-brown wavy hair, ridiculous eyelashes, and totally off-the-place pale skin.


    Even though she’s a trendy gal senpai with everything I like, unfortunately, her white pupils are way too freaky. Also, I don’t know why the abyssal darkness around this person always turns deeper.


    “Can I ask what senpai is doing in a place like this?”


    “I’m…here…for drinks, …but I ran out of strength. …Help me…buy…”


    Shikiya-senpai reached her hand out. There are some coins in her palm.


    “Oh, sure. Do you want tea or anything?”


    “Get me…I LOHAS, …peach flavored, …help me twist open the bottle cap…” [TL: I LOHAS Natural Water.]


    So many requests.


    But she’s my senpai, after all. Let’s just follow her order and twist open the cap.


    “There’s no change.”


    “Feed me…”


    “What?”


    What did this person just say?


    Shikiya-senpai closed her eyes and raised her head before waiting for my answer. She slowly opened her pale and thin lips.


    “Eh? Uh, hey, Shikiya-senpai?”


    Is she waiting for someone to kiss her? I gulped nervously.


    Calm down. There’s nothing to worry about. I’m just feeding water to this senpai, and I have no idea what she’s thinking about. Well, even though I don’t understand what’s happening as well.


    “…Quick.”


    “Y-Yes!”


    A man shouldn’t let a girl suffer any embarrassment. I slowly feed water into Shikiya-senpai’s mouth.
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    It’s the summer holiday. I’m in the shadow of the vending machine in the quiet courtyard.


    In this gloomy little corner, Shikiya-senpai’s slim throat is slowly squirming. Drops of water are flowing out from her lips.


    Cicadas are screaming non-stop in my brain-


    …What am I even doing here?


    “Senpai, it’s time to drink it yourself, right?”


    I snapped out of it. Shikiya-senpai heard that and grabbed my hand suddenly.


    “Hiya!?”


    “…That’s a lot. …It’s leaking out…”


    Shikiya-senpai took the bottle and left the shadow of the vending machine. She’s standing under the sun.


    “Thanks, …I was a goner.”


    She really did die. By the way, she spilled a lot I LOHAS out.


    “Don’t just flip your bottle! Here, close the cap.”


    I twisted the bottle cap for her. She handed me a pink handkerchief with wavy frills.


    “H-Help me wipe my lips…?”


    “Wipe it yourself if you have a handkerchief. Ah, sheesh, you can’t be helped.”


    This reminded me of Kaju when she was 3 years old. Even though that girl could eat properly in front of our parents, for some reason, she always flipped the bowls and caused a mess whenever she was with me.


    I had to take care of Kaju every time I ate with her.


    “Alright, you can clean the clothes yourself. Your bowties are all wet.”


    I handed her the wet handkerchief, but Shikiya-san wasn’t planning to take it.


    “Senpai? Your handkerchief.”


    “Come to think of it, …Koto-san- Tsukinoki-senpai, …how’s she doing…?”


    “I just saw her. She seems to be busy preparing for her exam lately.”


    “…Is it true…that she’s going out with…Tamaki-san?”


    Ah, right. It’s true.”


    “I…see…”


    Shikiya-senpai mumbled as she walked wobbly. I observed Shikiya-san as she walked to the school building. She looks like she’s about to fall.


    I sighed in relief after seeing her disappearing into the building.


    I think that girl knows Prez too. I wonder what the relationship between them is?


    “Ah, I forgot about the handkerchief.”


    I thought about whether I should chase after her. I need a certain amount of mental preparation to face that girl.


    I should give it back to her later. Let’s just choose delivery so that I don’t need to see her.


    *


    The afternoon of the next day. I opened the door to the library of Tsuwabuki High School.


    There’s a librarian girl at the counter giving her full attention to the laptop screen she’s staring at.


    I hesitated for a moment before speaking to her.


    “Hey, sorry. I’m-”


    “Sorry, the library is closed today. We’re tidying up our archives.”


    “Oh, no. I’m the helper from the Literature Club, Nukumizu. What should I do?”


    The girl stopped typing on the keyboard and raised her head. Her face is pretty striking and captures one’s attention. The braids on her head go around her shoulders and hang in front of her chest.


    “Ah, the helper from the Literature Club. Thanks, I was given a heads up about it from Koto-senpai.”


    She stood up while pressing her slightly long skirt before walking out from behind the counter. From the design of our school badge on her cuff, she should be a second-year student.


    “Thanks for helping. We really lack people during the summer holiday. Follow me.”


    “Ah, sure.”


    I secretly glanced at the girl next to me. She has slim arms and a gentle yet delicate face. Even though she doesn’t have any make-up on, she’s already so adorable that she doesn’t need any.


    …Yeah, this is what a librarian or Literature Club member should look like. They should look like they were born under an unlucky star, or should I say like a widow?


    She ventured into the depths of the library as she smiled at me.


    “There are new members in the Literature Club. I’m glad to hear that.”


    “Uh, I guess. I was a ghost member until recently.”


    “Looking forward to working with you. The girl from the Literature Club is already here. You should help her out.”


    Her pale finger pointed at the no. 900 bookshelf. It’s for literature.


    Within the shadows of the bookshelves, Komari mumbled to herself as she looked at the book labels.


    “Sorry for the wait, Komari.”


    I greeted her. Komari raised her head. She shot daggers at me over her bangs.


    “Y-You’re too late. N-Nukumizu, I’ll leave t-the second half of the list to you.”


    “Got it. Let’s make this quick.”


    I held the list with one hand and started checking what needed doing.


    Let’s see. The first thing is to rearrange everything based on the labels’ order. We need to check if there are any missing books.


    …This is unexpectedly boring. Even though I was pretty worked up when I started, I’m getting sleepy already.


    “By the way, Komari. You said you’re going to put a new novel in the club magazine. Have you decided what to write yet?”


    I thought she would ignore this chitchat. I’m just talking to keep myself awake. However, Komari actually joined the conversation.


    “Y-Yeah, it’s more like I’m a-already finished. …I-It’s an i-isekai…r-romance…novel…”


    Seriously? A weakling like me can’t even edit and publish the first chapter’s draft.


    “That was quick. Did you upload it to <Let’s Become an Author!>?”


    “I-I uploaded it y-yesterday…”


    After that, Komari’s lips curled upward slightly.


    “What? You seem very happy.”


    “…I-I got into…the daily ranking o-of…<Let’s Become an Author!>.”


    “Heh, isn’t that amazing? Komari is writing an isekai romance novel, right?”


    I took out my phone. Let’s see. Where is the genre ranking again?


    I casually clicked a few times. It shows the novels listed in the overall ranking. This is a battlefield where only the strong chosen by readers can enter.


    I scrolled down and saw a very familiar pen name, “Long-time Rabbit”.


    “I-Is this Komari’s pen name? No.8 in the overall ranking!? Top 10?”


    “E-Ehehe, …I get more points e-every time…I refresh.”


    Komari couldn’t hold back her excitement. She jumped up and down.
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    The overall daily ranking shows the top 300 novels in <Let’s Become an Author!>. It’s already hard enough to enter this list. Top 10 is next to impossible.


    “Wow, you have more than 3,000 points.”


    This girl used to write youkai genre stuff, which is not popular on these websites. It’s relatively hard to get points from that.


    A newbie novelist like her who writes unpopular stuff managed to get 4 digits worth of points!? I feel like she has just trampled me into the ground.


    Even though it’s only a short story, it must be exciting that it only took a night to get 3,000 points.


    I looked back up at her with newfound respect. Komari was wearing an arrogant expression. “Aren’t I amazing…?” is written all over her face.


    “B-But it’s not like p-points matter.”


    “Weren’t you just blabbing about points a minute ago?”


    “T-The most important thing is to w-write what you l-love. Keep it up, N-Nukumizu. You can do it.”


    “Uwah, you’re just being arrogant right now.”


    Tck, this must be a winner’s privilege, right?


    Although she has 100 times my points, I can’t judge its quality if I don’t read it.


    So, I clicked on Komari’s novel-


    *


    Literature Club Report – Summer Edition


    <Everyone Has to Know the Engagement Is Voided!> by Chika Komari


     


    “Sylvia Luczel-sama. I’m canceling our engagement.”


    I’m speechless at the sudden declaration.


    I’m suspected of the attempted murder of Baron Anne’s daughter.


    Just now, the person who declared he was voiding our engagement in the reception room of my mansion is the crown prince of this country, First Prince Guillaume.


    He’s my childhood friend. We’ve always been together. He was also my future husband.


    He has curly blonde hair. His blue pupils are sparkling under his longer-than-mine eyelashes. A person’s heart can be captured instantly by those eyes. Rumors say that he has the Charm Eye ability. Honestly, I can understand that.


    However, his eyes are only filled with anger and contempt right now.


    Even though I know I can’t touch him, I still reach my hand out to the prince.


    “Guillaume-sama…”


    “Sylvia, go to the monastery if you want to defend yourself-”


    “Wait! The graduation party hasn’t started yet!”


    Prince Guillaume looked confused upon hearing that.


    …Yeah, I’m in a so-called otome game’s world now.


    I was an ordinary high school girl before getting reincarnated as the evil villainess in the otome game I love, Sylvia Luczel, a duke’s daughter.


    The story progresses toward the True End with all of the flags I’ve been carefully planting.


    So, today’s the finale of the game. It’s the graduation party of the kingdom’s magical school. Based on the plot, my engagement to Prince Guillaume is supposed to be voided at the party.


    After that, my parents will break off their relationship with me, and I’ll be sent to a rural monastery. However-


    “My efforts will be in vain if we don’t cancel our engagement during the party! What did you think I planted all those flags and did not go down the wrong routes for!?”


    Damn, there are no witnesses aside from maids and the prince’s servants here. What a pain.


    “Sylvia, what are you talking about…?”


    The prince seems to think that I’m going haywire. He frowned and took a step back.


    …The truth is, I’m actually freaking out as well.


    The popular evil villainess Sylvia will find her happiness later in the DLC release. I scolded the prince during the party. Then, after seeing that, the domineering prince from the neighboring country falls in love with me.


    “This woman is interesting.”


    He’ll even say a line like that. That scene can’t appear if our engagement is voided here.


    “A-Anyway, I can’t tolerate your disgusting acts toward Baron Anne’s daughter. However, your reputation will be ruined if I void our engagement in public. This is my mercy as your former fiancée.”


    Uh, please don’t. I don’t need mercy like that. I’ll just be sent to the monastery if this continues.


    “I got it. Anyway, let’s go to the party first. I’ll humiliate Anne-san there, and then you can come out and announce my crimes. We can void our engagement at that point!”


    Very well. This is a bit incoherent, but I managed to return to the original route. I pinched up the bottom of my dress as I prepared to leave the reception room.


    “W-Wait, our engagement is already voided…”


    I can hear Prince Guillaume’s powerless voice from behind. I glared at the prince with my hands akimbo.


    “Please stop! How can a First Prince drag his feet at times like this!? Please announce our voided engagement at the graduation party!”


    “Hey, listen to me.”


    “Shut up and go there! Please don’t forget about the documents of my crimes! Prepare the carriage!”


    Indeed, I can’t waste any time here.


    If I am going to progress toward my True End, everyone has to know our engagement is canceled-


    *


    …That’s the story.


    Compared to my novel, which isn’t being read by anyone other than the Literature Club members, I feel like everyone wants to read more of this.


    I hesitated about whether I should click “Like”. Komari frowned as she looked at her phone.


    “What’s wrong, Komari?”


    “Y-Yakishio just texted me…”


    “Eh, you’ve been messaging her?”


    When did they get so close?


    “I-I jog with Yakishio f-from time-to-time l-lately.”


    Komari sometimes jogs too? Ah, but, come to think of it-


    “We talked about this during the closing ceremony, right? Wait, you really went with her?”


    “I-It’s all because of Nukumizu…”


    “Yes, I’m very sorry.”


    I can only apologize.


    After the first term’s closing ceremony, Komari wanted to create a chance for Yanami and me to talk alone. She told Yakishio she wanted to learn how to jog and got her away from us.


    I didn’t expect them to actually jog together.


    “You could’ve just said no.”


    I casually remarked. Komari lowered her head in embarrassment after hearing that.


    “I-I…can’t r-reject it…i-if someone f-forces me…”


    She sounds like a hentai heroine.


    “Explain everything- no, I can talk to Yakishio if you hate it.”


    “G-Go die…”


    I accidentally just said what I thought without consideration, but weren’t you too mean to tell me to go die?


    “I-I don’t hate it. …The training i-is based on my s-stamina. S-She even g-gave me sneakers, a-and she carries me when I’m tired…”


    Komari twirled her fingers. Hey, Yakishio is unexpectedly good at taking care of others. I guess I can just leave them alone.


    “B-But, …i-it’s too tiring to start running at 6 in the m-morning.”


    I would hate that.


    “Well, but waking up early is good for your body, at least from a survey I’ve read.”


    “…T-That’s just random BS, right?”


    “So you do know.”


    I checked the bookshelves again to finish this ASAP, starting from the “Ma (マ)” row.


    After a while, Komari seemed to have remembered something and asked me.


    “Y-Yakishio, …d-does she has any siblings?”


    That’s sudden.


    “Never heard of it, but I think she has mentioned that she has a little sister.”


    “W-Well, …h-have you seen a-anyone with Yakishio o-on the streets lately…?”


    I shook my head. What is this girl trying to get at?


    “What’s wrong? Did something happen to her?”


    “Uh, no, n-not really…”


    Her mumbling is way too vague, but I shouldn’t interrogate her. Moreover, I feel like this is troublesome.


    I stretched my sore back and continued working.


    *


    It took us 2 hours to complete the task. I bid farewell to Komari and walked towards the clubroom.


    I briefly thought about going home right away. However, I changed my mind because the work had been more tiring than expected. Let’s take a break first.


    I’m in the corridor that leads to the western building. Someone suddenly patted my shoulder.


    “Nukumizu, you here for club activities?”


    The person speaking to me is Mitsuki Ayano.


    He was my classmate in cram school and Yakishio’s dream lover. He’s not just a tall, handsome guy with glasses. His grades are pretty good too.


    He’s also going out with his cram school partner and classmate, Chihaya Asagumo.


    Aside from that, he’s also a weird dude. For some reason, he always tries to talk to me whenever he knows I’m around.


    “I had something to do in the library. But, why is Ayano here at this time?”


    It’s almost 4 PM now. It’s a bit late to be in school during the summer holiday.


    “I have some business too. By the way, is anyone in the Literature Club’s room? I want to return the books I’ve borrowed.”


    “I’m going there right now. I can help you return them.”


    “Sorry, can I leave them with you?”


    Ayano handed the books over. There’s a finely crafted bracelet on his wrist. It doesn’t match his look at all.


    “Is this really conspicuous?”


    “Eh? It kind of stands out.”


    Even though I’m not interested in the least, his facial expression totally tells me he wants me to listen to him. I gave up and nodded. This must be a part of interpersonal relationships.


    “Chihaya gave me this. She said I have to wear it at all times. What a girl. Well, I was really surprised when I got this gift too…”


    Unlike his words, Ayano’s face is covered in embarrassment. I see. This must be the so-called masochistic show of affection. It’s a breath of fresh air to see him like this because everyone else around me has suffered from rejection.


    I thought about that while listening to him show off and responding with casual replies.


    *


    I came to the clubroom’s door after bidding farewell to Ayano. It’s not closed.


    Did Komari come to the room? Or did someone forget to close it? I pushed the door.


    “Hey, isn’t this Nukkun?”


    “!”
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    I immediately closed the door.


    The person inside the clubroom is Remon Yakishio. To be precise, it’s Yakishio in the middle of changing her clothes.


    “Close the door when you’re changing!”


    “Wait, what’s wrong with you?”


    Yakishio ignored my panicking and walked out of the clubroom.


    The buttons on her uniform are still not done up.


    “Hey, why are you always taking your clothes off in front of others like it’s nothing!?”


    “I have proper clothes inside. Also, I’m less exposed now than during normal practices.”


    Yakishio tilted her head dumbfoundedly.


    “…Always?”


    By the way, this girl seems to have forgotten about what happened in the PE storage last month.


    “It’s nothing. Alright, go in. Don’t change in the corridor.”


    “Uh, please don’t push me.”


    I pushed Yakishio back into the room and closed the door behind us. Phew, I managed to prevent a scene.


    “Nukkun, you’re overthinking. Help me put this back in the bag over there, please.”


    She rolled a towel into a ball and suddenly threw it at me.


    I caught it. Her training clothes are inside the towel. I looked away and shoved it into Yakishio’s sports bag.


    Wait, why am I in the clubroom? Come to think of it, isn’t this situation worse…?


    I sat on a chair as I peeked over at her worriedly. Yakishio continued changing without the slightest sense of panic.


    She’s finally wearing her uniform properly. I’m relieved.


    So that’s how you wear that bowtie… [TL: This is referencing the Special Intermission 1 in Vol.1.]


    “Anyway, Yakishio, why are you changing here?”


    “The Track and Field Club’s room is really tiny. First-year students are always the last. That’s why I always change here when I’m in a rush.”


    Yakishio used her tiny portable mirror to carefully adjust the angle of her bowties.


    “Forget about that. Why is Nukkun here? Isn’t it the summer holiday now?”


    “I’m just here to help the library out. You forgot about this.”


    The ‘this’ is Yakishio’s personal icon, her lemon hairpin, which is sitting on the table.


    “Huh, I remember putting this into the bag. Why is it on the table?”


    Yakishio picked up the hairpin confusedly.


    “You take it off during track practice, right?”


    “I always wear it. It’s just that I didn’t want to get it dirty since I cleaned it yesterday.”


    I didn’t expect her to pay attention to things like this. Even though her inner personality is carefree, she’s a top-grade beauty in school. I guess she still spends time keeping up her appearance.


    “Prez Tamaki texted me yesterday. We’re doing a club magazine, right?”


    Yakishio adjusted her hairpin as she said that.


    “Yeah, he said it’s a part of our summer holiday activities. I’ll change my novel a bit and upload it. What are you going to do, Yakishio?”


    “What should I do? I can upload a picture diary, but writing something sounds nice.”


    She carefully tidied up her bangs using a tiny, compact cosmetic mirror. After that, she clenched her fists and mumbled, “Good.” This girl is full of motivation.


    Suddenly, a laidback notification sound played in the room. Yakishio took out her phone. Her face is brimming with a smile as she’s looking at the screen.


    “What’s wrong?”


    “Nothing. It’s nothing. Well, I’ll be leaving-”


    “Hey, you left your socks.”


    “Not a big deal. Don’t mind it-”


    Yakishio smiled and left the clubroom with light steps.


    “I mind it…”


    I picked up the socks with a handkerchief and threw them into Yakishio’s bag.


    Sheesh, now I can finally rest in peace.


    I took out my half-finished light novel and started reading, yet I couldn’t pay full attention.


    I closed the book and stared at the ceiling in a daze.


    There’s no one in the school- a boy and a girl who used to be close-


    Hmm- …that’s impossible.


    I shook away those terrible thoughts and flipped open the book again.


    *


    The next morning, as I groggily pushed open the door to the living room an enthusiastic voice came flying out at me. She sounded like she had waited for a long time.


    “Onii-sama, good morning. Breakfast is ready.”


    Kaju’s wearing an apron. She smiled and pulled out the chair for me.


    “Good morning, Kaju. Did Dad and Mom already go to work?”


    “It’s already 9, you know? They already went out.”


    Is it already that late? I edited the novel I wanted to publish in the club magazine yesterday. I ended up staying up the whole night.


    Kaju chuckled and put a huge plate of pancakes in front of me.


    “Onii-sama, Kaju tried making fluffy pancakes today. Hope you like it.”


    With that, Kaju added some sweet seasoning to it.


    “There’s rice flour on the pancakes. Kaju also made sugar pickled white peaches. I’ll put all of them out for you, onii-sama.”


    Kaju noticed some syrup on her finger. She hesitated for a moment before licking it off.


    “Onii-sama, sweet and sour go really well together so I also prepared lemon water too. Please enjoy them together, okay?”


    The pancakes in front of me are adorned with sugar powder and mint leaves. It’s as exquisite as the ones in a café.


    “Thanks. Well, let’s eat.”


    I picked up my knife and fork. Then, I noticed another serving of pancakes next to me.


    “Kaju, you didn’t eat yet?”


    “Yes, Kaju forgot about mine because I was so busy making breakfast.”


    Kaju laughed shyly and rapped her knuckles against her head. Kaju made so much food that she ended up forgetting to eat her own. What an adorable little sister.


    I wanted to move her plate to the seat in front of me. However, Kaju pulled a fast one and sat next to me.


    “Well, onii-sama. Let’s eat.”


    “Yeah, let’s eat.”


    Our peaceful breakfast time begins. Just as I put my knife into the fluffy pancakes, Kaju slightly tilts her head. She’s looking at me timidly.


    “Onii-sama went to school yesterday as well. Are you really busy lately?”


    “There’s something I had to do for the club. I guess… you could say I was busy?”


    Because I have been lazing around lately, I can’t really make a valid comparison to anything.


    “But this is nice too, right? The friend onii-sama just made recently is Yanami-senpai, right? She visited us a few days ago.”


    “Uh, I guess.”


    I gave a vague answer as I stuffed my mouth full of pancakes.


    Although I have told Kaju that I have friends now, I haven’t told her what Yanami’s like yet.


    It’s not just because I’m embarrassed. I think things will be a mess if I tell her.


    “How about we welcome her properly next time? Also, don’t forget about the interview.”


    Please don’t do an interview. I took a sip of lemon water.


    “Well, we are friends, but you don’t need to be so ridiculous. We aren’t close enough to go out together.”


    “Everything has to start somewhere. Also…”


    Kaju approached me with sparkling eyes.


    “Yanami-senpai is a very beautiful girl on second glance! She has to learn the secret recipe of the Nukumizu family! Let’s start with miso soup, and then the basic Japanese, Western, and Chinese cuisine-”


    Kaju won’t stop running her mouth. Well, let’s step on the break.


    “Calm down. She is indeed a female friend. However, our relationship isn’t like that, alright?”


    “Hiya, everyone will fall for onii-sama once they get to know you. Even if you two are just friends now, it’s time to start thinking about the future!”


    Kaju seems to have suddenly thought of something. She got closer bit by bit.


    “Don’t tell me onii-sama has his eyes on other girls in the Literature Club? There’s that tanned senpai who looks good as well and while I was surprised to learn there’s also a petite senpai, on second thought she can wear Kaju’s clothes... We can definitely get close from now on. So!”


    I spread my hands and asked Kaju for a pause. She’s too excited.


    “Listen, Kaju. Let’s calm down and count to 6. Here. 1, 2, 3…”


    “4, 5, 6…”


    After counting, Kaju put her hand on her chest and took a deep breath.


    I patted Kaju’s head to praise her for finally calming down.


    “Meow-”


    Kaju keeps rubbing my hand. I used another to continue eating pancakes.


    These pancakes taste really sweet. Then, a notification popped up on my phone on the table.


    I looked at it subconsciously. It’s an unfamiliar name.


    <Yana-chan: Are you awake? Let’s go to a café if you’re free, okay?>


    …Okay, first of all, why is “Yana-chan” your nickname? Second of all, why should I go to a café with you?


    My brain stopped processing the sudden invitation. Kaju went around my arms and sat on my lap.


    “Onii-sama, this is Yanami-senpai, right? She’s inviting you for tea!”


    “Uh, I guess.”


    “Hanging out with a girl in a café must be nice.”


    Kaju’s smiling brightly.


    “This is literally a date.”


    “That’s not how we are. Perhaps she wants to discuss something.”


    What’s the correct reply in this situation? I took a deep breath.


    She suddenly invited me to a café in the morning. If I remember correctly, Yanami went to her classmates’ party yesterday…


    My instincts are warning me of danger.


    Kaju stared at me. I quickly replied, <I’m really busy today.>


    “Onii-sama, are you sure?”


    “It’s fine. Also, it’s okay even if it’s not me she meets.”


    A notification sound played. My phone is showing a text from “Yanami”.


    Uwah, I said no already. Why is this woman being such a pain in the ass?


    I hesitated. Kaju smiled and held my phone.


    “You should go out, onii-sama. You shouldn’t make your friend wait.”


    …I got it, so please get off my lap.


    *


    It’s 3 PM on the promised afternoon.


    We agreed to meet at the café next to the city hall.


    I arrived first. So, I casually observed the café as I waited for Yanami.


    The vintage décor and soothing ambience here really calm one’s soul. Online reviews say that this café’s pancakes are as good as its waffles.


    This is quite close to my home, but I have never visited it before.


    “Thanks for waiting. Here is your iced coffee.”


    “Oh, thanks.”


    The waitress handed me a cup of iced coffee. I stared at the glass of water on the other side of the table nervously.


    I’m in a café with another girl during the summer holiday.


    Even though I denied what Kaju said earlier, this must be a so-called date, right?


    Based on the light novels and manga I’ve read before, this counts as a date even if we’re not going out.


    So, in other words, Yanami invited me out on a date, right?


    The doorbell rang while I was restlessly mixing the syrup and milk in my coffee.


    I quickly raised my head. Yanami had just stepped into the café.


    She’s wearing a navy blue shirt with a knee-length light grey pleated skirt.


    I have seen her in casual clothes before during the trip, but today Yanami’s appearance looks like she dressed for an outing, right? My back straightened seeing her in such a girly outfit.


    With that outfit, so today’s really a date, right…?


    Yanami walked straight to my table as soon as she spotted me.


    “Uh, what’s wrong, Yanami-san? Why did you invite me out to a café so suddenly?”


    I tried to force a smile to prevent her sensing my nervousness.


    “…………”


    Yanami didn’t say anything. She sat down and chugged the water in one go. After that, she fiercely slammed the cup down on the table.


    She mumbled quietly.


    “…Let the world end.”


    Something happened, I can already guess what it is.


    “What happened at your classmates’ party yesterday?”


    Yanami reacted to the word “classmate’s party”. Her shoulders began to quiver.


    “…I knew it. Even though I knew this would happen, it’s useless trying to rely on book learning when it actually happens in front of me, right?”


    Yep, this isn’t a date.


    I’m half relieved. I leaned back on my chair.


    “Uh, were they flirting in front of you?”


    “That started a month ago already, okay? By now, I have a heart of steel that wouldn’t miss a beat even if they played ‘I Love You’ in front of me.” [TL: I Love You, the game where people flirt with each other and the first person to get embarrassed loses.]


    Yanami put an elbow on the table and looked at the menu. She doesn’t seem energetic.


    “Also, they don’t really flirt in front of everyone anymore.”


    “Isn’t that a good thing?”


    “That’s not what I’m getting at. It’s the way they help each other collect the trash during dinner. The natural way in which they help carry each other’s stuff. It’s this naturalness I’m talking about.”


    Yanami shook her head and continued.


    “The way they make eye contact after subconsciously looking at each other at the same time. How they share the same point card, use the same notification sound, have color matched clothes and accessories. Finally, how they go home together automatically without any need for words -”


    Yanami stole my glass of water, chugged it in one go and then slammed the cup onto the table again.


    “They have already gone that far, get it!? They are already at the calm newlywed stage now! It’s only been a month! How far do they want to go!?”


    They can go as far as they want girl.


    Yanami is running out of breath. I asked the waitress to refill our cups.


    “Oh, and can you change my cup as well?”


    “…Huh? You don’t like the fact I used your cup so much you need to get a new one?”


    It’s because I don’t like drinking from a cup used by someone else.


    “Well, what will Yanami-san order?”


    “Did you just ignore me…? Hmm, I’ll get a cream soda.”


    “Eh, you’re not getting pancakes?”


    I thought she had come to this café for the pancakes.


    Yanami watched the waitress leave silently. She spoke up in a serious tone.


    “Nukumizu-kun, pipe down and listen to me. Somen is carbohydrates. …In other words, it has sugar.”


    Yeah, I know.


    “I was deceived by its cold and smooth appearance. …it looks really tiny, so people think ‘isn’t it fine to eat this?’ Wouldn’t you feel cheated if you got fat because of eating something like that?”


    “Uh, so you ate too much somen and got fa-”


    “I didn’t say I got fat, okay!?”


    Yanami interrupted.


    “But cream soda has even more sugar.”


    “Drinks don’t count. People say you won’t get fat from eating ice cream either.”


    The waitress brought the cream soda as I listened to Yanami’s mysterious theory.


    The cream soda here uses genuine green soda water and is topped with vanilla ice cream. Yanami immediately pointed her phone toward it.


    “You’re taking a photo?”


    “I’m posting it on Ins. Yeah, that’s a nice photo.”


    Ins, …it’s an app for posting photos, right?


    I think people used to talk about food going to waste just to get good photos, but I don’t have to worry about that happening if it’s Yanami.


    Yanami clicked on her phone numerous times before showing me the screen.


    “Look, isn’t it nice? Remember to like it, Nukumizu-kun.”


    “I’m not using Ins. …Hey, isn’t that my hand at the corner?”


    Indeed, this vibrant ice cream soda photograph includes my hand too. That’s like hearing noise in the background when watching a top-tier movie.


    “Eh, you’re right. Aren’t Nukumizu-kun’s fingers too slim? Have you been eating properly?”


    “I am. You should take a new photo, right?”


    “But I already posted it.”


    Yanami ate ice cream as she tapped on her phone. She suddenly realized something. Her eyes lit up.


    “…You should know I’m giving you hints, right?”


    “Uh, what do you mean by that?”


    Yanami crossed her legs chicly. She swept her bangs backward. This girl sure is something else.


    “Nukumizu-kun, even I want to let other people guess about me sometimes.”


    “So, what’s that got to do with this?”


    “It’s a hint, spreading the fact that I’m with a guy on Ins. You know, the ones used to show off boyfriends or pin down other girls.”


    “Oh, the ones that make celebrities get incinerated by hate?”


    This is a sidenote. For some reason, all of the female seiyuu I like always have a same-age "little brother".


    “…But wait, Yanami-san is just a normal person though, right?”


    “Look, my friends already have big reactions to the photo I posted. They ask who I’m with and whether I have a boyfriend.”


    Yanami showed me her phone.


    “My close friends have some intense reactions. That photo is indeed really powerful.”


    “I have a question. What’s the point of doing this?”


    Yanami squinted her eyes and stared straight at me.


    “You want to force me to say it? From my own mouth? For real?”


    “…My bad.”


    “I like your honesty. Ah, even Kasumi-chan replied too. We haven’t talked in a while.”


    Yanami stared at her phone in satisfaction. Her face suddenly turned serious.


    “What?”


    “…Honestly, the boys I was close with in middle school always text me right after the party.”


    “Oh.”


    “They really are quite taken with me. Now I understand how scarily popular I am.”


    “Ah, yes, yes, yes.”


    A half-assed answer is all I can give. I decided to drink my coffee. The ice cubes have melted already.


    Yanami keeps twirling the ice cream melting into her soda. She looked at me. Is she… trying to make me ask her about her popularity?


    “Well, so, are you about to go out with any of them?”


    I gave up and asked her. As for Yanami, she’s now twirling her long spoon with a chic expression.


    “Hmm, I’m still not planning to have a boyfriend for now. I don’t feel like it.”


    “Emmm.”


    “The girls are also worried about me and tried to introduce boys to me. The guys always try to invite me out to eat as well. …Hmm?”


    “What’s wrong?”


    “I think the guys who asked me out all have something in common. Uwah, even Tanaka invited me too.”


    Yanami frowned and scrolled down. She suddenly looked up at me like she had just realized something.


    “Nukumizu-kun, don’t tell me they think I’m easy!? 'It’s easy to pull this woman because she’s just been rejected? Let’s hit on her first, anyway!’ Is that the case!?”


    “Uh, how should I put it. …Yes, probably.”


    She actually noticed it. You should’ve just immersed yourself in the joy of being popular.


    With an aching sadness, I added some syrup to my iced coffee.


    “But, think about it. Perhaps one of the guys actually does like you.”


    “…Are you aware that you’re being very mean right now? And just so you know, I don’t want to hang out with guys too much for a while.”


    I see. Also, I want to know which classification I belong to in her mind.


    Yanami finished the last of the ice cream on top of her cream soda. She wistfully twirled the soda with her spoon.


    “That’s all of the ice cream…”


    “Yeah, how tragic.”


    I gave her a smartass answer before glancing outside. A cheerful girl from Tsuwabuki High School walked past.


    Our iconic 4 bowties, her short hair fixed with a lemon hairpin and a healthy tan on her slim arms and legs…


    “That’s Yakishio, right?”


    “Remon-chan?”


    Yanami drank her soda spoonful by spoonful as she looked in my direction.


    “She’s wearing her uniform today too?”


    “Huh! Lower your head, Nukumizu-kun! Quick!”


    Yanami suddenly grabbed my head and slammed me down onto the table.


    “Ouch! Eh, what’s wrong!?”


    “Don’t raise your head! She’ll see us!”


    “It’s just Yakishio. What’s wrong-”


    I immediately swallowed my words.


    She’s not alone. The person next to her is Mitsuki Ayano. Her dream lover.


    Yakishio is walking shoulder to shoulder with Ayano with cheerful steps. Her face is totally that of a girl deeply in love.


    “Why are the two of them…”


    Didn’t Yakishio give up after learning Ayano has a girlfriend…?


    Yanami hid behind the soda glass. She watched the two of them.


    After the two disappeared, Yanami slowly raised her head.


    “…Nukumizu-kun, this isn’t good, right? Going out alone with a guy who has a girlfriend during a holiday is cheating, right?”


    “But, think about it. They are friends, right? For example, Yanami-san and Hakamada going out alone isn’t cheating, right?”


    “It is cheating, right?”


    “…Well, if you say so.”


    It can’t be helped if they are cheating. We can only watch their immoral relationship from afar.


    Yanami picked up her glass and chugged the remaining soda. She wiped her lips with a handkerchief and put the cup down.


    “C’mon, let’s go, Nukumizu-kun! Finish your drink!”


    “Eh? Where?”


    “You actually need to ask? To follow those two, obviously!”


    Yanami stood up. Is this the so-called ‘love to watch the fun’? Her eyes are shining.


    “Nope, I’m not interested.”


    “Eh?”


    I poured milk into my iced coffee. I purposefully added milk after finishing half of it. This allows me to enjoy the rest as milk coffee.


    I enjoyed the coffee. Yanami gave me a cold, hard stare. She tapped on the check.


    “I’ll leave without paying.”


    “…Seriously?”


    It’s scary to rebel against Yanami. …Hell no, she’s just a pain in the ass.


    I finished the remaining coffee, sighed, and stood up.


    *


    Yanami and I walked outside of the café and looked around. Yakishio and Ayano are nowhere to be found.


    “I think they’ve already gone too far.”


    I said that as if I was confirming something. Then, I slowly raised my hand toward Yanami.


    “Well, that’s all for today. Disbanded. Thanks for the work.”


    “Wait right there! Aren’t you giving up too soon!?”


    Yanami immediately grabbed hold of my hand the moment I tried to slip away.


    “Even so, we can’t do anything if they are gone. In the end, amateur snoops like us can’t tail people properly. We’ll just be treated as suspicious people and be exposed…”


    I froze as I was saying that.


    There’s a person lurking in the shadows of the building of the café that we just walked out of. It’s a suspicious person.


    That suspicious person is a petite girl. Her long hair is split in the middle. She’s wearing a mask and black sunglasses. There are 4 bowties on her chest. She’s a Tsuwabuki student.


    She looked all around before walking to the door of the café.


    Then, she suddenly came to a halt and took something out of her pocket. I think it’s chocolate. She shoved it into her mask and ate it.


    Wait, why does that person seem familiar?


    Yanami looked in my direction and nodded.


    “Oh, …that is a suspicious person.”


    “Yeah, a very suspicious person.”


    Under our watchful eyes, that girl pulled out a machine resembling an old phone with antennas. She raised it above her head.


    “Nukumizu-kun, do you know that person?”


    “I have to pretend I don’t know her, even though I do. We’ll be caught up in trouble if she catches us staring at her. Let’s get out of here.”


    “But that person is staring at Nukumizu-kun.”


    “…Uh.”


    I worriedly turned around. That girl is indeed looking at me.


    My body stiffened. She quickly approached me.


    “Hello, Nukumizu-san. Do you still remember me?”


    With that, she took off her mask and raised her sunglasses. She’s looking at me with her big round eyes.
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    “Uh, let me think. I think you’re-”


    …Okay, sorry, but I do know who she is.


    The true identity of the suspicious person is Chihaya Asagumo. She’s Mitsuki Ayano’s girlfriend.


    Even though she’s not tall and her face is petite, she’s got curves in all the right spots. Her head-to-body ratio and upright posture make her look like a ballet dancer.


    “You’re Asagumo-san, right? We have seen each other in cram school, but I don’t think we have really chatted, right…?”


    “Yes, I don’t remember us talking either. That’s why I’m greeting you again. Nice to meet you.”


    Asagumo-san put on her mask and sunglasses again and hastily lowered her head. Her forehead is sparkling from the sunlight passing between her hair.


    “Ha. Well, nice to meet you.”


    “Well, let’s cut right to the chase. Have you seen Mitsuki-san and Yakishio-san around here?”


    Yanami interrupted.


    “Oh, those two-”


    I gave Yanami a signal when she was about to speak up before shaking my head on purpose.


    “I-I’m…not sure.”


    “I see. I thought they were around here. It looks like the sensitivity is a bit low. I have to prepare better next time.”


    Asagumo-san straightened her back and raised her antenna machine. Yanami looked at it. Her eyes are filled with interest.


    “Well, we’ll be leaving. Let’s go, Yanami-san.”


    “Uh, you’re Asagumo-san, right? What does sensitivity mean? Are you measuring something with that machine?”


    “Hey, Yanami-san!”


    “It must draw a lot of attention, right?”


    Asagumo-san stared at us while we had a little argument.


    “…You two did see Mitsuki-san, right?”


    Before we even answered, she took out a palm-sized black stick.


    There’s a blinking red light at its top.


    “Eh, what’s that?”


    “This is a very useful machine. Look, this red light is blinking, right?”


    I don’t understand even if you tell me to look at it, girl. What’s with the blinking red light, anyway?


    Asagumo-san ignored my confusion. She tilted her head and smiled.


    “Shall we talk somewhere else?”


    *


    I’m okay with talking somewhere else. While I did agree-


    “So, why is it my room instead? We could’ve just found another café.”


    The girls ignored my protest. Yanami introduced herself again and walked around the room.


    “We just went to a café. Nukumizu-kun, is this poster made with fabric?”


    “You can’t do that, Yanami-san. We have to pretend we didn’t see things like that when in a boy’s room. It’s basic manners.”


    Asasgumo-san made an unnecessary comment.


    She’s sitting on the cushion properly. She seems to be writing something in her notebook.


    Yanami poked my treasure, the B2 tapestry of Magical Battle Girl Shinonome.


    “Hmm, is this something you can’t show to others?”


    “Not really. It’s not something lewd, anyway.”


    “Yanami-san, please stop asking any further.”


    Asagumo-san interrupted me determinedly.


    “Otakus really hate non-otakus judging their hobbies and making fun of them, not to mention a female classmate seeing a tapestry of a beautiful girl wearing only her underwear. Even I can’t deal with it.”


    “No, this is a battle suit, not underwear…”


    Very well. Let’s end the discussion here.


    Yanami ignored my thoughts and continued innocently.


    “Eh, but why is she so exposed if it’s meant to be a battle suit?”


    “Huh? That’s because… the magic they release from their skin… will… activate… Sigma Drive…”


    “I see. Then why are these girls hugging each other on the bed?”


    …Why don’t you just kill me now?


    I closed my eyes and looked up. At this time, someone silently opened the door.


    “The Sigma Drive will resonate when there are 5 awakened users. The sealed legendary weapon Pashupatastra will be unleashed. That’s why the battle suit girls hug each other on the tapestry.”


    “…Kaju.”


    The person who entered so inconspicuously and spoiled the plot is my little sister. Your brother hasn’t read that part yet.


    “Onii-sama, Kaju is here with some drinks.”


    “Thanks, you can put them on the table.”


    “Alright, welcome, you two.”


    Kaju smiled and put iced tea on the table.


    Yanami immediately sits back down after hearing there are drinks. Kaju lowered her head.


    “Yanami-senpai, I’m sorry for not welcoming you properly earlier.”


    “It’s fine. Don’t worry about it…”


    Yanami sounds a bit disappointed. It must be because there aren’t any snacks.


    Asagumo-san bowed her head to Kaju.


    “I’m sorry for the sudden intrusion. I’ll depart immediately after we finish our discussion.”


    “Don’t worry about it. Please enjoy. Well, can you tell me your name?”


    “Sure, I’m Asagumo. I attend the same school as Kazuhiko-san.”


    “…Kazuhiko-san?”


    Kaju’s smile stiffened.


    “You don’t look so well. Are you okay?”


    “I’m fine. Uh, onii-sama, what’s your relationship with this senpai…?”


    “There’s no relationship. We are just classmates. Asagumo-san has a boyfriend.”


    Kaju glared at me from behind an unreadable expression.


    “…Interfering in someone’s love?”


    Why do I get the feeling my little sister just said something really impolite about me?


    “Don’t say that. Onii-chan is discussing adult topics with them. You should go out.”


    “I got it, …onii-sama.”


    Unexpectedly, Kaju walked out without further incident.


    Asagumo-san blinked in disbelief.


    “I thought it’d be better to call you by your first name in front of your little sister, but I guess that wasn’t the right choice?”


    Yeah, that wasn’t right at all. It looks like I need to cover up with an excuse later.


    “You actually know Nukumizu-kun’s first name? I didn’t even know what his name was.”


    Yanami’s drinking her iced tea, her face full of admiration. This girl. She didn’t even know my name.


    “It’s because I can remember something after seeing it just once. That’s how I’ve already memorized all of the books on your bookshelf now.”


    “Forget about that for now. Aren’t we supposed to be talking about something here?”


    “Yeah, you’re right.”


    Asagumo-san straightened her back again. Her tone remains calm.


    “Thank you very much for your time, both of you. Without further ado, I would like to explain what I was doing there.”


    Wandering around there looking suspicious… was indeed not her goal.


    I put my straw in my mouth to calm myself down.


    “Let’s have a mutual and honest discussion. I suspect Mitsuki-san is cheating on me. I was wandering around there to catch him in the act.”


    The person he’s cheating with… I don’t even need to say who it is, right? The incongruity between the word “cheating” and Yakishio is so great that it left me speechless.


    Yanami spoke up for me.


    “You say they are cheating, but is there any evidence? It’s nothing for them to meet each other alone, right?”


    Yanami secretly winked at me.


    “Someone once said it may not be cheating if it’s Remon-chan.”


    “Can he deny it if he went to meet her without telling his girlfriend?”


    “Ah, …well.”


    Yanami reaches her palm toward me. We high-fived. I think it’s my turn.


    “I’m not sure how relationships between a guy and a girl work. However, there are cases where the guy doesn’t tell the girlfriend because he doesn’t want her to worry, right?”


    “I guess so. That happens too.”


    Yanami nodded in agreement.


    This girl has no understanding of relationships between guys and girls either, right? …I think.


    “That could be the case. I believe in Mitsuki-san, and from what I’ve heard from him, Yakishio-san doesn’t sound like that kind of person either.”


    “I see. It’s great that you understand. Well, let’s end this here.”


    “That’s why I really want to see what they are like when meeting in secret. I want to confirm whether it’s true.”


    It’s not over yet.


    “Well, but you can’t just expect to run into them whenever they’re alone, right?”


    Today was just a coincidence. It’s not weird to encounter each other while going about their daily lives. However, spotting and observing them together at a specific location is rather hard.


    “I’ve just finished collecting data today. Next time, I’ll be able to pinpoint their meeting location.”


    “Data? You have things like that?”


    Yanami asked curiously.


    “Yes, my analysis is based on a detailed and concrete investigation and the collected data. To put it simply, this was the last piece of the puzzle.”


    She slowly took out a small bag from her pocket. She grabbed it with both hands and tried to squeeze out the contents. It’s a bar of Black Thunder Chocolate. Yanami’s eyes suddenly lighted up.


    “Does Yanami-san want some too?”


    “Can I?”


    Yanami leaned forward and took the Black Thunder. She then nodded at me with a serious look.


    “Nukumizu-kun, I like this girl.”


    Aren’t you too easy?


    “Asagumo-san, I can get you something to eat if you’re hungry.”


    “No worries. I just want to replenish my sugar level. My brain needs sugar to function.”


    Asagumo-san took out another Black Thunder.


    “Even though glucose tablets work better, I’m a girl. I can’t resist sweets.”


    “Oh, you love sweets?”


    She showed a helpless expression at my half-hearted reply.


    “The neurotransmitters produced from ingesting sugar stimulate the reward system in the brain. This is a logical conclusion. Please don’t think of me as a gluttonous person.”


    “Exactly. I get you. I really do, Asagumo-san.”


    Yanami nodded. Her eyes are as clear as glass beads. No, this girl definitely doesn’t get anything.


    “You get me. Here are some shortbreads as well. Please enjoy.”


    “Nice! Thank you!”


    I glanced at the gluttonous girl taking the shortbreads before speaking up.


    “Anyway, I’m opposed to finding Yakishio. That girl is in our club. I won’t accept your request to help.”


    I explained it properly. Asagumo-san lowered her head regretfully.


    “…I see. Nukumizu-kun, you two don’t have any motive or benefit to do that. This isn’t something worthy of joining in just for the fun of it.”


    After that, Yanami stared daggers at me while taking bites of the shortbread.


    “I’m not doing this to blame her. What happened between Mitsuki-san and me? Who is she to Mitsuki-san? I just want to figure these questions out and make the best choice.”


    “The best choice?”


    I repeated what she said. Asagumo-san nodded quickly.


    “Yes. As you already know, they have been good friends ever since they were little. I know Yakishio-san is meeting Mitsuki-san as a friend. Also, I know she… likes Mitsuki-san too.”


    I held my breath.


    Yakishio loves Ayano. Even though I already know this, it’s nerve-wracking to hear that from another person.


    “I love Mitsuki-san, so I want him to be happy. Even if I’m not the one next to him.”


    Yanami frowned dumbfoundedly.


    “Wait, Asagumo-san. So, you mean you’ll give up your boyfriend to Remon-chan depending on the situation…?”


    “I’ve thought about this before. Should those two be together instead? My sudden appearance took Mitsuki-san away after all.”


    A self-mocking smile appeared on her face.


    “No, …I knew it from the start. I just barged in between them.”


    Yanami and I didn’t know what to say. Asagumo-san returned to her usual cheerful smile.


    “That’s why I want to know what Mitsuki-san’s really thinking. If his heart is really with Yakishio-san-”


    She paused for a moment and straightened her back.


    “-I’ll let go.”


    Yanami and I fell into silence.


    Asagumo-san chugged her iced tea. She continued calmly.


    “As the litigant, I will always carry biases with respect to the intelligence I’ve gathered. That’s why I look forward to your two’s opinions as unrelated third-parties.”


    I understand what she’s saying. However-


    “I’m terribly sorry, but is it possible for you to do this alone? I don’t want to be involved in something that suspects my club members.”


    Asagumo-san is the one who falls silent now.


    She took out a variety of other snacks and spent some time eating them. She smiled to show that we didn’t need to worry about her.


    “Yeah, this is something that is just between the three of us. I’m sorry for trying to get you two involved.”


    “It’s fine. …I’m sorry for not offering any help too.”


    A suffocating feeling weighs on my chest as I reject her. I want to understand why this is the case, yet I can’t analyze and summarize it properly.


    Yanami licked her fingers after finishing the shortbreads. She spoke up peacefully.


    “Asagumo-san, can I help you?”


    “Yanami-san!”


    Yanami met my shocked eyes with a gentle smile.


    “Relax, Nukumizu-kun. I’m not just joining in for fun this time.”


    Yanami faced Asagumo-san again with a respectful expression.


    “However, don’t misunderstand, Asagumo-san. Since I'm her friend, I’m on Remon-chan’s side, okay?”


    “I got it. Thank you very much.”


    The two exchanged contacts. I organized my thoughts internally.


    …I’m irrelevant.


    I will probably bless them if Yakishio and Ayano do go out. Of course, I think it’s nice for Asagumo-san and Ayano to continue going out.


    I remained silent because I couldn’t come to a conclusion. Yanami glared at me.


    “Well, what will you do, Nukumizu-kun?”


    Yanami’s blunt question doesn’t sound provoking for once.


    Unlike my turbulent mind, my mouth moved on its own.


    “I’ll help too.”


    “Thank you.”


    Asasgumo-san bowed deeply toward us after saying that.


    “But I want to know how we’re supposed to find out where they’re going. We can’t just follow them wherever they go.”


    Also, based on what had just happened, Asagumo-san is ill-suited to tail someone.


    “It’ll be fine. You two saw Mitsuki-san in that café before we met, right?”


    Yanami and I exchanged looks and nodded together.


    “That will be useful for adjusting my investigation.”


    With that, she opened her notebook and flipped through it.


    Then, after reading the entire thing, she closed it and raised her head.


    “I have a full understanding of this now. I can definitely pinpoint where they’ll be meeting next time.”


    



    


  


  
    Intermission: It’s Different When It Happens Before My Eyes


    Class 2-3, Momozono Middle School.


    After the opening ceremony, the classmates are chatting non-stop after their short farewell.


    There’s one girl whose an exception. Her elbows are planted on her desk as she gazes forlornly out the window.


    “Onii-sama…has gone somewhere really far…”


    This mumbling girl is Kaju Nukumizu.


    A tall classmate walked over. She lowered her head and watched her.


    “What’s wrong, Nuku-chan?”


    “Gon-chan…”


    Kaju slowly turned her face.


    The girl talking to her is Asami Gonto. She’s Kaju’s closest friend in class. She’s relatively tall for a middle school student, which adds to her maturity.


    “What’s wrong? Tell me all about it.”


    A tinge of worry appeared in her eyes.


    “Kaju has told you onii-sama has made a friend before, right…?”


    “Yeah, wasn’t Nuku-chan really happy?”


    “I am, but that friend is a gorgeous girl.”


    Her body suddenly slumped onto her desk as if she had run out of energy.


    “Also, the worst part is that Kaju thought onii-sama just made one friend. It turns out there’s a second one. …Kaju barged into onii-sama’s room a while ago, and the mood was a bit tight.”


    “I see. Huh, I guess your brother shouldn’t be underestimated. Is he very handsome?”


    Kaju immediately straightened up.


    “Of course! Onii-sama is no.1 in the world-”


    Kaju’s eyes are sparkling like gemstones. However, a tinge of apprehension suddenly appeared in them.


    “…Don’t you try anything funny, okay? Kaju doesn’t want to call Gon-chan onee-san.”


    “Onee-san?”


    Gon-chan gave it some thought.


    “Nuku-chan becoming my little sister, that sounds nice.”


    “Gon-chan!?”


    “It’s a joke, but shouldn’t Nuku-chan be proud that your brother is popular?”


    “B-But, this is…two girls at once, alright? Kaju hasn’t even interviewed them.”


    “Didn’t you say you would be thrilled if your brother got a brilliant girlfriend?”


    “It’s different when it’s happening before my eyes. …I was going to get to know the girl onii-sama likes and watch them from afar. But, onii-sama brought two girls into his room right away and complicated the mood. …Onii-sama is in his popular phase…”


    Kaju slumped back onto her desk face-first again. She’s kicking her legs under the desk.


    Gon-chan gently stroked Kaju’s head.


    “Alright, be good. I’ll take Nuku-chan if that happens.”


    “But Kaju wants onii-sama…”


    “I see. I was rejected.”


    Kaju raised her head off the desk.


    “…But Gon-chan is Kaju’s best friend.”


    “You’re adorable, Nuku-chan. Yeah, you should be my wife.”


    “I can’t…”


    Kaju collapsed onto her desk once more as Gon-chan gave her head pats.


    Kaju Nukumizu, 14 years old.


    Even though she’s pleased to know that her dear onii-sama has friends now, she can’t work out her own feelings right away.


    Gon-chan continued stroking her head as Kaju thought about that.

  


  Chapter 2: Chihaya Asagumo Doesn’t Know What to Do


  
    It’s been two days since we accepted Chihaya Asagumo’s request for help.


    Yanami and I received her emergency message. She told us to come over ASAP.


    The meeting spot is the Kalmia Department Store in Toyohashi Station. It’s at the northern entrance of the station.


    I quickly walked inside the station from the outdoor platform and looked around.


    There aren’t any familiar faces. It seems like I’m the first to arrive. I caught my breath and stood in front of the entrance to Kalmia.


    It’s a bit past 2:30 PM. People are busily shopping or standing around waiting for others. It’s hectic.


    I lowered my head feeling a tad uncomfortable and mumbled, “Why the hell did I even say I’d help her…?”


    I don’t want to expose Yakishio’s secret.


    It’s just that this whole situation isn’t doing Yakishio any favors. To be honest, I feel pretty stumped.


    So, I can’t help but think, is this the correct answer to this situation?


    I can feel someone standing next to me.


    I glanced at her. It’s a girl wearing a sailor uniform.


    She’s wearing black-rimmed glasses. There are two fluffy braids on her head. She’s eating takoyaki from out of a red box one by one. What the hell? This woman has so much character.


    “Eh, Yanami-san!?”


    I couldn’t help but call her name. Yanami raised her head and looked at me chicly.


    “You finally noticed me, Nukumizu-kun.”


    Yanami took off her glasses and folded them.


    “Those don’t have lenses, right?”


    “It’s just for show. Don’t I look smart in them?”


    She doesn’t give off that impression at all. I nodded anyway.


    “Even though I don’t know where you got that idea from, what’s with your outfit today?”


    “A disguise is a must if we’re tailing someone, right? I’m wearing my uniform from middle school. How is it? It looks nice, right?”


    “Well, yeah, it’s fine for you to wear last year’s uniform...”


    I suddenly fell silent mid-sentence. The size of her uniform doesn’t seem to have matched her development…


    “What? You suddenly went quiet.”


    Yanami shovelled all of the remaining takoyaki into her mouth as she queried me.


    “It’s nothing as long as Yanami-san likes it.”


    …We’re both here by the way. Yet, the person who called us to this place is nowhere to be seen. Yanami made a call, but no one answered.


    “But this is sure a surprise to me. I thought Nukumizu-kun would find this troublesome.” Yanami dialed on Line as she said that.


    “What do you mean?”


    “I’m talking about our investigation of Remon-chan cheating. You actually accepted my invitation to this investigation.”


    I was forced into this. …With displeasure beaming from my eyes I asked her.


    “And you, Yanami-san? Why are you helping?”


    “…Did you see how Remon-chan looked when she was with Ayano-kun a few days ago?”


    I nodded in silence.


    When Yakishio was next to Ayano, her face gave away that she just couldn’t hold herself back. It was like a blossoming flower.


    Even I noticed it immediately. Ayano must have seen it, no matter how dense he is.


    If he’s aware of it, and they are still on the road together like that, …and Yakishio also notices that he knows.


    “Don’t show that face to someone who has already given up.”


    After saying that, Yanami showed a smile as blinding as Yakishio’s and chuckled.


    “That’s why we have to protect Remon-chan at key moments like this.”


    “Even if things do go south, we are the only ones who can protect or scold Remon-chan.”


    *


    Asagumo-san replied to me on Line after some time had passed.


    She said she saw them. She wants us to go to Minamiguchi Plaza next to the station.


    There is a Takusan booth set up there when we arrive. They seem to sell local produce and food. It’s all hustle and bustle.


    “Nukumizu-kun, you can even eat the bones in this. Ah, it’s unbelievably tasty.”


    …Yanami. That girl bought grilled fish with salt when I wasn’t paying attention.


    Yanami took big chomps out of the grilled fish. I ignored her and searched about for Asagumo-san. I found her. She’s hiding behind the booth looking awfully suspicious. I was going to talk to her, but never mind.


    She’s wearing a light orange dress. There’s a massive hat on her head, like the ones worn by actresses.


    There’s a cooling sticker on her head. She’s wearing lace sunglasses.


    All of these look alright on their own, but it’s really weird when you put them all in one place. Honestly, I really don’t want to let her know we’re here.


    Yanami chewed the head of the fish as she stood next to me. She asked.


    “Is that girl Nukumizu-kun’s acquaintance?”


    “Not just mine, Yanami-san. Isn’t she your acquaintance too?”


    Really Yakishio, …how could you even lose to a girl like that?


    …I’m grieving over Yakishio’s defeat, but she seems to have noticed us. Asagumo-san quickly approached us.


    “Uh, …well, …hello.”


    I greeted her stiffly. Asagumo-san chuckled as she tore off the cooling sticker on her head.


    “My disguise is amazing, right? Did you know it was me? It’s actually me, Asagumo.”


    Wow, I didn’t know it was you, Asagumo-san. I’m Nukumizu.


    She carefully put her cooling sticker back on. This is part of your disguise too?


    “Did Remon-chan come here?”


    Yanami kept a subtle distance from her as she asked.


    “Yes, they are on the other side of the plaza. It looks like they are checking out the booths in order. Let’s hide and wait around here for the time being.”


    With that, she hid behind the booth. We stood behind her.


    Asagumo-san took out a device with antennas. She took off her sunglasses and stared at the dashboard array.


    “Uh, …Asagumo-san, …how did you know they are meeting here?”


    Wait, is this weird device actually a surprise tool that will help us later?


    “I conducted a complete analysis with the data from my investigation. Everything is within my calculation. Today’s the time to cast the net.”


    Asagumo-san puffed up her chest. Yanami tilted her head in disbelief.


    “You know all of this with calculations alone?”


    “Yes, a machine’s accuracy and sensitivity alone aren’t enough. That’s why I compensated with data and calculations. After repeated trial and error, I finally managed to grasp the precise location of the transmitter.”


    I think I just heard a pretty worrying noun in there.


    “You just said transmitter, right…?”


    “Yes, because this is a GPS.”


    This girl just said something insane with a carefree, angelic face. …Yanami silently distanced herself again.


    “Uh, are we doing something illegal…?”


    “Shhhh… quiet now. Mitsuki-san and Yakishio-san are coming.”


    Are they really here? Yanami and I exchanged glances before peeking our heads out from behind the booth while trembling. The plaza is filled with people who’ve come shopping.


    We secretly glanced at the center of the road. Both sides are filled with food stalls.


    “Right-hand side! That Italian gelato shop!”


    We looked in that direction. There’s a guy and a girl among the crowd. The guy is tall and handsome with glasses, while the girl has a tan- they must be Ayano and Yakishio.


    Ayano is wearing a clean, collared shirt. Yakishio is in her uniform. They look like the MCs in a movie. There is ice cream in their hands as they circulate among the booths happily. The duo is joking and messing with each other sometimes. They must look like a close couple to a stranger.


    Yanami saw them and sighed, “Wow.”


    “That is Ayano-kun, right? He’s tall and handsome. Remon-chan looks brilliant too. They surely make a fine couple-”


    “Oi, Yanami-san!”


    Yanami realized what she had said and covered her mouth.


    “Sorry, Asagumo-san! That’s not what I meant…”


    “It’s fine. I already felt those two made a good pair before we even started dating.”


    Asagumo-san squeezed a smile out as she said that.


    “…I was already shocked when Mitsuki-san accepted my confession. I thought my love was unrequited.”


    She said that calmly, but then she mumbled.


    “So, I’m just…getting what I deserve.”


    Yanami and I didn’t know how to answer. We could only look at those two in silence.


    They chatted happily as they went around the shops shoulder to shoulder. Yakishio is laughing cheerfully. Her perfect smile is sparkling under the sun.


    “Don’t show that face to someone who has already given up.”


    What Yanami had said played again in my mind. We’re okay with it, but I don’t want Asagumo-san to have to watch this any further.


    “Asagumo-san, I think we’ve done enough investigation.”


    “They seem to be shopping.”


    Asagumo-san’s voice overlapped with mine.


    I turned around. Yakishio is dragging Ayano around by the arm. They moved to the next stall. I think it’s selling western snacks. It’s the one where you can put whatever you want in the basket.


    They are both still holding gelatos, I wondered how they would be able to shop like that. Then, Ayano took a basket and Yakishio decided on and put the snacks into it.


    They are picking snacks so intimately. Ayano smiled and shook his head as he raised the basket mischievously. As for Yakishio, she quickly jumped up and put the snacks in.


    …An unknown amount of time passed by.


    They finished shopping and disappeared into the crowd. Asagumo-san is still staring at the road without moving.


    “Hey, are you okay, Asagumo-san?”


    Asagumo-san took off the cooling sticker with her slim fingers and turned around.


    “…I’m fine. I’ll go fix my makeup.”


    Asagumo-san said that calmly. She walked straight toward the station.


    After she disappeared, Yanami and I both heaved a deep sigh.


    “I guess she just took a critical hit.”


    “Yeah, a girl’s heart is far more delicate than Nukumizu-kun thinks.”


    Right, I think somebody has said girls are made of sugar. Yanami is made of carbohydrates and lipids. They should be similar, right?


    I became lost in thought. Yanami shook her head and put her hand on my shoulder.


    “You really weren’t thinking when you made a fuss over my ‘they make a fine couple’ comment. Relationships are a pretty sensitive issue. You need to be extra careful.”


    “…Wait, Yanami-san, are you trying to blame me for what you said?”


    “What are you going to do if I say yes?”


    She just flipped it on me.


    “It’s fine if you think it’s my fault, but are you sure you should just leave Asagumo-san like this?”


    “Me? Why don’t you go, Nukumizu-kun?”


    “Doesn’t fixing her makeup mean she’s in the toilet? There’s nothing I can do even if I go, right?”


    “You’re not really going into the toilet. Why not just wait outside?”


    “Uh, …are you sure that that’s okay?”


    “Yes, it’s enough as long as she knows someone is worried and cares about her. Right, when I was-”


    Yanami stared straight at me.


    “-Did someone here care about me when I was like that?”


    I see. I didn’t care, and I won’t be.


    “Also, now’s not a good time for me to see her, right?”


    “Yeah, your ‘fine couple’ comment just then was too much.”


    “Fine, it’s all my fault. Anyway, you should check up on her.”


    “Thanks, Nukumizu-kun.”


    I went back to the station from the plaza. Even though I don’t know where she is, let’s check out the nearest toilet first. Then, I saw a girl with a big hat and a dress in a grocery store. It’s Asagumo-san.


    She put her hands behind her back and crossed her fingers. She’s staring at the leather cover of a book.


    “Hey, Asagumo-san, …are you okay?”


    “Oh, Nukumizu-san.”


    Asagumo-san answered without turning back.


    There are etchings carved onto the leather cover. She reached her hand to it, but then she hesitated and withdrew.


    “The cover is beautiful. It should really suit that person, right?”


    “Yeah, it’s interesting. This really matches his style.”


    “Yes, Mitsuki-san really loves books.”


    Asagumo-san stared at the book cover for a while. She mumbled.


    “…Mitsuki-san has said that he wants to work in the book industry.”


    “Him?”


    That’s the first time I’ve heard about this. But, come to think of it, what are the actual goals of working in the book industry?


    Asagumo-san and I barely know each other, yet she starts telling me all about Ayano. This situation feels so abnormal. I’m dizzy.


    “Mitsuki-san said that even though his dream is to be an author, that’s entirely different than his future career. He’s planning to study Literature in Tokyo. With that as the basis, he can work as a researcher, publisher, bookstore manager, …as long as it’s related to books.”


    Asagumo-san continues as if she’s talking to herself.


    “I was shocked the first time I heard it. I didn’t know someone with such similar interests was so close to me.”


    “Ah, …I see.”


    That’s all I can answer.


    “My first wish is to become a librarian, you know? It must be difficult.”


    Asagumo-san made up her mind and took the book cover. She stroked the surface.


    “Indeed, …everything is within my calculations.”


    “Eh?”


    “I’ve seen them together.”


    “Uh, well, …you’re right.”


    She said calculations, but it was a GPS tracking device.


    “Actually, he doesn’t like sweets. Are the snacks he bought for me?”


    “Maybe. That guy is pretty gentle, after all. …Yep.”


    I nodded at high speed.


    “Yes, he’s very kind. That’s why he’s eating gelato with her at her invitation. That’s why they are chatting happily. That’s why he’s even showing such an expression…”


    Asagumo-san seems to be holding something back. Her tone is pretty gloomy.


    “Mitsuki-san looks just as happy when he’s with me.”


    Her final words seem to have been swallowed up by the tumult of this crowded department store.


    “…Gelato.”


    “Eh?”


    I exclaimed, caught off guard by this sudden change of topic.


    “I’ve never had sweets with Mitsuki-san before. I know he doesn’t like them.”


    Asagumo-san took her hat and put it on her head again.


    “So, …I’m a bit sad when I see Yakishio and him eating that together.”


    “Well, …maybe Ayano’s wasn’t actually sweet? …Aren’t there ones used as salty sides in crepes too?”


    “Sides? W-What is that?”


    “Like tuna gelato roll stuffing …or something.”


    That was a pretty half-assed excuse, yet Asagumo-san’s eyes bulged.


    “The ones on the cones come in tuna too?”


    “Y-Yeah, …isn’t tuna the most popular in rice balls too?”


    Asagumo-san looks like a burden has been lifted off her. She covered her mouth and chuckled.


    “Hoho, …his stomach can’t take all that tuna. I have to make salads for Mitsuki-san too.”


    After a while, Asagumo-san dropped her head down.


    “I’m really envious of Yakishio-san. She can always express her feelings while I just think about not causing Mitsuki-san trouble.”


    “Isn’t that nice too?”


    Asagumo-san’s eyes bulged in surprise again.


    “…Won’t he hate me?”


    “Well, I’m not that close to Ayano. However, I don’t think he’ll hate you for just eating ice cream with him.”


    These two are much better than a certain girl who keeps causing me trouble despite not going out with someone.


    “I didn’t know Nukumizu-san is this kind. It looks like I had a pretty deep misconception of you.”


    Is there some weird misunderstanding about me spreading through the entire grade…?


    Asagumo-san looks confused. She raised her head and looked at me with watery eyes.


    “What’s wrong?”


    “I wonder what kind of person likes Nukumizu-san? I want to meet her.”


    With that, she chuckled again.


    “Ha…”


    I like girls like other guys do, but I can’t imagine planting a successful flag and going out with someone.


    Even a winning heroine like Asagumo-san has her post-victory troubles, not to mention Yanami, who can’t even get past the dating stage. She’s in pain for being unable to confess her love.


    I have been knowing more newbie couples lately, yet I feel that love is more distant than ever.


    “It’s time to go back, right? Look, Yanami-san is waiting for you.”


    “…Yeah, you’re right. I’m not doing things properly today.”


    Asagumo-san smiled.


    She was relieved for a moment, but then Asagumo-san suddenly straightened her back in shock.


    “Let’s hide, Nukumizu-san!”


    Asagumo-san grabbed my hand.


    “Ah? Hey, what’s wrong?”


    “Quick! Hide here!”


    Asagumo-san’s grip is unexpectedly strong. She pulled me into the changing room of the clothing store nearby.


    “Oi, Asagumo-san!?”


    “Quiet! Mitsuki-san will see us.”


    Wait, Ayano is here?


    Even though I understand how anxious Asagumo-san is, we aren’t doing anything wrong. It seems that we’re shopping together, but that’s definitely…


    “Eh? Isn’t it bad if he sees us like this?”


    “That’s why I said we’re hiding.”


    I looked up. Asagumo-san’s face is practically plastered up against mine under her hat.


    “Uh, it hurts.”


    “Oh, sorry. …This place is pretty cramped.”
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    Naturally, a fitting room is too small for two people. The hat is pressing against Asagumo-san’s hair. It’s rubbing my arms.


    Ah, Asagumo-san smells really good. I-I’m in no way a pervert, but why do cute girls always have a pleasant smell?


    “By the way, is Ayano not with Yakishio?”


    I listened to the noises outside as I whispered.


    “Yes, Mitsuki-san is alone. I’ll check the situation outside.”


    Asagumo-san peeked out from the gap in the curtain door.


    …Isn’t this plot going in the wrong direction? We’re here to spy on Ayano and Yakishio. Why do we look like the cheating couple now? Then, Asagumo-san retreated into the room.


    She took a new cooling sticker and put it on her forehead.


    “Uh, Nukumizu-san, it’s tough to say this, but…”


    “Ha?”


    “Mitsuki-san discovered me.”


    “Eh!”


    Asagumo-san immediately opened the curtain.


    Mitsuki Ayano is approaching us with a rigid expression on his face.


    Asagumo-san gave up and dropped her head down.


    “Hello, Mitsuki-san.”


    “Chihaya and…Nukumizu!? Why are you two together?”


    I don’t know even if you ask me, bro.


    However, I must avoid saying something weird and causing a misunderstanding here. In times like this, let’s leave it to Asagumo-san’s eloquence.


    I looked at Asagumo-san for help. Asagumo-san noticed me and nodded. …Great, I guess she can explain our reasons.


    Asagumo-san took a step toward Ayano.


    “Mitsuki-san, we’re actually…”


    She suddenly stopped. I have a bad feeling about this.


    Asagumo-san turned around. Her squirrel eyes reflect my image.


    “-Nukumizu-san can explain it to you.”


    *


    West Station.


    The name sounds like it’s an actual station, but it refers to the western exit of Toyohashi Station.


    Ayano and I walked down the escalators shoulder to shoulder silently.


    After Asagumo-san messed up, Ayano and I decided to talk alone.


    This is the western exit of the largest station in the city. It’s pretty close to the Shinkansen platform. Transportation is easy.


    “Nukumizu, let’s talk in a quiet place.”


    “Ah, you’re right. Well, let’s find a quiet area-”


    We looked around. Ayano mumbled quietly.


    “…It seems this is the quietest place.”


    “No one’s around either.”


    Unlike the lively east, the West Station is much quieter.


    This place is the best spot for talking about difficult topics. Even so, why are there so few people in here…?


    Ayano stopped before a red building with the name “Yamasa Chikuwa”. We looked at each other.


    He’s not angry. Instead, his face looks like he’s prepared for anything.


    “Nukumizu, please explain what happened just then.”


    “Well, …uh.”


    I put my hand on my chin with a serious, focused look.


    Even though I’m pretty calm on the surface, cold sweat is dripping through my heart. …How should I even explain getting into a fitting room with Asagumo-san?


    …Come to think of it, I didn’t even do anything wrong. I’m only here because Asagumo-san asked me for help, and we’re here after she messed up. Alright, it’s decided then. I’ll explain honestly.


    My face full of determination. I looked through Ayano’s glasses and directly into his eyes.


    “Ayano, aren’t you supposed to be the first one to explain?”


    “What do you mean?”


    Ayano frowned in surprise.


    “Didn’t you meet with Yakishio?”


    The only reason I’m here is that this guy did something untoward.


    “I was just shopping with her today. We also disbanded quickly.”


    “Well, then why were you two walking around the city hall last time? There is some other stuff. Do you want me to say everything?”


    I made that last one up. Silence ensued. Then, Ayano suddenly chuckled. He raised his hands to surrender.


    “…You got me. Have you seen everything? You really shouldn’t be underestimated, Nukumizu.”


    “Y…Yes! I’ve already seen everything!”


    I didn’t know this guy thought of me so highly. The rest of you should learn from him.


    Ayano quickly shook his hands.


    “Wait, we didn’t do anything bad. Moreover, you know Remon isn’t like that, right?”


    Indeed, Yakishio isn’t someone like that. I know that even if we aren’t close.


    That’s why Yanami and I are supporting her.


    Yet, I gently shook my head.


    “Think about it. Asagumo-san is already your girlfriend, yet you’re hanging out with another girl in secret, and it’s not just once or twice. Even if she’s Yakishio, …no, she’s exactly why we can’t leave you two alone.”


    We fell silent. The people who finished shopping in Yamada Chikuwa are streaming out.


    …It’s better for Ayano to know where he should stop.


    I spoke up again after the customers left.


    “Anyway, what were you two doing?”


    Ayano seems to find this incredibly hard to explain. His mouth opened and closed. Finally, he gave up and explained.


    “I’m- asking Remon for love advice.”


    …Love advice?


    He has a slightly weird, …no, his girlfriend is very weird, but she’s pretty cute. What on earth does he want advice for? Not to mention we’re talking about Yakishio here.


    Ayano scratched his cheeks in embarrassment. He looked away.


    “T…This is my first time going out with a girl. I have no idea how I should behave around one. So, that’s why I want to get some advice.”


    “Then why did you choose Yakishio out of all people…?”


    “Well, even if you ask, Remon is pretty popular, right? She understands a girl’s feeling.”


    “I see. That’s why you choose Yakishio, …Yakishio.”


    …Uwah, this guy is an idiot. My opinion of Ayano took a jump off a cliff.


    “So, what advice are you getting?”


    “Well, …it’s a bit hard to say. Don’t tell this to others.”


    “Got it. No problem.”


    I have no one to talk to.


    While he’s handsome, he’s still very inexperienced with love. If he has to ask Yakishio about it, his troubles must be pretty adorable and full of youth.


    “Chihaya is always very enthusiastic when we’re alone, …and I should say it’s a bit toward the lewd side.”


    “O-Oh…”


    No, it doesn’t sound adorable.


    “I’m a man as well. Naturally, I don’t hate things like this, but Chihaya doesn’t seem to want to do that. I’m the only one charging forward on things like kisses.”


    Ayano looked around. There’s no one here. He continued whispering.


    “Even if it’s too early, I’m still terrified of how far I should go. …Will Chihaya hate me if I accidentally hurt her?”


    …I see. Even though I don’t understand this feeling at all, I get it.


    Even so, I’m much more relieved now. If what he said is believable, this guy won’t cheat with Yakishio. He just asked for love advice. …Hmm? Wait.


    “Don’t tell me you asked Yakishio the same thing too!? Are you for real!?”


    “Ah, the only female friend I can discuss this with is Remon, after all.”


    “…Seriously?”


    I remember it now. This guy is denser than a black hole. However, even if you’re unaware of Yakishio’s feelings, will an average person really discuss that with girls…?


    My opinion of Ayano went into freefall again. It’s almost at the level as Yanami now.


    “Now, it’s time for you to explain.”


    I was suddenly put on the spot.


    “What do you mean?”


    I remained still. Ayano took a step toward me.


    “Tell me everything. I’m already prepared for it.”


    “Prepared?”


    “I know I’m an indecent guy. So, if Chihaya changed her feelings and it’s you, I can also accept-”


    “Ha!? No, wait, wait, wait! That’s not the case!”


    Is this guy serious? Also, what’s wrong with him? You’re thinking of me too highly.


    “Then why were you two together? It’s really like what I’ve said, isn’t it?”


    “It’s not! I’m asking for advice too.”


    I can’t explain everything. How far should I go? Asagumo-san thinks you’re cheating with Yakishio. That’s why she’s spying on your secret dates…


    We barely managed to get back on the right track. I’ll really lose my appetite and sleep if they break up because of me.


    “Advice from Chihaya?”


    “Yes, yes, yes! I, well, …am also asking for love advice f-from Asagumo-san.”


    Ayano dropped his jaw in shock.


    Of course, even I’m dumbfounded at what I have said.


    “This is the first time I’ve heard you have a girlfriend.”


    “I don’t, but I have someone I like. I’m asking her love advice for that.”


    “No, you know the girls from the Literature Club, right? Why did you go to Chihaya?”


    Ayano fell silent after saying that. He stood still for a while.


    “…Hey, are you alright, Ayano?”


    An announcement can be heard from the platform far away, signalling the Shinkansen train's arrival.


    Then, Ayano finally snapped out of it and clapped when the departure bell rang.


    “I got it!”


    …Got what?


    “It’s fine. You can leave it up to me.”


    “Eh? Oh, …okay? I’ll leave it to you. Thanks.”


    That was a retarded answer. What did I leave to him?


    Ayano’s expression finally toned down. He’s relieved.


    “All of you always say how dense I am. Now’s the time for me to correct that.”


    “Uh, sorry, what’s going on…?”


    Ayano still thought I was playing dumb. He laughed and patted my back.


    “In other words, the person you love is also in the Literature Club, right? That’s why you can’t talk to the girls in the club.”


    “There are girls who I love in the Literature Club? That doesn’t include the light novel characters on the bookshelf, right?”


    However, I can only play along and let this guy misunderstand. I don’t want to be the culprit of them breaking up.


    “Yeah, you’re right.”


    “Don’t tell me you have a crush on Remon?”


    I shook my head as quickly as possible.


    “Nope, please don’t trouble yourself. I’ll figure this out myself. You should take care of Asagumo-san.”


    My denial was immediate. However, if it’s not Yakishio, my remaining crush is either Yanami or Komari. How should I put it? They are from two opposite extremes, …yet they belong to the same club.


    “No need to be polite. Bring that girl, and we’ll hang out together.”


    “Eh? T-There’s no need for that. Look, this is just a secret thought, right? I can just keep this to myself until graduation.”


    Ayano smiled conspiratorially.


    “I’m not telling you to confess. The first thing is to deepen your relationship during club activities. You two need to step out of that club partner bond.”


    This guy is suddenly so serious.


    “You can leave the arrangements to me. Also, let Remon join in as well.”


    “Yakishio? Why?”


    How much more trouble does this dense MC want to stir up?


    “It’s because you don’t love Remon, right? Isn’t it much easier when there’s another Literature Club girl? Remon can invite her if you can’t.”


    Aha, I see. This guy is quite crafty.


    “Huh? Wait! Don’t tell Yakishio I have a crush on one of the Literature Club girls! Absolutely not!”


    “Oh, I knew you’d say that, but that isn’t actually what you’re thinking, right?”


    “Hell no! I’ll do anything! Don’t say unnecessary things to Yakishio! I mean it when I said absolutely not!”


    My voice cracked. Why did I have to scream for something like this?


    “Got it. I’ll set it up all pretty for you.”


    I’m starting to get fed up with how unexpectedly useless Ayano is. At the same time, I realized something.


    “…This guy unexpectedly suits Asagumo-san.”


    *


    That night.


    I’m lying on the bed and talking to Yanami on the phone.


    “So, Nukumizu-kun fooled him using love advice as an excuse. You even said the girl you love is in the Literature Club?”


    Laughs can be heard from the other side.


    “It’s not funny. …I was exhausted, you know?”


    “Sorry, sorry, Asagumo-san now understands he’s not actually cheating, right? Isn’t that good?”


    “Uh, …well, …I guess.”


    I also explained it to Asagumo-san. Even though some of the parts were left out for my own sake, she managed to accept it as me asking her for love advice.


    It’s Ayano and her problem from now on. Proper communication and mutual understanding are something that only they can do.


    “So, where should we hang out?”


    “Eh?”


    “Didn’t you say it? You have to invite a girl from the Literature Club to hang out, right?”


    “Uh, …yeah.”


    “I’ll go.”


    “…Really?”


    What’s with her today? But, honestly, I appreciate her.


    Instead of letting Ayano make a mess, it’s easier to just hang out like this.


    “I’m quite free, so any time is okay. Well, I’ll leave it to you. Tell me once you’ve decided.”


    “Ah, …thanks.”


    “…Also, even if I want to hang out, all my friends have boyfriends already.”


    Yanami’s voice quickly turned gloomy. Okay, I’ve already said what I need to. I have to end the call before this girl enters complaining mode.


    “Uh, well, it’s almost time-”


    “Hey, Nukumizu-kun.”


    “Eh, what…?”


    “Are you not good at phone calls?”


    …I can’t help it. It’s because it’s a phone call.


    *


    It’s been two days since then. We’re at Futagawa Station, one stop away from Toyohashi.


    I’m at the entrance of the nearby Toyohashi City Underground Resources Center. This is our meeting spot.


    The name sounds a bit serious, but it’s just a geology museum. Every resident should’ve visited this place when they were little.


    …But this plot is progressing in a weirder and weirder direction.


    Aside from Ayano and Asagumo-san, there are also Yakishio and Yanami. That’s five people if you include me. The goal of today is “letting me date the girl I like”.


    Ayano is the only person who doesn’t know this outing is just a farce.


    Yakishio also doesn’t know the goal itself. She just thinks everyone is here to have fun.


    Also, since Yanami is here too, Ayano will definitely misunderstand that she’s the one I love.


    …It’s complicated.


    Anyway, I should just get this over with and tell him Yanami rejected me a few days later. It should end on a happy note.


    “Wait, that means Ayano will think I’m a man who got rejected by Yanami…?”


    I can feel a subtle anger in my heart.


    This is Ayano’s fault for making his girlfriend worry. Why do I have to suffer too?


    I angrily looked at my watch alone. Those four people should arrive by bus at any time now.


    Ayano is utterly useless when it comes to love, yet his talent for coordinating and activity planning shine.


    I’m the one who suggested coming here. However, the Line group, schedule, and transportation were all arranged by him.


    “Hey, Nukumizu. Thanks for the wait.”


    Ayano’s voice rings out from behind me. I turned around. The bus group is approaching.


    “The time’s just right. Well, everyone is here.”


    “Yeah, let’s work hard today.”


    Ayano gently poked my shoulder. Shut up.


    “Hello, Nukumizu-san. Let’s have fun today.”


    Asagumo-san’s face is brimming with a Nico Nico smile. Her forehead is shining too. She’s wearing a striped shirt and leggings. On the surface, she’s just a cute girl.


    “Thanks for the work. Nukkun looks just the same!”


    Yakishio’s wearing jeans with an off-the-shoulder white T-shirt. Her outfit is simple, but coupled with her excellent figure it gives off a mature feeling. Unlike her usual deodorant scent, I smell some intense perfume today.


    The last person. Yanami has a semi-sheer shirt outside her green sleeveless knit sweater. She’s wearing a pair of platform sandals below her light brown dress.


    For some reason, she’s just standing there quietly. Her face looks like a Noh mask.


    “What’s wrong, Yanami-san?”


    “Nothing.”


    I’m not sure, but it must have something to do with food. Let’s leave her alone.


    By the way, this is the first time I’ve come here after social practice classes in elementary.


    The entrance reaches all the way underground. This place is oozing with nostalgia. Ayano must feel the same, too, right? He pushed his glasses with the tip of his finger.


    “Let’s go, Nukumizu.”


    “Ah, let’s go.”


    No man shall remain silent after hearing words like “science” and “museum”.


    We walked toward the exhibition area.


    The underground passage resembles mine tunnels. You can see the enormous exhibition hall after crossing them.


    “Oh!”


    Ayano and I yelled in joy.


    Ayano quickly walked toward the mineral specimen area. Well, where should I start touring?


    “…Nukumizu-kun, wait. Look, here.”


    Yanami immediately grabbed me by the collar when I was about to leave.


    “Eh, what, Yanami-san? I want to check out the exhibition.”


    “I want to talk. Quick, come here.”


    What’s wrong? Sheesh. Yanami pouted as she dragged me to the corner.
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    “Why did you drag me here?”


    Yanami put her hands on her waist. She shook her head with a bitter face.


    “…Summer holiday. …Five guys and girls. …High school students. …Hanging out. You should understand what I’m trying to say here, right?”


    Eh? Not at all. Is that some banner ad?


    “It’s very youthful and sparkling, isn’t it? But is it normal for us to come to the Underground Resource Center? There’s literally an ‘underground’ in its name.”


    Isn’t it too hard to ask me to be normal when guys and girls go out together?


    “But Ayano said yes. He said guys love these places.”


    “No, what about us girls…? Look at how stylish my outfit is!”


    “Why did you pick such an outfit…?”


    “Guys and girls are HANGING OUT! There are also other girls here too. How can I not work hard on my outfit? Doesn’t Nukumizu-kun feel like you want to dazzle too?”


    Nope, not at all.


    “This is the problem, Nukumizu-kun. Guys may be thrilled, but girls are-”


    Yanami-san pointed somewhere, and I looked in her direction. Asagumo-san is waving at us with sparkling eyes.


    “Hey, everyone, check out this amazing mica. I wonder how many capacitors can be made from this!”


    Asagumo-san is enjoying herself.


    Ayano looked at the glass case booth with her. They chatted lively together.


    “Isn’t she enjoying herself?”


    “Ugh…! Look, that girl is smart! Remon-chan is-”


    As she was saying some impolite stuff, Yakishio’s voice could be heard.


    “Hey, hey! There are minecarts here. Minecarts! Can I sit in one?”


    “Don’t touch that, Yakishio!”


    Her body is an adult’s, yet her mind is a child’s. Yakishio’s reaction is undoubtedly within my expectation.


    “Even Remon-chan is…? So, I’m the minority here…?”


    Yanami is deflated.


    “Don’t be so sad. Look, you can compare the mass and hardness of metals there. Do you want to check it out?”


    Yanami looked at me with her slightly gloomy face.


    “Hardness, …well, I am interested after looking around.”


    “Well, let’s go. People always say strike while the iron is hot.”


    “…Don’t tell me you think you just said something witty?”


    Yanami looked displeased as she walked towards the metal corner. I saw Yakishio when I was about to follow her.


    “Hey, hey, did Nukkun come up with the plan today?”


    “This is the place Ayano and I decided on after talking it over, but the outing is all arranged by him.”


    “Eh, Mitsuki? When did Nukkun get so close to him?”


    Yakishio’s eyes are full of suspicion and interest.


    “Well, that’s what happened.”


    “Oh, Mitsuki did say some weird stuff. He said I’ll leave Nukumizu to you.”


    “Me?”


    God, please stop, Ayano.


    I just want to live a quiet life. The conflict between Asagumo-san and him was just an accident.


    “What is it? Oh, is it…?”


    Yakishio looked forward into the distance. Yanami’s about to lift the metal.


    “Uwah, this is heavy. Come help me, you two!”


    …Hey, this girl’s having fun.


    I looked at her in shock. Yakishio bumped me with her elbow.


    “So, is Nukkun interested in Yana-chan? Am I being asked for help right now?”


    “No! Absolutely not!”


    I was pretty blunt about it.


    I need to stop tanking my reputation. I looked around for Ayano to protest about this. Then, I saw Asagumo-san and him watching a future metropolis model from the Showa Era.


    Yakishio saw them. She looks very lonely.


    “…Ah, let’s go over there too.”


    “Why? Don’t interrupt Mitsuki. We should leave them alone today.”


    Yakishio showed her clean, white teeth.


    “But…”


    “Don’t tell me you have any feelings for me?”


    Yakishio poked me even harder with her elbow. I’m speechless.


    “Nukkun, I support those two. Don’t worry about me.”


    “But Ayano isn’t even aware of your feelings. At least…”


    “…It’s fine. This will do for me.”


    Yakishio’s tone is gentle yet determined. She looked at those two with warm eyes.


    …I understand when I see her expression. Yakishio has already adjusted her attitude.


    Even though she still loves Ayano and wants to treasure this feeling, she still decides to stay next to him silently.


    Perhaps either keeping a proper distance or ignoring everything and confessing would be better, but Yakishio has decided that this is the best for now.


    Maybe I can’t understand Yakishio’s feelings, pain, or determination to accept all of this.


    “Sorry, Yakishio.”


    “What’s with the sudden apology?”


    “I always tease Yakishio, but you really sound like an adult now.”


    “Hmph, hmph, you finally understand?”


    Yakishio smiled. She did a V pose with her hand.


    “Well, you can lend me your summer holiday homework as compensation.”


    “Sure, …but, which subject?”


    “Eh? Which subject doesn’t have summer holiday homework?”


    Yakishio said that calmly. …This girl didn’t do any of her homework.


    Perhaps she noticed that I wasn’t talking. She quickly added.


    “But I’ve done the picture diary. I drew the observation diary of morning glories.”


    “That’s not homework.”


    “…Seriously?”


    I take it back. This girl is an elementary kid inside. I can’t help but smile bitterly.


    “Fine, we can meet in the club room-”


    “What’s up with you two? You two seem like you’re in a good mood. Also, lend me your homework as well.”


    Yanami interrupted us. As expected, this girl didn’t finish her homework either.


    “Yana-chan didn’t do your homework either? Let’s finish them together next time.”


    “Sure, let’s meet in Nukumizu-kun’s house then.”


    My house isn’t a hangout for you two.


    “I’ll give you my notes. Look, there’s a 1v1 riddle area over there. You two should go check it out. See?”


    I got away from those two. Then, I looked at the exhibition hall.


    Finally, I’m alone now. Let’s go check out the Loess dolls first. This is formed by the accumulation of iron around the roots of plants…


    “Hey, Nukkun, this riddle needs three people to complete it!”


    Yakishio waved her hand and screamed from the riddle area.


    …Yes, I know it takes three people to complete the riddle, but can’t you just make do with two people? After a while, Yanami joined in yelling for me too. I realized I couldn’t escape anymore, so I walked towards the girls.


    My opponents are Yanami and Yakishio. I can’t afford to lose this battle.


    *


    Around 2 hours have passed after that.


    We played through everything in the Underground Resource Center. The group moved to the educational media center nearby. This luxurious place must cost enough to pay for two science museums on its own.


    Elementary students are playing in the exhibition hall. Yanami sat on a chair and made poses.


    “Alright, it’s done.”


    I handed Yanami her phone.


    “Thanks. Does this photo look good? The Power Stone Chair is too bright. Is it overshadowing me?”


    Yanami is sitting on an exquisite chair decorated with power stones that line the inner arms and walls. Its optical power is highly overwhelming.


    “It’s fine. It’s fine. Yanami-san’s charms won’t lose to it.”


    I gave a half-assed answer and stretched my back.


    I looked around. Yakishio is staring at “Japan’s Largest Acorn”. As for Ayano and Asagumo-san, they are taking photos before the distorting mirrors.


    I’ve had too much fun with the rocks. I’m exhausted. It’s time for us to go back.


    During this time, Yanami suddenly gasped while looking at the handout. 


    “They have a planetarium here. Planetarium, …planetarium…”


    Yanami mumbled to herself continuously. I decided to ignore her out of pure disdain. Yanami raised her head from the handbook with a smile.


    “Hey, is this what Nukumizu-kun plans to do as well? Indeed, you’re still a guy, after all.”


    I don’t understand, but did she just say something impolite?


    “I’m not planning anything. What do you mean, Yanami-san?”


    “Hehe, no need to get embarrassed. I know you.”


    You don’t know shit about me.


    Yanami stood up and put her hand on my shoulder intimately.


    “You’re a high school student, after all. We do want to show off during the summer holiday. Are you on SNS too, Nukumizu-kun?”


    I have Twitter, but there are 0 followers. No one cares about me showing off.


    “Not interested in SNS. It’s more like I think it’s time to go back.”


    “Are you kidding? Aren’t you using the Underground Resource Center to get us to let our guard down and then go on the attack in the planetarium?”


    Attack? Are we capturing a fortress here?


    “I’m fine if you want to go.”


    “We have to go! Then, I’ll tell the other three as well!”


    Yanami dashed toward everyone. Sunny characters are always so energetic. They are ready while I’m still thinking about that.


    Ayano has already purchased the tickets. A man with a girlfriend sure is something else. We aren’t the same.


    Yanami silently looked at the ticket she got for the planetarium.


    “What’s wrong, Yanami-san? Don’t you want to go?”


    “Yeah, but the show of the day is…”


    Show? I checked the label on the ticket. Today’s show is <Protect the Universe! Super Galaxy Spectrangers>.


    “Isn’t that nice? We have power rangers.”


    “Isn’t the planetarium supposed to compensate for the lack of romantic elements? Can power rangers make up for it? Are you sure it’s fine?”


    I guess not. Yakishio glanced at my ticket next to me.


    “Oh, it’s Spectrangers today. I quite like it.”


    “You’ve watched this before?”


    “Dad bought this science drawing book for me when I was little. He said it makes me smarter.”


    Look at where you are now.


    I brought Yanami to the planetarium to soothe her.


    I don’t know whether it’s because of the mood. Yanami immediately started taking selfies.


    I’m relieved. I looked away. Asagumo-san seems to be looking at the posters.


    “Mitsuki-san, there’s a riddle in this poster. So? You want to decide who’s better with this one?”


    “Oh, it sounds nice. Remon should come too.”


    “Me too?”


    Remon yelled while she was taking photos with Yanami.


    Ayano came and whispered to me.


    “I’ll let you go to the planetarium alone with Yanami-san. Give it your all.”


    “…Eh, can you please not do that?”


    Perhaps he will sense my inner request. Ayano nodded.


    “Don’t be shy. Our seats are far away.”


    He ignored my thoughts and waved at Yakishio.


    “Remon, let’s check this out with the three of us.”


    “Wait, I’m watching it with Yana-chan. Mitsuki can just watch it with Asagumo-san.”


    Yakishio rejected with a smile. Good, this will do. Lovers should get along with each other.


    Asagumo-san stepped in just after I sighed in relief.


    “Please don’t mind me. Let’s watch it together. I want to get closer to Yakishio-san.”


    Yakishio looks confused. She shook her head.


    “Thanks, but Asagumo-san should save this rare opportunity for Mitsuki. Come, let’s go, Nukkun and Yana-chan.”


    Yakishio turned around. Ayano ran to her and grabbed her hand.


    “Wait, there are some reasons.”


    Yakishio hesitated for a moment before shaking off his hand.


    “Mi-tsu-ki! Stay next to Asagumo-san! The three of us are watching it! Mitsuki is watching it with Asagumo-san! Alright, end of discussion!”


    Yakishio’s voice rang through the entire hall. Everyone around looked at us.


    Did he finally realize it? Ayano bowed down and lowered his head.


    “Sorry, …I think I said something weird.”


    Asagumo-san held Ayano’s arm. He’s deflated. Yakishio smiled thinly and scratched her head.


    “Your girlfriend is Asagumo-san. You need to make her your first priority, even for our sake.”


    “Ah, that’s my bad.”


    “Sheesh, you’re the man I love. You need to get yourself together.”


    Yakishio laughed and smacked Ayano’s back. I laughed along too.


    “Right, even Yakishio is in love with him. Let’s just-”


    “…Oi, Yakishio, what now?”


    “Eh?”


    Yakishio showed her charming smile again.


    “Eh?” I gasped again before turning to Yanami and Asagumo-san.


    Our faces are stiff. She finally realized what she had said. Yakishio’s face turned pale.


    No, wait, even though everyone knows this girl loves Ayano, one person here doesn’t.


    Ayano, now’s the time to show how dense an MC you are. Please.


    Trembling, I looked over at Ayano. Right there- are you kidding me? Ayano is blushing.


    This guy, why do you have to react like a normal person now? Is this the final volume already?


    “The guy Remon loves…is…”


    “Uh! M-Mitsuki! T-That was just, …no, …no…”


    Yakishio lowered her head. Her hands are facing Ayano. She slowly retreated backward.


    “No, …no, …no…”


    Suddenly, she stopped repeating her words.


    After that, she turned around and ran away.


    Yakishio disappeared into the crowd in a blink of an eye.


    It was so sudden. We’d never be able to catch up. All of us remained still.


    “She…ran away?”


    My words finally made time move again. Ayano immediately chased after her. At that moment-


    “Mitsuki-san! Don’t!”


    Asagumo-san’s voice echoes throughout the room. Ayano stopped upon hearing that.


    “Don’t go! Please stay here! Don’t chase after Yakishio-san!”


    Her hands clasped, her fingers crossed over each other as if she was praying.


    “But, Chihaya, Remon is…”


    “It’s because! It’s because I’m here! I’m Mitsuki-san’s girlfriend.”


    Asagumo-san’s eyes are filled with tears. She can barely contain her sadness as she speaks.


    Ayano wiped the corners of her eyes with a handkerchief before the first tear fell.


    “…I’m sorry, Chihaya.”


    “Mitsuki-san…”


    The two are cuddling. For some reason, I feel deflated.


    I have to chase after Yakishio, yet my body won’t move.


    “Nukumizu-kun! What about Remon-chan!?”


    Yanami shook my shoulders.


    “Well…”


    “Hey? Nukumizu-kun…?”


    I realized the true colors of my depression inside.


    Shouldn’t Ayano go after Yakishio instead?


    There will be a happy end after that. I have just this slightest sense of expectation in the corner of my heart. …It’s growing.


    My naïve imagination has ignored Asagumo-san’s misfortune and Ayano’s feelings.


    “Yanami-san. I’ll find Yakishio!”


    I left them behind and started running.


    I went through the hall and dashed down the stairs. Yakishio is nowhere to be found.


    I ran out of the building.


    This isn’t who I am.


    Now’s not the showtime for a background character like me.


    However, there isn’t an MC in Yakishio’s story who will chase after her.


    *


    I’m at the bus station next to the building.


    I nearly ran out of breath just by walking here. Yakishio is squatting on the ground.


    A vast supermarket parking lot is behind the fences.


    I’ve visited this area countless times before. I’ve never cared about it. My heart aches. I stood next to Yakishio.


    “Are you okay, Yakishio?”


    “Nukkun…?”


    She’s hugging her kneecaps as she’s raising her head. I guess she must’ve cried. Her eyes look red.


    “I…I’m an idiot. I messed up…”


    Yakishio covered her face. She wiped her eyes with the back of her hand.


    “It’s fine. Don’t worry about it, Yakishio.”


    “Thanks, I’m sorry.”


    “…I should be the one to say sorry.”


    “Why is Nukkun apologizing?”


    I couldn’t help but look away. Yakishio’s forcing herself to smile.


    I’m apologizing for how cold-hearted I am.


    It’s because I was praying that I wouldn’t find Yakishio.


    -Perhaps Ayano will chase after her.


    This girl’s heart must have had that slight tinge of hope.


    No matter how impossible it is, there’s a tinge of hope that she wishes to grasp.


    I’m like an executor who extinguishes her final spark of hope.


    …The two-way road isn’t crowded, yet vehicles are passing by non-stop.


    Yakishio’s love story comes to an end. Our daily lives will simply flood over it.


    Yakishio finally stood up. She stretched her body.


    “I’m okay now. I’ll take the bus back.”


    “Let’s go back together.”


    Yakishio quickly shook her head.


    “At times like this, you should let me be alone with my thoughts.”


    “Well, I can at least stay with you until the bus arrives, right?”


    “Sure, well, you can talk about something.”


    “…Talk about something?”


    Is this the legendary “girls throwing tantrums”?


    Good-looking girls will say things like this to bother guys without any harmful intentions. It’s on the internet. It must be right.


    “Well, …uh, the Literature Club is making club magazines. Has Yakishio decided what to write yet?”


    Yakishio gave my treasured topic a dumbfounded face.


    “Nukkun, shouldn’t you cheer the girl up with some hilarious jokes now?”


    Eh. …So, it’s not just throwing tantrums. She had to reject me as well?


    “I’m fine with talking about the club magazine. I want to write a poem.”


    “Poem? Wait, Yakishio, you can write something like that?”


    “Even a girl like me can do it. It’s just a tale about something that happened a long time ago.”


    “Isn’t that a fairy tale?”


    Well, we can also do that. Yakishio cleared her throat.


    “…Once upon a time, there was a girl who lived somewhere.”


    Yakishio suddenly spoke up. I was shocked. She looked at me before giving me an expression that resembled a smile.


    “The girl really loved running. One day, she met a boy. That boy was always reading.”


    I realized immediately this story is about Yakishio and Ayano. I held my breath.


    “The boy told the girl a lot of stories from books. The two grew really close. Actually, that boy was a prince. The prince would be moving to the castle once he grew up. Even though the girl wanted to go to the castle, she wasn’t good at manners and the dance required at parties.”


    A truck passed by. It was shaking due to the uneven ground. Dry dust billowed up all around and hung in the air. Yakishio continued calmly after peace returned.


    “…Seeing the girl’s sadness, the prince stayed with her to practice manners and dance together. The girl tried her best to go to the castle with the prince. With that, the girl and the prince reached the castle. Congratulations. Congratulations.”


    I silently waited for her to continue.


    There was no continuation no matter how long I waited. Yakishio’s story ends here.


    “What happens to the girl and the prince after they reach the castle?”


    “It’s already over. Stories always have happy endings.”


    The bus heading toward Toyohashi Station squeaked as it stepped on the brakes. It stopped before us.


    The door opened. We can hear the noise from the vents. Yakishio waved in front of her chest and stepped onto the stairs.


    “I’ll go home for today. Help me say sorry to everyone.”


    “Are you sure this is what you want?”


    Yakishio stopped. She spoke with her back to me.


    “…What do you mean?”


    “Is this your preferred ending with Ayano…?”


    Yakishio didn’t turn back. She mumbled quietly.


    “This…will do.”


    Yakishio hesitated for a moment before climbing the last step. The door closed.


    I watched the bus until it disappeared into the horizon.


    *


    It’s night three days later.


    I’m in my room. I closed my homework book before finishing all the questions. The date just changed on the clock.


    …Yakishio never contacted us since that day. Yanami heard from her friends that she didn’t even show up to Track and Field Club practices.


    Ayano and Asagumo-san are pretty worried too. They called me several times.


    When I had reported back to them, I didn’t adequately explain what happened after I found Yakishio. I just told them Yakishio looked quite energetic.


    There are four days left in the summer holiday. She should come to school once the new term begins, right?


    …I can’t let this go. At this time, my phone on the table flashed.


    “Asagumo-san?”


    Asagumo-san texted me. I immediately jumped up in the middle of reading.


    I looked outside the window. A petite girl is walking around my front door. I quickly changed and carefully slipped outside.


    A petite girl is standing there. It’s Asagumo-san.


    I quickly walked over. Asagumo-san bowed deeply.


    “…I’m very sorry about the late-night visit, Nukumizu-san.”


    Her voice is pretty quiet. It’s not just because of the time, right?


    “It’s fine. What’s wrong?”


    Even though I said it, I was pretty dumbfounded at the polite words I spoke.


    Of course, she wasn’t at fault that day. Stopping Ayano was her absolute right.


    However, Ayano told me that she felt responsible. She’s distraught.


    “Did you contact Yakishio-san…?”


    I shook my head.


    “I texted her, but no replies. Line shows that she has read my text. She should’ve seen it.”


    After that, Asagumo-san lowered her head even more.


    “It’s all because of my wavering attitude.”


    Asagumo-san squeezed that sentence out in pain.


    “Wavering?”


    “I said I could quit and walk away. …It’s because I’m afraid of getting hurt and facing reality. That’s why I said something like that.”


    That’s because, …I don’t really understand, but it’s natural to have worries like this if you’re dating someone, right?


    “Everyone will have all kinds of thoughts like these when they first start dating. Getting past these things is, how should I put it? The accidental flags and misunderstandings are all part of it, I guess.”


    Yep, I’m sorry, Asagumo-san. A pure boy with zero love experience like me can’t think of a better description.


    Asagumo-san shook her head.


    “It’s not a good thing. I’m always worried whenever I see them…”


    “Then why didn’t you stop them from meeting? This wouldn’t have happened if you explained properly…”


    I closed my mouth mid-sentence. It’s not my place to scold her for this. Only she can do that.


    “I don’t want to be hated because of saying something terrible. I shouldn’t have stopped him from going after Yakishio-san either.”


    “That’s not Asagumo-san’s fault. Honestly, it’s more Yakishio’s fault. Ayano should’ve been next to you.”


    “Is that true? Mitsuki-san chased after Yakishio-san of his own will, yet I stopped him.”


    “You’re his girlfriend. You have the right to do that.”


    “Even still, don’t those two have the right to a proper conversation? But, if he did chase after her, would Mitsuki-san just stay with Yakishio-san instead? I’m afraid that he will choose her instead of me. I stopped Mitsuki-san not because I mustered my courage to tell the truth. Instead, it’s because I couldn’t fully believe in him.”


    She mumbled to herself after dropping all that.


    “…I’m tired.”


    Asagumo-san lowered her head in resignation.


    “I should’ve left if Mitsuki-san loves Yakishio-san-”


    “That’s not true.”


    I forcefully interrupted her.


    “But-”


    “This is probably not something I can say. However, Asagumo-san didn’t confess to Ayano lightly, right?”


    “Yes…”


    I’m just a spectator. Their problem is none of my business, and I shouldn’t dive deeper into it. However, once I stepped in-


    “I don’t know a lot about Ayano, but he isn’t the type of guy that easily accepts other people’s feelings.”


    I’m at least a bit responsible. Yakishio’s petite back from last time flashed in my mind.


    “Yakishio also feels the same. She has been holding onto but suppressing her feelings for Ayano, yet she doesn’t want to disturb Asagumo-san and him. That’s how she feels and thinks.”


    Asagumo-san’s body immediately shivered upon hearing Yakishio’s name.


    “We’re both in the Literature Club. That’s why I want to be on Yakishio’s side. I want Asagumo-san to stop talking about breaking up.”


    Asagumo-san tilted her head in confusion.


    “If you’re on Yakishio-san’s side, …isn’t it better for Mitsuki-san and me to break up? That way, Yakishio-san can-”


    “Yakishio will be really upset if Asagumo-san and Ayano break up for that reason. I want you to stop talking about her and pitying her this way.”


    “I’m sorry…!”


    Her head drooped again.


    Was I too mean? Asagumo-san’s shoulders are shivering.


    “…Ah, no, that was a bit…? Asagumo-san, are you crying?”


    A girl is crying in front of my house at midnight. I hastily turned around and looked up at Kaju’s room on the second floor.


    The lights aren’t on, but the curtains seem to be moving. Is that just my imagination…?


    “Well, I’m not blaming you. Look, tears.”


    I checked my pocket. There aren’t any handkerchiefs or tissue. Reality is cruel.


    “Anyway, I’ll walk you home. Is your house close by?”


    Asagumo-san nodded silently. I walked with her and told her this before she went in.


    “Leave her to me.”


    …Of course, I didn’t have any particular plan or reason for saying that. It’s just that I felt compelled to say it after seeing how worried she looked.


    Asagumo-san seems to have remembered something and took out a small device.


    “Well, you can at least use this. The sensitivity of the GPS has already been adjusted.”


    “…No, thanks. I can’t use it, anyway. It’s a promise, alright?”


    She nodded sincerely. We bid each other farewell. I became lost in thought on my way home.


    I don’t have any magical solutions. What should I say to her when she comes back?


    My phone’s vibration interrupted my train of thoughts.


    The screen showed an unexpected name, Literature Club Vice President Koto Tsukinoki.


    “Good evening, Nukumizu-kun! Are you still awake?”


    “Ah, yes. I’m not in bed yet. What’s wrong?”


    “Well, didn’t I say Shintaro destroyed the draft of the club magazine I came up with?”


    “Yeah, I think you mentioned that in the club room.”


    “Well, since I don’t want to admit defeat, I have changed to a more wholesome version. Nukumizu-kun, can you help me proofread it tomorrow?”


    Why me? Also, prepare for your exam.


    “Why not just show it to Prez?”


    “Won’t I suffer again if I do that? I want to use Nukumizu-kun’s proofreading as an excuse to publish it.”


    What power or authority do I have? In other words, this means-


    “You want me to be your partner in crime…?”


    Her answer is silence. I seem to be correct.


    “Now’s not the time. You can send it to me. I’ll read it later.”


    I was about to hang up. Tsukinoki-senpai’s voice interrupted me.


    “Wait, let’s cut to the chase.”


    Is there something else? Senpai continued calmly.


    “I’ve heard about Yakishio-chan from Yanami-chan. She sure has it hard.”


    Yakishio and Yanami’s names came up. It must be what happened recently.


    “You heard it? How much?”


    “Everything. From the attempted cheating to what she did in front of the person in question and the girlfriend, I’ve heard everything.”


    I sighed deeply.


    “Yanami-san even blabbed to senpai about this.”


    “Don’t misunderstand. The girls’ Track and Field team captain asked me about Yakishio-chan. I just forced it out of Yanami-chan.”


    Yakishio is the young ace of the Track and Field team. I guess it can’t be helped that everyone is worried about her when she hasn’t shown up to practice for days.


    Well, there’s no use in me denying it if she has already heard it from Yanami.


    “Well, I said tomorrow, but it’s today already. You’re free, right?”


    “Uh, …senpai, I don’t really understand what you’re talking about. What’s wrong with today?”


    Senpai’s refreshing voice swept all my questions away.


    


    “You still need to ask? We’re going to get Yakishio-chan back!”

  


  Chapter 3: Let Him Who Is Not Rejected Cast the First Stone at the Losing Heroines


  The sun is already high up before noon.


  I opened a can of coffee as I looked at the advertisement board saying, “Roadside Station Mokkulu Shinshiro”.


  It takes around a 50-minute drive north from Toyohashi to get here. We’re at Shinshiro Station.


  “Why am I even here…?”


  It’s hard for me not to complain. A minivan stopped in front of my house with a sign saying “beginner driver”. I gave up everything when Tsukinoki-senpai poked her head out of the driver’s window.


  Yanami and Komari are already in the car. Even though I had given up already, I still didn’t expect to be brought outside the city with nothing in my hands.


  Shinshiro is the entrance to the mountains of the Mikawa region, which is also called Okumikawa. This is also where the Battle of Nagashino took place.


  Well, that’s all I know. Anyway, I’m in the mountains right now.


  From what I’ve heard from Tsukinoki-senpai, Yakishio lives with her grandma in Shinshiro. There’s still a long way, so we’re taking a break at the station.


  Senpai doesn’t seem to be going in any time soon. So, I’m sipping the micro sugar coffee in front of the advertisement board.


  “…Right, senpai sent me the novel.”


  It’ll be annoying later if I don’t read it. So, I opened the attachment of the mail.


  *


  Literature Club Report – Summer Edition


  <The Scribes of the Slumbering Forest> by Koto Tsukinoki


   


  [TL: BL warning.]


  The warm sunlight is shining on the path within the forest. A man in kimono is walking exhaustedly.


  The man mumbled. His tone is displeased.


  “Hey, brat, how much longer will we walk?”


  Upon closer inspection, a tiny person is dancing in front of the man in mid-air. He’s as little as a light-vented bulbul. There are dragonfly wings on his back.


  The tiny person didn’t say anything. He raised his hand and drew a big arc. The man looked in his direction. An exquisite small mansion appeared before the path.


  “The place you live in is certainly refreshing.”


  The man heaped fake praises as he threw a coin to the tiny leading person. The tiny person with wings and the coin disappeared in a flash.


  Kawabata came to this world as well.


  Even though he has heard it from Mishima, Dazai doesn’t seem interested. However, he changed his mind after knowing that he had been appointed as the commander in chief of the reincarnated.


  It takes around two days in a carriage and walking to get there.


  This is a refreshing double-story mansion filled with vines. Kawabata spends most of his time here. However, this house seems too lacking for a commander in chief of the reincarnated.


  Dazai waited for a long time, but no maids came out. So, he pressed the doorbell. 


  Unexpectedly, the person in question answered instead. Dazai fell speechless. He was about to tell the maids to get him instead.


  As for Kawabata, he gasped and bulged his eyes toward Dazai.


  “Come in. I’ll pour you some tea.”


  He said that calmly and turned around.


  The inside doesn’t feel like the original world at all.


  The room is unusually small. It’s at most 8 tatamis. There’s not even a sofa. Dazai was brought to a chair next to the table.


  Kawabata’s clothes are from this world as well. It reminds Dazai of Christian priests. He’s preparing the tea set in the kitchen. His back is facing Dazai.


  “There aren’t any maids here today?”


  “I don’t think it’s necessary here. I just need some magic and elves.”


  Dazai looked around the room. The corner is brimming with colors.


  The beakers and glass bottles remind him of a chemistry laboratory.


  “Have you heard of a herb called Nirkine?”


  Kawabata suddenly said that. His back remained in the same position.


  “Never heard of it. Can it cure neurasthenia if boiled in water?”


  Kawabata ignored Dazai’s terrible joke. He poured hot water into the teapot.


  “It’ll turn into an odorless and tasteless liquid if you refine it with special procedures. A little bit is all you need for a good night’s sleep.”


  “So, it’s like a sleeping pill of this world?”


  Kawabata didn’t answer. He put the teapot and cups on the table.


  “The person won’t wake up no matter what you do. They will be utterly unaware of whatever happened during their slumber.”


  “That’s ridiculous. I’m not the best person to say this, but are you sure you’re fine with drinking it?”


  “Insomnia is an author’s occupational disease. This works much better than tranquilizers.”


  He said that as he poured tea into the cup.


  The light brown liquid is steaming. He filled the cup in front of Dazai.


  “The leaves are from the Solidia Highlands. It tastes like Ceylon tea.”


  Kawabata pushed the cup full of tea toward Dazai. Dazai hesitated to reach his hand out.


  During this time, the door was opened with a tremendous noise.


  With bird-like chuckles, three young girls flew in joyfully.


  “Sensei, you’re not playing with us today?”


  “Ah, there’s a stranger!”


  “Who?”


  The girls’ hair colors are either light green or blue. It’s effortless to tell how outstanding they are.


  “Oi, we have a guest. You girls should head back first.”


  Kawabata yelled. The girls complained as they made their lively departure.


  Dazai looked at the girls in surprise as they left.


  “Who are those girls? I don’t think they are elves.”


  “You know?”


  “They are way too impolite. Even a café waitress has better manners than them, not to mention elves.”


  “But they look just the same while sleeping.”


  With that, he turned his eyes toward Dazai.


  “Disappointing. Here, take a sip before it gets cold.”


  “Yeah, sure, but I have a question for you before that.”


  Dazai reached his hand to the cup, but he let go of it right away.


  “I’ve heard that you know where Akutagawa-sensei is. I’m his kouhai. Can you tell me where he is?”


  Kawabata stared at Dazai silently. The latter looked away awkwardly.


  “I’ve acquired a power after coming to this world.”


  The steaming tea is slowly cooling down as Kawabata speaks. He seems to be diverting the topic of their conversation.


  “That power is called ‘Kotodama’. In other words, you’ll do what I say after agreeing with me, no matter what is in that cup of tea.”


  Dazai froze. It’s because his hands moved on their own.


  “Kawabata, this is?”


  “I asked you to drink it. You answered, ‘Yeah, sure.’ That’s how Kotodama is activated.”


  His hands aren’t the only uncontrollable things. Dazai ignored his consciousness and poured the tea into his throat and stomach. The hot tea is scorching, yet he can’t stop.


  Dazai immediately slammed the cup to the ground. The herb seems to be working. His body is feeling heavier.


  “I wish it’s a bit cooler, but this tea only tastes good when it’s hot.”


  “Why did you let me drink stuff like this? What are you trying to do to me?”


  “Akutagawa-kun won’t be seeing anyone now.”


  Kawabata took a sip of tea. His cold eyes are gazing at the wall of the room.


  “Even so, you won’t listen to me, anyway. Well, I’ll have to make your body understand then.”


  The unbearable pain in Dazai’s throat hurts so much that he can’t breathe. He looked in Kawabata’s direction.


  Only that wall is newly painted behind those modernly beautiful sculptures. There seem to be a door and more walls behind.


  He finally understood the unusualness upon entering the room.


  Compared to the outside, this room is way too narrow. There should be an enormous room behind this door.


  “The Nirkine should be working soon.”


  “Didn’t you drink it too?”


  “I did something on the cups. It’s a waste not to finish the tea.”


  “I see. That’s good.”


  A sarcastic smile appeared on Dazai’s face.


  “What’s wrong, Dazai?”


  “Did you not realize it? I changed the cup when those girls were causing a ruckus.”


  Kawabata’s eyes bulged. He immediately spilled the tea on the floor.


  “Did you believe me? Sensei, you’re unexpectedly honest.”


  Dazai’s body is wobbling as he stands up. The tiredness that was ravaging his body disappeared.


  “What happened? Don’t tell me you didn’t change the cups?”


  “My power is ‘Liar’. It turns a lie into truth as long as the person believes it.”


  Kawabata stared daggers at Dazai, yet the latter showed a carefree smile.


  “The cups aren’t changed. You’ve been drinking my lies.”


  Kawabata kneeled on the floor. Dazai approached him as he rudely untied the belt on his chest.


  “Are you taking your revenge on me?”


  “I still don’t hate you at this point. It’s more like there’s only kindness.”


  Dazai lifted Kawabata’s petite body and opened the brand-new door. It doesn’t match the room at all.


  He walked inside. The gloomy room only has a huge bed.


  A sweet scent entered his nose.


  “Hey, there’s still ample time. Let’s dance to our hearts’ wishes before talking about Akutagawa-sensei.”


  *


  I looked to the sunny sky after reading it. Which part of this is wholesome…?


  I thought about the recent prior restraint laws as I walked toward the building. Yanami is standing before the kiosk next to the entrance with her arms crossed.


  “Yanami-san, what are you doing?”


  “Oh, Nukumizu-kun, you came at the right time.”


  Yanami’s looking at the dozens of freshly baked goheimochi. The so-called goheimochi is made by mashing rice into a straw sandal’s shape, putting it on a wooden stick, adding some miso sauce, and baking it. This is a typical snack served by service areas and roadside stations in the Chubu region.


  “Do you want it?”


  “….Nukumizu-kun, I’ve thought about the sugar problem.”


  “Really? You’ve finally given it a thought?”


  “I did. Didn’t humans go from a hunter-gather lifestyle to an agricultural lifestyle around 10,000 years ago? In other words, this is a change toward a sugar-oriented life.


  “Eh, is that so? We’re still continuing this topic?”


  Yanami nodded naturally.


  “After that, sugar becomes the main dish and a crucial part of human history. …You can even say that humanity has become slaves to sugar.”


  “So, in other words, you want to eat goheimochi?”


  Yanami shook her head.


  “It’s time for me to reconsider my views on sugar.”


  I’m not sure, but it must be because of that, right?


  “So, you got fatter after eating so much somen-“


  “I’m not fat. This is Yanami-chan’s 15th nice body after a year.”


  Yanami’s gluttony is taking over her again.


  “But, Yanami-san, the recent TV shows explained that humans were already absorbing a lot of carbohydrates before the Agricultural Revolution.”


  “Oh, is that so?”


  “It’s because hunting alone can’t meet the demand. They seem to also collect and preserve plants like acorns.”


  Yanami crossed her arms and was lost in thoughts.


  “So, in other words, …I can eat goheimochi?”


  Do whatever you want, girl. I took out my wallet.


  “Wait, Nukumizu-kun, don’t tell me you’re buying goheimochi? You’re standing in front of a girl on a diet.”


  “I don’t know about Yanami-san’s diet, but I haven’t had one in a long time. I want to try it.”


  She glanced at me.


  “…Let me try a bite, …okay?”


  “Sharing goheimochi feels…sticky. It’s terrible.”


  “Can you not say it like my mouth is sticky?”


  “You should go to the hospital if your mouth is dry.”


  I feel like I have lost my appetite.


  I left Yanami and walked into the building. She’s still staring at the goheimochi.


  Let’s end the break here. Senpai needs to hurry up. We’re here to see Yakishio.


  Senpai and Komari are standing shoulder to shoulder in the souvenir shop. They seem to be talking about something.


  “The plum jam should be on the left, right?”


  Tsukinoki-senpai put the jar of plum jam on the shelf.


  “N-No, plum jam…is on the right…”


  Komari put the jam on the right of the venison curry.


  Tsukinoki-senpai gently clenched her fists and frowned.


  “Venison curry does give off a strong presence, but it doesn’t feel like it’s on the left side. Doesn’t the plum jam’s sourness gives off a refreshing feeling?”


  “Well, well, we should turn right. …T-The world is a-always changing…”


  …What are these two doing?
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  I hesitated to speak up, but Tsukinoki-senpai noticed me. She cleared her throat.


  “Nukumizu-kun, it looks like we need to explain.”


  “Nope.”


  “Listen to me. There has been a ridiculous bias spreading through society. People say fujoshi thinks of top-bottom when they see pencils and erasers.”


  Senpai covered her eyes with her palm. She shook her head deliberately.


  “Don’t you think it’s really pathetic?”


  “Aren’t you two doing the same thing right now?”


  “This is a so-called thought experiment, alright? It’s like brainstorming.”


  That’s not what brainstorming is.


  “To us, we need to quickly create the best couple when a new anime releases. That’s why it’s necessary to stimulate our brains constantly. …Right, it’s like basic training in sports clubs. This is a reasonable hobby for a Literature Club member.”


  I didn’t know the Literature Club was such a scary place. I shall reconsider my approach to these people.


  “I don’t want to understand, but I understand. Well, what do the left and right mean?”


  “Look, in horizontal texts, it’s top x bottom. The top is on the left, right? So, it’s left for the top, right for the bottom.”


  Komari nodded repeatedly.


  “T-That’s how w-we can talk about this in f-front of people.”


  Just because you can, doesn’t mean you should.


  “So, t-the plum jam is the bot- …no, it’s on the right?”


  “What are you talking about? The plum jam is definitely the top.”


  “No, the plum jam is r-right.”


  Komari’s stubborn opinion made Tsukinoki-senpai squint her eyes. She’s lost in thought.


  “So, the venison curry is the top? But isn’t it too cliché for spicy things to be on top?”


  Hey, where did the left and right go? Aren’t you two in front of people?


  “B-But, the curry’s stimulus will hurt the person. …T-That’s why-“


  After hearing that, Tsukinoki-senpai clapped in praise.


  “I see…! Even though they want to fall in love, they can’t touch each other because they will get hurt! What is this? It’s getting lit!”


  Tsukinoki-senpai was really excited for a moment, but then her expression darkened. She bit her lips.


  “But my brain is already fixed on plum jam being the top…”


  “T-That can’t be helped.”


  Komari nodded. What’s with these two’s conversation?


  “Well, anyway, senpai, it’s time for us to leave, right?”


  The two fujoshi shot heavy glances at me.


  “There’s no way out of this. Nukumizu-kun, you should decide.”


  Tsukinoki-senpai nodded at me.


  “Oi, Nukumizu, decide.”


  Komari glared at me over her bangs.


  …What decision am I given here?


  “Uh, well, …this will do.”


  I randomly grabbed some goods under their stare.


  “This is the sudden intrusion of the tonkotsu ramen, right? Sure, Nukumizu-kun.”


  “You…are an expert.”


  “Eh, did I put the venison curry on something else?”


  “If that’s acceptable. Alright, we all agreed, right? Let’s leave-“


  “Come here, Nukumizu-kun!”


  Tsukinoki-senpai’s eyes brightened up. She pulled me to the shelf at the corner.


  There is a lot of persevered food here. Let’s continue here.


  “O-Oh, …oh, yamagobo…” [TL: Japanese pickle made from burdock roots.]


  “Komari-chan, you’re already on the attack?


  “Well, ehehe…”


  The two are chatting passionately. I looked at the pickles in front of me dazedly.


  Hey, …aren’t we supposed to leave?


  *


  I looked at the greenery on the mountains over the minivan’s window. It’s been 4 hours since we departed from the roadside station.


  “Where are we…?”


  We’re supposed to look for Yakishio, but Tsukinoki-senpai doesn’t care at all. Time flies as we’re traveling on road after road casually.


  This person will drive until sunset in the mountains if I don’t say anything…


  “Senpai, it’s time for us to look for Yakishio.”


  The minivan is shaking violently as if trying to cancel out my protest. Tsukinoki-senpai stepped on the brakes as she twisted the steering wheel.


  “Uh, you’re supposed to have your lights on during a turn. I think.”


  “S-Senpai, i-is this a…wiper?”


  “Wait, so this is the right handle?”


  “L-Look in front of you…”


  This is a hilarious scene after getting a driver’s license.


  Honestly, she has been like this ever since we left Toyohashi. Yanami and I at the back are already used to it.


  However, Komari can always make refreshing reactions. That’s admirable.


  Tsukinoki-senpai looked at me from the rearview mirror.


  “Right, Nukumizu-kun, were you trying to say something?”


  “Well, are we really heading to Yakishio’s house?”


  “We’ll definitely be fine this time. Her house should be near. Trust your senpai!”


  Tsukinoki-senpai laughed.


  I trusted her for the first time. The consequence is that we’re brought to the ruins of Nagashino Castle instead. I said it the second time, and we were already in the hot springs when I snapped out of it. This is just a tour, but, honestly, I’m enjoying it.


  “I’ll leave it to you if that’s the case. You’ve been driving into the mountains, right?”


  “Wait, what’s happening? Come to think of it, isn’t this weird? I think we’ll arrive in Nagano Prefecture if we continue driving. Do you know that?”


  “Yeah, that’s weird. We can’t cross prefectures.”


  I was about to complain. Yet, the minivan suddenly started shaking violently. Yanami opened her eyes. She was taking a nap.


  “Uwah, I fell asleep. Are we there yet?”


  “Nope, Yanami-san, you’re drooling.”


  “…I’m not.”


  Yanami wiped her mouth with the paper towels I handed to her.


  Right now, the tanned girl is more important than the drooling girl. I leaned toward the driver’s seat.


  “It’s almost evening already. Are we still not at Yakishio’s place yet?”


  “Relax. We’re almost at her grandma’s house. No, wait, it’s still pretty far away.”


  Really? I opened the map on my phone.


  “…This place is just 20 minutes from the highway resting station. We aren’t even far from there, right?”


  “I say it because it’s you. You’ll definitely rush there if I say we’re close, right?”


  Of course, we’re here for that.


  “You need to take the long way in life sometimes. To put it simply, I want to have fun for a while longer.”


  “I admire that you’re being honest, but the reason we come here today is…”


  “No, no, that’s why I don’t like this part of you, Nukumizu-kun.”


  Yanami interrupted.


  “Your bad point is that you only know saying no. We enjoyed the scenery, got into a hot spring, and ate some good food. Aren’t those all we need to accomplish today?”


  Yanami’s chic face still has a grain of rice sticking to it.


  Yanami’s pretty happy after having tonkatsu at the hot spring’s canteen. No wonder she drooled during her afternoon nap.


  “Yanami-san, aren’t we here to find Yakishio today…?”


  “…I think so.”


  The unnatural pause. It looks like she has already totally forgotten about it.


  No, wait. I’m the only one who’s surprised right now. In other words…


  “By the way, Yanami-san and Komari already know today’s schedule? I’m the only one who didn’t know anything!?”


  Instead of answering, Yanami and Komari gave me big smiles.


  “Alright, alright, stop fighting. You should be mad at me only. Onee-san loves watching Nukumizu-kun’s reaction the most.”


  Tsukinoki-senpai laughed after saying that. Whose fault do you think this is?


  However, if she has already said she loves my reaction the most, I can’t just give in to her casually. After all, the most effective way to make an annoying otaku shut up is to cut their supply lines.


  “Nukumizu-kun, we’ll be there. I already typed Yakishio’s grandma’s address on the GPS.”


  “Glad to hear that, but how did you know where Yakishio is? Didn’t she ignore your emails and Line messages?”


  “Didn’t I tell you the Girl’s Field and Track Club captain looked for me? I helped her a lot when I was still in the student council. Also, we often talk about stuff, even right now. That’s why we went to see Yakishio-chan’s mom.”


  …Student council? Senpai? There’s too much intelligence. My brain can’t accept the information at all.


  “I think things will be even more complicated if I ask further, so let’s forget about that first. Simply put, Yakishio’s mom requested us to check in on Yakishio, right?”


  “Yeah, close. Yakishio-chan’s mom and grandma are really worried about her right now.”


  Tsukinoki-senpai glanced at the GPS screen.


  “We’re almost there. This is an emotional reunion, everyone. Did you think about what you’re going to say? Don’t try to prank a girl who has cried before, okay?”


  The GPS signals that we’re approaching the destination. The road is getting wider as well. Tsukinoki-senpai stopped at the side.


  “Alright, we’re here. Is there anything that looks like a house?”


  “…Is this really the right place?”


  The sides are covered by dense woods. Yanami opened the window and looked around.


  “The sign over there writes ‘Snow Chain Installation and Removal’.”


  I don’t think that’s where Yakishio’s family lives.


  The two kouhai looked at the senpai. She hastily poked at the GPS screen.


  “…Huh? That’s the address I’ve heard.”


  “Should we call Yakishio’s grandma?”


  “I don’t know her house’s number. The Field and Track Club captain should know.”


  After that, senpai took out her phone and made a call, but it wasn’t picked up. So, she could only leave a voice message. Senpai leaned on the driver’s seat forcefully.


  “Ah, …I guess we can only wait before she answers me. Is there anywhere you guys want to go?”


  Yanami raised her hand after hearing that.


  “Can I make a suggestion? There’s a very grammable place nearby.”


  “Sure, do you know the exact spot?”


  Yanami looked at the map on her phone.


  “Let me see. …Follow this road and head north. There’s a branch at the left side of the billboard.”


  “Okay, let’s go!”


  The minivan’s wheels rustling against the ground signals our second departure. Senpai drives so fast that Komari screams.


  Based on Yanami’s guidance, we arrived at the destination within 3 minutes. The minivan slowed down.


  “That’s the place, right? I think we can go down.”


  Tsukinoki-senpai stopped the minivan at the side of the road.


  This is a small path that leads down to the river. Cars can’t get there.


  “It looks like there aren’t any parking lots around. I’ll wait in the car. You three should go.”


  “Senpai, are you sure you don’t mind being alone?”


  “I have to wait for her call, and I have to give Shintaro a call as well.”


  “Prez?”


  “…Actually, I missed our tutorial class promise with him today, so I have to explain to him.”


  I see. Yeah, we should let senpai chill alone. I think she’s pretty soft when it comes to her boyfriend.


  The three of us left senpai and came to the river along the path. It’s around 10 meters wide. The water is shallow, but the stream goes pretty fast.


  The place we came to is a beach that extends on both sides of the river. The narrowest spot has a small stone bridge built from concrete.


  The small bridge doesn’t even have railings. It’s more like a cobblestone path instead.


  Yanami handed me her phone.


  “Nukumizu-kun, look, it’s that bridge! I’ll go up there while Nukumizu-kun should prepare to be washed away by the river while helping me take the best photo ever down the stream.”


  “I’m fine as long as Yanami-san doesn’t mind me bringing your phone down with me.”


  “It’s fine. I bought insurance.”


  I see. I’m fine with it too, since I have tuition insurance.


  Yanami stepped onto the stone bridge and put out a double V pose with a smile.


  “Alright, you can take the photo, Nukumizu-kun.”


  Luckily, the shot is clear even from the beach too. I went around the stream and raised her phone.


  The screen neatly cuts at the bottom of her feet. This looks like she’s standing on the river. It does make a good photo.


  “Hey, with the rare opportunity, Komari should come too.”


  I looked for Komari. She kneeled and looked at the gaps between the rocks.


  “What are you doing?”


  “T-There are Sawagani crabs.”


  Oh, we have Sawagani crabs too? Interesting. I squatted down next to Komari as well.


  “Where? This gap?”


  “Y-Yes, …b-be quiet, o-or else it w-won’t come out.”


  She’s right. I closed my mouth and watched the gaps between the rocks. …Ah, I think something just moved in there.


  A clean “thud” could be heard when I was waiting for it excitedly.


  Thud? Do crabs make sounds like that?


  I held my breath not to make any noise. This time, I hear something hitting the ground next to my feet.


  I turned around dumbfoundedly. Yanami is tirelessly waving on the bridge- and throwing stones at me.


  “Uwah, watch out! Why are you throwing rocks at me!?”


  “You still ask why? What are you doing when I’m making poses here!? Don’t I look like an idiot for being all excited by myself!?”


  I really forgot about her. Welp, I guess I deserve to have rocks thrown at me by a losing heroine.


  “Sorry, Yanami-san. I was too invested in the Sawagani crab and totally forgot about you. My bad.”


  “Eh, you can still forget about me when I’m making poses in front of you…? Are Sawagani crabs that attractive…?”


  Do you know how damn awesome this thing’s pincers are?


  Even so, I don’t want to get stoned anymore. I comforted Yanami and took a photo of her.


  “Did you take it properly, Nukumizu-kun? I look better than the crab, right?”


  “Yeah, you look good. You look good.”


  “Nukumizu-kun, I can’t feel any emotion in your words. Ah, Komari-chan, you want to take a photo with me too?”


  Komari flinched at the sudden conversation.


  “Ehh…? I-I’m good. I-I want to look at the crabs.”


  “Komari-chan chooses the crab too…? Why does everyone love crabs so much? Is it because they are delicious?”


  Everyone doesn’t just judge crabs based on their taste, okay?


  “Alright, calm down, Yanami-san. Let’s record a video too, alright?”


  “Oh, you’re smart. Nukumizu-kun starts to understand me too.”


  Since when do I understand you? Guess I should watch out.


  I calmly recorded a video of Yanami as I enjoyed the scenery around.


  I think Yakishio’s grandma’s house is nearby. I wonder what Yakishio’s ancestors look like when they live in the mountains.


  ….Hmm? Yanami isn’t moving. I’m recording a video for you here.


  “Why aren’t you moving?”


  Yanami tidied her hair embarrassedly.


  “You tell me to move, but I can’t think of a proper way right now. I thought about singing a song, but I forgot the lyrics.”


  “How about a nursery rhyme? Like Elephant-san.”


  “Don’t you think it’s really pathetic to sing a nursery rhyme in the mountains? Is your brain alright?”


  I guess I’m not alright.


  In the end, Yanami just waved her hand. What a boring video. Suddenly, another person appeared on the screen.


  A petite face wrapped around by short hair, there are tans on her limbs too.


  The person is who we’re looking for, …Yakishio.


  “…!”


  Just as I’m about to yell, Yakishio gives me a mischievous smile and put her finger on her mouth. I guess she wants me to remain quiet.


  Yakishio crept toward Yanami. Yanami saw my weird reaction and tilted her head.


  “What’s wrong, Nukumizu-kun? Is there a king crab? Or an opilio crab?”


  Yakishio gradually approached Yanami. She slowly opened her arms.


  “Uh, it’s something even rarer.”


  “Really!? Don’t tell me it’s a horsehair crab?”


  Yakishio hugged Yanami when she suddenly squatted down.


  “…Ah.”


  Both of them fell into the river on their backs. Screams can be heard.


  …This isn’t my fault, right? The two of them fell on their own.


  I even have the video as evidence. I don’t think I’ll be the suspect in any case.


  I pressed the “Stop Recording” button and thought about Judo’s ranking as I went over to pull them up.


  *


  I leaned my body deep into the curved leg sofa and looked at the high duplex ceiling.


  We’re in Yakishio’s grandma’s house. Yakishio brought all of us here after falling into the river.


  This is a lonely house away from the village. Unexpectedly, the design is after a double-story mansion. Yakishio said that this was rebuilt from a cheap villa.


  Since her grandpa works overseas, grandma is the only one living here. I think she’s shopping outside right now.


  The second floor faces the hollowed-out patio. There are several doors in the corridor, which means that there are a lot of rooms. Not much furniture is in here.


  A bunch of English books is shoved onto the bookshelf at first glance.


  At this time, Yakishio and Yanami are taking a bath. I glanced at Komari. Her entire body is buried in the gigantic sofa. Then, I walked toward Tsukinoki-senpai. She’s shaking on the massaging chair.


  “Senpai, can we talk?”


  “What’s wrong, kouhai? I’m relieving my stiff body. …Phwah, this is where my pelvis…should stay…”


  Tsukinoki-senpai looks fully intoxicated.


  I looked at the door to the changing room. Yanami isn’t coming out yet.


  “Forget about your pelvis. We’ve already found Yakishio. What should we do next?”


  “You want me to answer you? Yakishio-chan looks pretty energetic. Isn’t that nice? Ohhhh….”


  The chair is smacking senpai’s back. Her body is shivering along with it.


  “I’m saying that it’s understandable if she looks clearly depressed, but it makes people feel there’s something wrong with her if she looks so energetic.”


  Indeed, based on that model-like appearance back then, Yakishio is a bit too excited. Even though she looks cheerful, I don’t think she’s okay.


  “One of your bad points is that you always try to solve something right away.”


  “Ha…”


  “Being energetic on the surface is still energetic, alright? The first thing we should do is stay with her.”


  I can hear the sound of gas being released. The massaging chair stopped moving.


  Tsukinoki-senpai came off the chair. She shook Komari’s shoulder, who was taking a nap.


  “Alright, the chair’s empty. It’s your turn, Komari-chan.”


  “Uwah!? M-My shoulders a-aren’t stiff…”


  “Don’t say that. It would help if you got a massage for future reference. Come, sit here.”


  Komari was dragged onto the chair forcefully. Her petite body made a deafening scream. This girl’s scream is just as cute as ever.


  “Yo, everyone’s having fun. Isn’t this chair nice? I sit on it every day.”


  Yakishio came back. She’s wiping her hair with a towel. The simple t-shirt and shorts match her really well.


  “Are you hurt anywhere, Yakishio?”


  “I’ve told you I’m fine. It’s just that I didn’t expect to fall into the river as well. Yana-chan is heavier than I thought-“


  “Remon-chan, what did you just say!?”


  Yanami’s voice came from the changing room.


  “Nothing at all! I was just about to say it-“


  “I heard you! By the way, sneak over here, Remon-chan!”


  She said sneak, yet her voice was so loud.


  Yakishio whispered with Yanami in the changing room for a few moments. After that, she ran back here and took Yanami’s white bag.


  “What’s wrong with Yanami-san? Is she hurt?”


  Yakishio waved her hands in front of me.


  “Nope, Yana-chan wearing clothes in my size seems too-“


  “Remon-chan! Didn’t I tell you to keep this a secret!?”


  “Sorry, I forgot. It’s just Nukkun, anyway. It’s fine.”


  “You’re right!”


  Is it fine, though?


  …I listened to their conversation. It’s hard to believe that happened just 4 days ago.


  Nothing has happened. Everything is like before. If only that’s true.


  Yakishio sat next to me when I pondered about it on the sofa.


  I can smell shampoo, soap, and a faint citrus scent.


  “Nukkun, what were you guys doing back there?”


  “We were…just hanging out there. It’s a coincidence. I nearly jumped when Yakishio popped out.”


  “Heh, you’re saying that like I’m a tanuki.”


  Both of us laughed after that. Silence ensues. However, Yakishio calmly broke it at the next second.


  “Nukkun lied, right? You asked Mom, right?”


  “Eh? No, well…”


  “Thanks. Don’t worry about me.”


  She suddenly stood up. I didn’t even have the chance to peek at her expression.


  The entrance door was opened. An old lady came inside.


  “I’m back, Remon. We have guests?”


  The white hair represented her age. However, she looks brilliant while standing straight. I can’t look away from her.


  Her face has wrinkles, but it doesn’t affect her elegance. She must be gorgeous when she was young. This old lady has to be Yakishio’s grandma.


  “Grandma! Welcome back!”


  Yakishio dashed over and took Grandma’s shopping bag.


  “My friends from school came around here. I brought them to our house after wetting my clothes.”


  “Remon, did you play by the river again? Did you cause any trouble to your friends?”


  “It’s fine. We just fell into the river together.”


  Grandma dropped her jaw. Tsukinoki-senpai approached her.


  “Sorry for the intrusion. We’re classmates with Remon-kouhai. All of us are in the Literature Club. I’m sorry for our sudden visit.”


  “Hiya, welcome, welcome. It must be a long trip. Is the friend who’s fallen into the river okay?”


  Grandma reached her hand out. Tsukinoki-senpai held it.


  “Yeah, she’s borrowing the bathroom right now. Remon-kouhai was a great help.”


  “I’m relieved to hear that. I don’t think this child just dragged you guys into the house, right?”


  She glanced at her granddaughter after that. Yakishio rolled her tongue out and shrugged.


  “Remon-chan, didn’t you say there’s ice cream after the bath?”


  Yanami walked out of the changing room with a towel on her shoulders. Her scorching cheeks look very doughy.


  She immediately freaked out and straightened her back after seeing Grandma.


  “Ah, sorry for the intrusion! I’m your granddaughter’s classmate.”


  “Oh, welcome. Sorry, it seems that my granddaughter is a bit impolite to you all. Remon, did you serve tea to your friends?”


  “Yes, yes, yes, I’ll go make them now. Grandma, I’ll grab the ice cream as well.”


  Yakishio walked to the kitchen with Grandma.


  …Isn’t this weird. Even though she’s Yakishio’s grandparent, Grandma is unexpectedly reliable.


  I looked at the grandparent and grandchild’s departure. At this time, Yanami quickly sat next to me.


  A sweet scent is tickling my nostrils. Even though they use the same shampoo and soap, how are their scents so different?


  “I’ve heard from Remon-chan in the bath. Her grandma used to be a university professor.”


  In other words, Yakishio is the granddaughter of a retired university professor.


  “How come she turns out like this with such a grandparent…?”


  “I wonder why…”


  Yakishio and Grandma brought us a plate of wheat tea and ice cream.


  “Please enjoy these, everyone. We can have dinner together if you don’t mind.”


  Don’t tell me eating dinner here is part of the girls’ plan too? I hesitated to accept the offer. Yakishio’s grandma clapped.


  “Right, with the rare opportunity, let’s have sushi, alright? Anyone not like anything?”


  “We’re causing you too much trouble- Uwah!?”


  A cushion was glued to my face when I tried to reject politely.


  “Eat! I can eat anything!”


  Yanami used all of her strength and pushed me onto the sofa. She answered with a clear voice.


  “H-Hey, Yanami-san, breathe…!”


  “Can you remain quiet for a second, Nukumizu-kun?”


  …Being pushed over by a girl at 15 years old. I’m planning to brag about this to someone in the future.


  *


  The sky goes dark really fast in the mountains. The night is already everywhere as soon as the sun goes down from the mountain top.


  I sat next to the table and observed the night sky through the skylight.


  Even though the moon is out today, I can still see the stars.


  “Nukumizu-kun, you aren’t eating? It’ll be all gone if you don’t hurry up.”


  Yanami’s cheerful voice interrupted my train of sentimental thoughts. She shoved eel sushi into her mouth. Her hand pressed against her cheeks as she shivered.


  “This eel is so soft! Delicious! Ah, can I grab some sweet vinegar ginger?”


  Yanami poured a mountain’s worth of sweet vinegar ginger into her plate. After that, she shoved half of that into her mouth.


  “Aren’t you reducing your sugar intake? Isn’t there a lot of rice in sushi?”


  “I’m just controlling my intake of snacks. Do you know why? Balancing between sugar and lipid is of the utmost importance when it comes to beauty. …By the way, Nukumizu-kun, you can’t even finish sushi in one bite?”


  Why are you complaining about how other people eat sushi? I ignored her and put half a slice of egg sushi into my mouth.


  "Won’t you get tired with a mouth full of stuff? That’s why people take breaks during meals.”


  “Eating…tires people out…?”


  Yanami’s face is full of disbelief.


  Jesus, how about this? I put a bucket of sukeroku sushi in front of Yanami. [TL: It combines sushi roll and oily tofu sushi.]


  “Here, look at this maki sushi. Get it? This is literally too big to finish in one bite-“


  “Hmm? What’s this? Can I have it?”


  With that, she shoved the entire thing in one go.


  Instead of saying I dropped my jaw, it’s more like my mind left my body when I saw how she ate it. Ah, she swallowed it already.


  “I guess…it feels nice to finish it in one bite. I should try it too.”


  “I don’t really get it, but try your best. Ah, can I have another eel sushi?”


  Yanami put another eel sushi into her mouth.


  A lot of the sushi buckets around Yanami are already empty…


  “You should hurry up too, Komari. The sushi is disappearing faster than I’ve thought.”


  As for Komari, she just stared at the salmon roe gunkan sushi without moving.


  “S-Salmon roe, …t-this is my first time eating it, …so I-I’m a bit scared…”


  I see. Girls should treasure their first time, after all. I should leave her alone.


  I sipped some fish Bolognese soup and observed everyone.


  Yakishio’s grandma and Tsukinoki-senpai are unexpectedly close. They are having fun talking about cooking.


  I can hear the term “bride training” from senpai from time to time. Is she serious about the permanent employment thing she said in the clubroom…?


  Yakishio picked some relatively expensive sushi and put them onto Komari’s plate.”


  “Here, Komari-chan. You should try these out.”


  “S-Sea urchin and…m-mushroom?”


  “This is abalone, okay? It’s so soft and tasty.”


  “Ohh, …I-I’ve never tried a-any of these before.”


  Komari keeps having her first-times taken away. This must be an experience during the summer, right?


  I stopped after eating 6 nigiri sushi and a piece of inari sushi. I observed Yakishio as I ate chawanmushi with a spoon.


  …In the end, I still couldn’t have a proper talk with Yakishio. Her grandma is here too. I can’t just bring what happened up.


  Yakishio noticed my look. She put her wooden bowl of fish Bolognese soup on the table.


  “What’s wrong, Nukkun? You’ve been staring at me.”


  “Ah, it’s nothing. I’m just thinking about when you’ll go back.”


  “I still haven’t decided yet. I’ll probably stay here until the day before the opening ceremony. Ah, I’ll still go to school on time, alright?”


  Yakishio put the lid on the wooden bowl calmly and smiled.


  …Whatever, I guess that calls a day. I finished the chawanmushi and closed my hands.


  Yakishio can communicate properly, and she has an appetite as well. The best out of the worst is that she’s not in the same class as Ayano and Asagumo-san. I can imagine things will die down when the new term starts, right.


  Actually, there’s no need for this to be solved at all as well. Reality isn’t a game or novel, after all. No one knows whether there’s a correct answer. Everyone just tries to live their days out in constant confusion.


  In Yanami’s words, we only need to let Yakishio knows we care about her. At least that’s the best we can do right now.


  *


  It’s already completely dark outside.


  The sukeroku sushi bucket in front of Yanami is already empty. Komari also bulged her eyes after her first taste of abalone. Tsukinoki-senpai is still chatting with Yakishio’s grandma.


  “By the way, Yakishio-chan’s grandma, don’t you feel lonely living in the mountains alone?”


  “There’s internet in the house. I don’t feel inconvenient at all. Moreover, my granddaughter brought her friends here as well.”


  She reached her hand out and patted Yakishio’s head. Yakishio smiled excitedly and embarrassedly. With the opportunity, I spoke up to senpai.


  “By the way, senpai, are we going to be fine going back? It’s pretty dark outside.”


  “It’s fine. We’re just going back on the road. Nukumizu-kun surely loves worrying about things.”


  Tsukinoki-senpai laughed cheerfully with a teacup in her hand.


  I’m perturbed due to what happened during the day, but she’s the only one who can drive us back.


  I made up my mind and chugged the tea. At this time, Yakishio suddenly thought of something and yelled.


  “How about everyone just stays the night here!? We have a lot of rooms, anyway.”


  No one answered. I spoke up.


  “I really appreciate it, but none of us has spare clothes for change.”


  …No, wait, I started searching my memory.


  Yanami changed her clothes after falling into the river. Also, I think everyone but me has a big bag. I looked at Tsukinoki-senpai.


  “…Senpai, don’t tell me you girls plan to stay here from the beginning?”


  “Didn’t I say it before? Depending on the situation, we may have to stay over, and everyone should bring spare clothes just in case.”


  She said that calmly, and then she froze for a moment. Then, she realized something and blinked.


  “Ah, did I not tell Nukumizu-kun?”


  That’s the first time I’ve heard about this. Come to think of it, this is how this person is.


  “I came here with bare hands, okay? Moreover, we’ll definitely cause trouble for them if we suddenly decide to stay here, right?”


  Indeed, there are too many things to prepare for a 4-people sleepover.


  Yakishio’s grandma will be very bothered.


  “Hiya, isn’t that great!? Grandma will be pleased if you guys can stay over!”


  Yakishio’s grandma laughed and clapped.


  ….Come to think of it, we know about this place from Yakishio’s mother. It’s evident that Grandma knows we’re coming too. She must have considered the possibility of us spending the night here.


  I sheepishly raised my hand.


  “I’m sorry, …but I don’t have any spare clothes.”


  “Leave it to Grandma.”


  Yakishio’s grandma gave me a thumbs-up to ease my worries.


  Yakishio and Yanami also followed and gave me thumbs-up. Even Tsukinoki-senpai did it too.


  Komari looked around anxiously. She raised her thumb sheepishly as well.


  …Even Komari is doing this.


  It can’t be helped. I gave up and raised my thumb too.


  *


  Yakishio’s grandma brought me to a room on the second floor.


  The bookshelf reaches the ceiling. It’s utterly filled with books. Most of them are about engineering, but there are some Japanese books.


  “It’s a bit messy. Please spend the night in there today. My husband is always overseas. Make yourself at home.”


  She said that as she handed me a stack of clean pajamas and underwear.


  “I’ll give you a toothbrush later. Is there anything else you need?”


  “No, I’m fine. Thank you very much…”


  I can’t even speak properly. Even though she’s my friend’s grandma, I’m really anxious when someone I’ve just met is being so considerate to me.


  Naturally, Grandma won’t know what I’m thinking. However, she suddenly lowered her head.


  “Sorry for forcing you to stay here.”


  “Eh? There’s no need to apologize to a kouhai like me for something so trivial.”


  “You guys came here because all of you were worried about Remon, right?”


  “Yeah, …we are.”


  “Even though I don’t know what happened to Remon. She’s my granddaughter, after all. There’s something that I can’t ask her. I’m glad you guys are here.”


  After that, Grandma looks at me like I’m her child.


  “You’re Nukumizu-kun, right? You look slightly different from what I’ve heard from Remon, but Grandma will support you. Do your best.”


  “…Ah?”


  Do my best for what?


  “You mean she talks about me in front of you?”


  “Yeah, I’ve heard all kinds of things about you before. I didn’t expect for us to meet so early.”


  Wait, this is getting more and more ridiculous. Before? Yakishio talked about me?


  “Uh, please wait. I’m not Yakishio-san’s boyfriend. I’ve only started talking to her recently.”


  “…Really?”


  I nodded.


  “I guess. Grandma, the person you have heard isn’t me. …It’s because something happened between him and your granddaughter. That’s why she suddenly came here.”


  Ayano’s face came to my mind as I carefully chose my words.


  Yakishio’s grandma thought about it for a moment. She asked me sternly after that.


  “The person Nukumizu-kun mentioned…isn’t Remon’s boyfriend?”


  I shook my head silently. The room is filled with an awkward silence.


  “…I understand. I feel even more sorry for you guys. Remon really makes other people worry about her.”


  “Ah, it’s nothing. In a sense, we’re involved in this matter as well.”


  We are involved, but not like deeply involved. However, you can’t say we are irrelevant as well. People like us can’t exist. Well, it’s pointless to say that right now, anyway.


  “Well, what do you think then?”


  …What do you mean? I was confused. Yakishio’s grandma gave me a meaningful gaze.


  “You know, Grandma thinks Remon is an adorable child.”


  “Yes, you’re right. She’s popular in school as well.”


  I agree in honesty. As for Grandma, she bulged her eyes and gave me a wink like her granddaughter.


  “So, you should hurry up too.”


  “Eh, what does that mean?”


  Grandma didn’t answer. She turned around with a smile and opened the door.


  “Anyway, Grandma really welcomes your visit. You should rest.”


  *


  Yanami’s full clear brought dinner to an end.


  Everyone must be exhausted. All of us prepared to sleep right away after doing the dishes.


  Yanami’s lying on the sofa with a full stomach. I dragged her into her bedroom. The once lively living room returned to silence.


  “Yanami can get full as well…?”


  In a light novel, this is like a strong character showing her soft side sometimes. That’s what we call a gap moe.


  Moans let out by a satisfied foodie, …does that count as moe? At least, I don’t think so.


  I lay on the bed and looked at the ceiling.


  I don’t have the energy to tidy up my messy brain. I just turned over and entered dreamland.


  *


  …I don’t know how long I’ve slept.


  The clock is barely visible in the darkness. It’s already the next day.


  Feeling thirsty, I walked out of the room and headed to the first floor. We can have as many beverages as we want in the fridge. Well, I shall accept the gratitude.


  I was heading back after getting a bottle of mineral water, but I suddenly discovered someone sitting on the sofa in the gloomy living room.


  “…Yanami-san?”


  “Oh, Nukumizu-kun, are you still awake?”


  Her cheerful voice remains the same. It looks like Yanami’s stomach has conquered the sushi already.


  I hesitated for a moment before sitting on the sofa.


  “I’m a bit thirsty. Is Yakishio in bed already?”


  All of the girls should be in the same room.


  “She just said she wanted to run for a bit.”


  “Right now?”


  I couldn’t help but stand up, but I instantly changed my mind.


  I’ll just get lost because I’m not familiar with the place. I gave up and twisted the cap open.


  “I can’t sleep because she said that as well.”


  Yanami stretched her back.


  I carefully listened to my surroundings to see if anyone was there.


  “Yanami-san, did you tell Yakishio what happened before?”


  “About her accidentally confessing?”


  I nodded my head while Yanami shook hers.


  “I see, but it’s indeed really hard to tell her.”


  “Hmm, that’s part of the reason. How should I put it? I feel like I’ll say something bad if I do tell her.”


  Something bad…?


  “I decided to intervene because I don’t want other people to see Remon-chan as evil, but how should I say this? What I mean is that-“


  Yanami looked at the gloomy and tall ceiling as she searched for the right words.


  “…I can’t support either side about this.”


  “You can’t support?”


  Yanami looks serious.


  “I understand that Asagumo-san has been very worried about this since the start of their relationship. Her own boyfriend is always closer to Remon-chan than her. He also looks completely different when he’s with her.”


  Yanami kept fiddling her fingers and continued.


  “But that can’t be helped, right? The boyfriend has spent a lot of time with Remon-chan and has accumulated a bunch of memories, yet the boyfriend still loves Asagumo-san. So, she should tell her boyfriend if she worries about it. Using vague tests to verify their feelings is definitely wrong!”


  Yanami took a deep breath and closed her eyes.


  “Here’s an example. I think Karen-chan must feel insecure at times after going out, right? She must be able to see part of my shadow when she’s with Sosuke, right?”


  …Her shadow. I thought about what she said.


  “Eh, don’t tell me Yanami-san also stalks-“


  “Why would I do that!?”


  Yanami sighed dumbfoundedly.


  “This is one of your bad points, Nukumizu-kun. …I’m saying examples like how Auntie reacts when they are going to Sosuke’s house and how Sosuke frequently goes to a small store that boys don’t really go to. Karen-chan must know I’m that person, right? Also, she must be worried when she sees something that’s standing out in Sosuke’s room. Karen-chan can definitely guess either I gave that to Sosuke or we went outside to buy it.”


  Well, it’s not like they can’t just throw all of that away.


  Yanami noticed something and frowned.


  “…Hmm? Have those two gone this far already…? It’s more like they have gone well past that stage, right. Uwah, what am I even thinking in the middle of the night?”


  Shit, Yanami fell into the losing heroine spiral.


  “Are you okay? Do you need a sugar cube?”


  She didn’t answer. Instead, she started counting quietly.


  “Uh, …Yanami-san?”


  Yanami suddenly clapped her kneecaps.


  “Alright, it’s over! I’m already fine!”


  Glad to hear that. It looks like she got over it.


  “Where were we? Uh, Karen-chan won’t test Sosuke. The possibility of her dragging me into it…is probably minuscule, but she still has her own consideration. She definitely won’t behave like Asagumo-san.”


  “The boyfriend has his own issues too, right?”


  I interrupted her forcefully.


  …Of course, that wasn’t what I honestly thought when I interrupted her.


  It’s just that I don’t want Yanami to continue anymore. That unreasonable urge caused me to act.


  Yanami’s lips curled down after being interrupted by me. She doesn’t seem to find this acceptable.


  “You’re right, but…”


  “I know Ayano isn’t a bad person, but I disagree with him getting away with making other people worry just because he’s dense. He’s clearly making Asagumo-san anxious, right?”


  “But Asagumo-“


  “Stop it.”


  I raised my hand without hesitation. Yanami frowned in surprise.


  “What’s wrong with you? Nukumizu-kun.”


  “No, how should I put it? I just don’t want to see Yanami-san badmouthing others.”


  What am I even saying? Even I’m disgusted by myself.


  “Sorry, I just said something weird. Anyway, I should be the one to say bad things. Yanami-san, you should-“


  “Alright, I got it!”


  Yanami suddenly stood up.


  “Well, this is what I have to say at last! Remon-chan didn’t hide her feelings properly at all! If she can treat this as an accident, then why didn’t she just confess a year prior!?”


  Like you’re the one to talk. Yanami continued presenting her final argument excitedly.


  “Whether it’s Asagumo-san or Ayano-kun, both need to properly communicate to ease their worries if they love each other! All three of them are bad! They must reflect on themselves!”


  Yanami took a deep breath after saying that out loud.


  “Alright, that’s all I have to vent. Now I’m the good child Yanami-chan!”


  “Ohh, welcome back, the good child Yanami-san.”


  …Her way of talking is a bit over, but Yanami’s right.


  In the end, this requires proper communication between Ayano and Asagumo-san.


  Also, Yakishio is being too careless for getting voluntarily swept into this incident. Ayano and Asagumo-san ignored others when they dragged Yakishio into this.


  “But I’m Remon-chan’s friend. I’ll definitely tell her this if I can.”


  The good child Yanami paused for a moment.


  “…What would you say?”


  I urged her to continue. Yanami showed an expression that I had never seen before.


  “I’ll tell her, why don’t you just go out with him?”


  I’m staring at Yanami’s unprecedented expression in the gloomy room. I can’t look away from her.


  “Why can’t she just take him away? Asagumo-san has mentioned she doesn’t mind giving up.”


  “But that-“


  “-Isn’t what Remon-chan wishes for, right? Even though I can’t accept this, I still know that she’s right.”


  Yanami returned to her chuckles and sat back down on the sofa.


  …I chugged the bottle of mineral water at once to cover the awkwardness.


  I can clearly feel how much better Yanami is than me at this moment.


  Yanami has lost, but she did fall in love. She can tell everyone her opinion without fear. I’m like a child in front of her sometimes. It makes me anxious.


  “…I’ll go for a walk.”


  “Right now?”


  “The moon is quite pretty outside. I just want to walk.”


  After that, my heart gradually calms down.


  …I couldn’t do anything when I chased after Yakishio. Her lonely shoulders on the bus are still a fresh memory in my mind.


  Yanami glared at me silently. She calmly spoke up.


  “…There’s a shrine on our way here if you walk down.”


  “Why did you bring that up?”


  “Remon-chan says she always goes there when there’s something on her mind.”


  Yanami rubbed her sleepy eyes. I looked away to cover my embarrassment.


  “…I’m not going to find Yakishio.”


  “Heh, then I’ll go.”


  Yanami looked at me cheerfully. She’s messing with me.


  “-and then I’ll turn Remon-chan into a naughty child like me.”


  “…Please spare her.”


  It’s already enough with a naughty child like you. This can’t be helped. I decided to stand up.


  *


  The pale moonlight sprinkles along the cobblestone path that I tread.


  I scratched the sleeves of my shirt. I just returned to my room and changed into the clothes I wore during the day. Even though I wouldn’t say I like wearing the same clothes twice a day, I don’t want to have a serious conversation in my pajamas.


  “Is Yakishio really there…?”


  There’s no light along this mountain path. I can’t even see my shoes if the shades of trees cover the moonlight.


  After a while, paved roads appeared beneath my feet. I paid attention to my battery as I opened the map. The shrine seems to be ahead.


  I left the path and made my way to the shrine. The scenery seems much broader.


  There are a few enormous cypress trees here.


  The moon is hiding behind the clouds. Heavy darkness covers the surrounding. I just stood there, not moving an inch. Then…


  -Sha.


  I can hear someone kicking the ground gently.


  I faced toward the sound’s direction and waited for a moment. The clouds soon floated away. Moonlight is shining across the cypress forest.


  Someone’s in the woods.


  -Sha.


  The person who kicked off the ground and dashed out was Yakishio.


  Then, she quickly stopped and bundled her hair together.


  Her sweat is flying off in mid-air and sparkling in the moonlight.


  -Gorgeous.


  That’s the only thing I can think of right now. I watched the scenery before me dazedly.


  Yakishio returned to her initial position. She quickly made a pose and dashed before stopping again.


  She keeps doing that repeatedly.


  I don’t know how many times I’ve watched her. Yakishio’s already looking at me when I snap out of it.


  I feel like someone in a picture is looking at me. It’s strange.


  “Ah, Nukkun. What’s wrong? It’s so late.”


  Her tone remained casual. She has always been like this. Then, she brushed her hair.


  “I’ve heard Yakishio’s going for a jog, so I’m a bit worried.”


  “Glad you’re here. I’m practicing my starts. Help me count my time.”


  Yakishio threw me a stopwatch. I finally managed to grab it after it bounced several times in my hand.


  “I’ll leave it to you. Press it when I pass that tree.”


  “Oh, got it.”


  The distance is only around 5 meters. Start, and then stop. Rinse and repeat.


  “How long did I take?”


  “Let’s see. Exactly one second.”


  “That’s not what I’ve counted at all. Are you taking your job seriously?”


  “Of course, it’s just that humans can’t count decimals at all.”


  “That’s impossible. You should at least aim for a single decimal.”


  Yakishio laughed as she wiped the sweat off her face with the bottom of her shirt. Even though I can see her tanned stomach, she doesn’t seem to mind at all.


  “I’m a bit tired after all that running. Nukkun, do you want to take a break?”


  “Yakishio can feel tired as well?”


  “Who do you think I am? I get tired as well.”


  A tired Yakishio. This is another rare sight after Yanami with a full stomach.


  The shrine is in front of the cypress forest. Yakishio walked toward the main hall.


  “There’s really no one here. This is the first time I’ve visited this shrine too.”


  Yakishio passed through the two torii in the courtyard. She turned around and waved at me.


  She feels like she’ll bring me into another world. After that, I passed through the torii as well.


  Yakishio sat on a bench and knocked on an empty spot next to her. I hesitated for a moment and sat on the other end.


  “Going your way out to visit me this late, do you have- …aren’t you sitting too far away!?”


  “Ah, but-“


  Yakishio moved closer to me.


  “We couldn’t talk like that. Moreover, it hurts me when you purposefully distance yourself from me.”


  Yakishio protested calmly. I gave her a genuine apology.


  “Whatever, I forgive you. Well, you’re here because of what happened earlier, right?”


  “I guess. I know how you feel, but everyone is worried when you just disappear without a trace.”


  “Sorry, this is one of my bad habits. I always try to run away when I’m scared.”


  Yakishio looked at the sky with mixed feelings.


  “I’ve never thought about confessing, but I don’t know what I can do after things turn out like this.”


  I understand that you want to run away. After all, that’s a terrible way to represent something you’ve decided to keep deep inside your heart forever.


  “I’m thinking whether time can gradually wash this away, and things can return to normal after-“


  “That’s impossible.”


  Having your true feelings known by a male friend who has a partner, those two’s relationship can never return to what they were before.


  Obviously, the two can’t go out alone like they used to anymore.


  “I can’t stay next to Mitsuki as a friend anymore? Even though I don’t want to interrupt the two of them?”


  Yakishio looked at me with her crystal-clear eyes. I suppressed my desire to comfort her and shook my head gently.


  “Yakishio has seen Ayano privately, right? I saw you two coincidentally before.”


  “Y-You saw us!? W-Well! T-That’s-“


  Yakishio immediately stood up and freaked out. I raised my hands to signal her to calm down. This is my usual gesture toward Kaju when she’s too excited.


  “It’s fine. I know. He just wanted to discuss things with you. That’s all, right?”


  “…You even know that as well?”


  Yakishio collapsed onto the bench.


  “Ahaha, …you know everything. That’s a bit embarrassing.”


  Yakishio scratched her cheeks to cover her embarrassment.


  “Ah, don’t tell me Yana-chan knows too?”


  “Hmm, I guess. Also, Komari probably noticed it very early on. Tsukinoki-senpai knows about this too.”


  “Uwah, even Komari-chan knows too.”


  “Also, there’s no way things can stay the same when Ayano knows your feelings.”


  “You’re right, …and I understand as well.”


  Yakishio’s head plopped down. After a while, she carefully chose her words and slowly squeezed a sentence out.


  “Mitsuki. …He doesn’t know how much distance he should keep from Asagumo-san.”


  Yakishio picked up a pebble next to her feet and threw it out.


  The pebble seemed to be absorbed by the darkness. I couldn’t even hear the sound of it falling to the ground.


  “Look, this is his first time having a girlfriend, right? For example, …how much should he answer Asagumo-san’s request? How should they deepen their relationship? He’s having trouble over these things.”


  “No, hear me out. Forget about him discussing relationships with you, asking a girl how to make a couple closer is a big no-no. Moreover, you actually don’t want him to ask you about that, right?”


  Yakishio waved her hands dumbfoundedly.


  “Listen, I’m not a child anymore. I know they’re going out. I’m a high school student, you know?”


  …Yakishio seems to have accepted that very early on.


  Although Ayano and Asagumo-san’s progress is minuscule compared to Hakamada and his wife Himemiya (scheduled), they are a high school couple. I bet their relationship will deepen at their own pace.


  “Trivial things like holding hands are bound to happen. Not to mention they will-“


  “Eh? They have already kissed, right?”


  “Kiss!?”


  Yakishio quickly reacted.


  I don’t know how I should say this. Anyway, Yakishio is trembling and shivering.


  “T-They have…already…kissed…?”


  Oops. She didn’t know that. Ayano actually does care about Yakishio’s feelings but in weird places.


  “Ah, that can’t be helped, right? They are dating, after all.”


  “But this is too fast, right?”


  “You think I can judge whether that’s fast or slow?”


  “…Nope.”


  Glad you can understand. Perhaps everyone has forgotten already, but I’m Nukumizu, you know?


  “I guess. …They are going out, after all.”


  Yakishio hugged her legs and buried her face into them.


  “I know, but, but-“


  “Yakishio, I feel like the same thing will happen again if you two keep trying to be friends like you’ve used to.”


  “…Yes.”


  “I don’t mean to say that you two can’t be friends anymore. However, even if your relationship with Ayano remains unchanged, the situation between Ayano and Asagumo-san will.”


  “…Yeah, I understand. That’s why I want to listen to Ayano’s trouble as a friend. I wasn’t thinking about anything else. I just tried to convey my kindness to him as suggestions. I thought I had accepted the reality as well, okay? I thought I could do it. But-“


  Yakishio’s body straightened up and mumbled.


  “…I want him to think I’m cute.”


  Cute…? Well, we’re talking about a girl seeing her beloved boy, after all.


  “What’s wrong with such a trivial thing like that?”


  She shook her head after listening to me.


  “Aren’t my hair and clothes always soaked with sweat after my club? Even though I used to go home without a care, I started worrying about whether I smelled when I had to meet with Mitsuki. Yet, I didn’t want him to think I spent extra time preparing myself. So, I went back home, changed my clothes, and went back to school to pretend that I had just finished my club. I even prepared another set of uniforms in the clubroom to avoid getting home late.”


  Yakishio closed her eyes and smiled cheerfully. She must have remembered how blessed she was when they were alone.


  “At first, I really just wanted to listen to his trouble. However, I felt really excited after seeing each other. …I thought about how good it would be if this could continue forever. Then…”


  Yakishio’s lips trembled slightly. She then clenched her fists.


  “-Then, one time, and it really happened once only, a bad idea appeared in my mind.”


  “A bad idea…?”


  “If only they could break up. Such a terrible thought…came to my mind.”


  Yakishio started choking before she could finish her sentence.


  I dropped my jaw. Yanami’s words flashed in my head.


  “Why can’t she just take him away-“


  Yanami looked like she was an entirely different person when she said that.


  I held my breath and observed Yakishio. She bit her lips and tried her best to hold back her tears.


  “Mitsuki b-believed…me, yet I…”


  Yakishio wrapped her arms around her shivering body.


  “I…I’m nothing but a bad girl.”


  A massive drop of tear dripped from Yakishio’s eyes. Then, the dam collapsed, and everything came watering down.


  Perhaps she was at her limit. She cried to her heart’s fullest.


  “I-I’m…sorry. …I’m r-really sorry.”


  Yakishio wept like a child. As for me, I sat next to her silently.
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  The only thing I can do is stay with her.


  -Perhaps Yakishio may forget about what happened tonight.


  Yet, I made up my mind. I absolutely can’t forget her tears today.


  *


  An unknown amount of time has passed.


  Yakishio has calmed down slightly. She wept as she wiped her tears with the back of her hand.


  “…Sorry, I just keep talking about myself.”


  “Don’t worry about it. If anything, I should apologize for forcing you to say something like that.”


  Yakishio shook her head. She seemingly said it was nothing.


  “Hehe, …you’ve seen my embarrassing side once again. Don’t tell other people I’ve cried, okay?”


  She laughed with tears in her eyes. I followed her and chuckled as well.


  “I can keep this a secret, but there’s something I want to talk about. Can you listen to me?”


  “So it’s like hush money? Sure, what is it?”


  I cleared my throat with a cough.


  “This happened to one of my female friends.”


  “Nukkun, you have a friend…?”


  Please don’t worry about that.


  “Yes, for real. That friend is just like Yakishio. Her closest boy got a girlfriend.”


  “…Yes.”


  “She did give them her blessings, and she didn’t try to intervene. However, from my perspective, she seems…”


  “…What’s wrong with her?”


  “…She’ll swoop in if she even has the slightest chance.”


  “Swoop in!? She is a bad girl! Nukkun, you befriended a bad girl!?”


  Regrettably, yes.


  “Yet, she doesn’t want to ruin their relationship, so she decides to construct a new one. To enable herself to support those two sincerely, she’s still searching for a new distance between the couple. It’s because she doesn’t want to deny her feelings, but she also doesn’t want to deny how much she wants to stay next to her.”


  “You try to sugarcoat it, but she’s just looking for an opportunity, right?”


  Well, I guess.


  “What’s the conclusion of this?”


  Indeed, I looked to the night sky and started pondering about it.


  “Let me think. Compared to her, Yakishio is definitely a good girl, alright? What do you think?”


  Yakishio also stared at the sky.


  “…Maybe. I think I feel better now.”


  Glad you feel better now. Thank you, bad girl.


  Yakishio put her hands behind her. We looked upward together.


  “I’m a blessed person, okay? Even though I did something like that, everyone still came all this way to comfort me.”


  “Well, you’re Yakishio, after all. Everyone cares about you because they believe in you.”


  “…Eh?”


  “Nukkun seems really gentle and kind today. What’s wrong? Did you get a cat?”


  “Nope, …this is just midnight feelings. Forget about it.”


  Midnight is bad. Yanami will absolutely tease the shit out of me if she sees this. I looked around subconsciously.


  “What’s wrong? You seem startled.”


  “I just think it’s almost time to go back. Yanami-san is worried about you as well.”


  “Oh, did I wake Yana-chan up? I did a bad thing.”


  I stood up and patted my pants.


  Yakishio thought of something when she planned to stand up. She sat down again.


  “Hand.”


  Yakishio reached her hands out toward me.


  “What’s wrong? Did a bug-“


  I bitterly smiled in the middle and reached my hands out to her.


  Then, Yakishio held my hand and stood up.


  “Nukkun is getting reliable.”


  “It’s midnight, after all. Yeah, it’s because it’s midnight.”


  I quickly stepped forward to cover my embarrassment. Yakishio walked next to me.


  “Nukkun.”


  “What?”


  “I promise I’ll explain this to Mitsuki and Asagumo-san properly.”


  “Even Asagumo-san too?”


  “Yeah, I met with her boyfriend in secret, after all. I want to apologize to her in person.”


  …Yakishio doesn’t seem to know that Asagumo-san already knows this.


  Even though I struggle with whether I should tell her, I think I’m not supposed to be the one to say it.


  Whether it’s Yakishio or Asagumo-san, the best for both worlds is that they communicate themselves.


  “Sure, I’ll help you tell Asagumo-san. She’s very worried about you as well. She even came to me a couple of times.”


  “Thanks, I’ll leave it to you. I’ll cooperate with Asagumo-san’s schedule.”


  With how Asagumo-san looked yesterday, I guess their meeting won’t go wrong.


  “…There’s one more thing. Nukkun, I want you to help me.”


  Yakishio lowered her head. Her face seems anxious.


  “Sure, what do you want me to do?”


  “I’m still terrified if I have to talk to Mitsuki. …I’ll probably run away if no one’s watching me. Uh, so-“


  Yakishio grabbed the bottom of my shirt tightly with both of her hands.


  “So, can you go with me!? I’m not saying that you have to watch me. I just think that I can muster my courage if someone’s there. Well, I’m really sorry for causing you trouble constantly, but I-“


  “Yeah, I don’t mind.”


  Yakishio froze for a moment upon hearing my answer.


  “…Eh? Are you sure? That’s a half-hearted reply.”


  “Just because I answer half-heartedly doesn’t mean I think about this half-heartedly. How should I explain this to you?”


  “What do you mean?”


  “It’s not that big of a deal. …That’s what I think.”


  “Heh, I thought you would say something cool.”


  “I only say cool lines at key moments.”


  Yakishio put her hands on her waist dumbfoundedly. She even sighed explicitly.


  “That’s why I don’t like this part of you, Nukkun.”


  Yakishio turned around and strolled forward with light steps.


  “Which part are we talking about here…?”


  She seems to have heard my mumbles. Yakishio turned around and showed her shiny teeth toward me.


  “I’m not telling you.”


  After that, Yakishio walked faster.


  *


  It’s the morning. Yanami clapped her hands and said, “Thanks for the food.” She stacked the plates together sleepily.


  “I’m tired. …Nukumizu-kun, aren’t you tired?”


  “I’m fine. I immediately went to bed after coming back. Yanami-san, did you not sleep?”


  I put the last bit of orange jam onto my last bite of toast. Yakishio’s grandma’s special orange jam’s sweetness is just right. It’s delicious.


  “I don’t remember when did I go to bed. I’m so tired that I didn’t even eat much for breakfast.”


  After that, she yawned without covering her mouth. Sidenote: this girl ate three pieces of toast for breakfast.


  …Yanami waited outside the entrance when Yakishio and I came back yesterday.


  The two girls had a small chat, poked each other’s waist while chuckling, and returned to their room. After watching them, I just collapsed onto the bed and slept without even changing my clothes.


  Then, Yakishio pushed open the door and slapped me up this morning.


  “Komari-chan, you want another bowl of salad? You only finished half of your toast.”


  “W-Woke up too early. C-Can’t finish it…”


  Yakishio talked to Komari when she was having an uphill battle with the remaining half of the toast.


  Yakishio seems just as cheerful and energetic this morning.


  Her wobbly feeling from before has already disappeared.


  This is probably my one-sided thought. However, even so, I still think that period of time isn’t meaningless.


  I sipped some black tea while watching Yakishio and the girls having fun. Then, I saw Yanami’s eyes.


  “Oi, Nukumizu-kun. That t-shirt.”


  “Oh, this one? Yakishio gave it to me. I have to wash it and give it back to her.”


  Remember I said I didn’t have spare clothes? I’m glad she can lend me that.


  Then, Yakishio interrupted us when she was still teasing Komari.


  “That’s mine. Glad that the size is right.”


  “Ah, this is Yakishio’s shirt? Eh? Really? Should I take it off?”


  I thought this was Yakishio’s grandpa’s. Even though it’s washed, will I really be forgiven for wearing a girl’s clothes?


  “It’s just spare clothes. I was going to give this to Yana-chan yesterday, but the size-“


  “Remon-chan!?”


  Yanami yelled. Oh, this is the one Yanami tried to wear, but she didn’t fit.


  “Didn’t I tell you to keep this a secret!?”


  “It’s Nukkun. It doesn’t matter, right?”


  “It matters a lot!”


  Sheesh, these two are already so loud in the morning. I stacked the plates together after drinking the last sip of red tea.


  Just as I’m planning to stand up to tidy up the utensils, I glance at this shirt I’ve borrowed from Yakishio once again.


  …This shirt seems too tight for Yanami to wear. There’s no way she has a wider shoulder than I do. In other words, it’s the bust that doesn’t fit…?


  Ah, shit. Loads of imagination appeared in my brain.


  I tried to calm myself down by remembering Kaju’s face. At this time, a slim arm hugged my shoulders.


  “Yo, playboy. You had fun yesterday, right?”


  Tsukinoki-senpai hugged my shoulders intimately.


  “Please don’t whisper to me suddenly. By the way, can you let me go?”


  Please spare me. I barely calmed down. What a waste.


  “I think you’re going well. Nukumizu-kun is unexpectedly capable.”


  “I didn’t really do anything…”


  I changed my mind in the middle.


  “In the end, we can only watch over them. Also, can you let me go?”


  “Hiya, you’re embarrassed even when it’s me? Onee-san is really happy here.”


  Tsukinoki-senpai rubbed my head chicly.


  “N-Nukumizu…even s-sexually harasses senpai as well.”


  Komari raised her head. She’s looking at me like I’m a piece of garbage. I’m used to it at this point.


  “Wait, I’m the one being sexually harassed, right?”


  Yes, this is precisely the kind of bias that causes my reputation to plummet.


  I ran away and watched the lively girls from a distance. At this time, Yakishio’s grandma came to me with a teapot.


  “Nukumizu-kun, do you want another cup of black tea?”


  “No, thanks.”


  Grandma nodded. Her eyes squinted as she looked at Yakishio and the girls chuckling as if they were too bright.


  “Remon has some excellent friends.”


  “Not really, right? Girls from literature clubs have a special kind of courage, or you can say the kind that causes headaches.”


  “Hiya, I’m actually talking about you, Nukumizu-kun.”


  Grandma smacked my back as she joined Yakishio’s group with a smile.


  …I finally know why Yakishio loves hitting my back.


  I turned from their waves of laughter and walked to the kitchen with the utensils.


  Intermission: JR Central Iida Line Hon-Nagashino Station


  Hon-Nagashino Station, Iida Line. There’s an SUV parked before the station. A tanned girl walked off of it.


  “Thanks, Grandma. I’ll call you once I get home.”


  The person waving at the driver is Remon Yakishio.


  The windows lowered. Yakishio’s grandma looked at her lovingly.


  “Remon, I can just drive you home as well.”


  “It’s fine. I’m good. I need some time to think about stuff.”


  “I see. Well, stay safe on your way home.”


  “Alright, Grandma.”


  Remon hugged Grandma across the window.


  …4 days ago, Grandma suddenly received a call from Yakishio.


  Grandma quickly came to the station to pick Yakishio up upon knowing she was there. At that time, Yakishio looked like a doll plastered with a smiling face.


  As for right now, Yakishio is laughing normally. However, in Grandma’s eyes, she seems to have grown up a bit, even though she doesn’t know whether this is just her bias.


  Grandma reached her hand out and adjusted Remon’s hairpin.


  “Remon, you have made some kind friends.”


  “…Hmm, yeah.”


  They hugged once again. Then, Yakishio waved her hand forcefully and dashed into the station.


  Yakishio passed through the gate next to the waiting room’s brown chairs. At this time, there aren’t any staff members inside the station.


  She went through the tunnel in the station to the opposite platform. Only several people are waiting for the train.


  …I can’t just run away. Remon-chan patted her cheeks forcefully.


  Her friends in the Literature Club were worried and came to pay her a visit. At this time, they must be in senpai’s car heading toward Toyohashi, right?


  She must put an end to this by herself, whether it’s her feelings or her relationship with Mitsuki.


  It takes around an hour to get to Toyohashi from Hon-Nagashino Station.


  Yakishio searched for a place to get on the train at the platform. She suddenly saw someone.


  That girl is wearing an orange dress. She’s standing on the platform with a big hat on her head.


  Ba-dump. Her heart pounded for a second. Remon put her hands on her chest and took a deep breath. Then, she walked toward the orange dress girl, who was also looking at her.


  “…Asagumo-san.”


  “It’s me. This is our first time meeting each other alone, right?”


  Asagumo bowed deeply.


  Why is she here? Yakishio shook her head self-mockingly just before she asked.


  Of course, she’s here to see me.


  “How do you know I’m here?”


  “Nukumizu-san has told me that Yakishio-san wants to have a chat with me. I asked him to tell me your whereabouts.”


  “You actually know this station. Even though you don’t need to come all the way here, we can talk after I’m back in Toyohashi.”


  “It’s because I want to talk to you as soon as possible.”


  Asagumo took off her hat. She tilted her head slightly and showed a sweet smile.


  “Yakishio, I also have a favor to ask you. Can we have a chat? I want to know more about you.”


  A tinge of worry and fear is hidden below her gentle smile.


  Noticing this, the last remnant of caution in Remon’s heart disappeared.


  “…Yes, thank you.”


  The noise of the train can be heard from the rails. The platform made an announcement as well. It looks like the train to Toyohashi is here.


  The two of them watched the incoming train subconsciously.


  “Asagumo-san, the train is here.”


  “You’re right. Should we go back together? Or should we wait for the next one and talk in the waiting room?”


  “What will Asagumo-san do if you miss this one?”


  “I’ll take the next train.”


  “Then I’ll also take the next train.”


  The two looked at each other and laughed at the same time.


  With the noise of the train’s break, the carriage stopped before the girls.


  Asagumo pressed the button. The train’s doors opened.


  “Please, Yakishio-san. We’ll have to wait another hour if we miss this one.”


  “Thank you, Asagumo-san.”


  “No worries.”


  Asagumo was about to approach the carriage. Yet, she suddenly turned around, flipped her dress, and dashed to the platform.


  “What’s wrong?”


  “Please wait for a moment!”


  Asagumo threw something into the platform’s trash bin before running back.


  The door closed behind her. Asagumo put her hands on her chest and took a deep breath.


  “Asagumo-san, what did you just throw away?”


  “…This is the last time I’m breaking my promise with Nukumizu-san. It’s really over now.”


  “Eh? A promise with Nukkun?”


  Remon-chan’s eyes bulged and blinked.


  “Yes, please keep it a secret from Nukumizu-san, okay?”


  Asagumo-san put her finger before her lips and showed a mischievous smile.


  Remon followed her and smiled as well.


  *


  People may never understand each other mutually. That’s why humans need interactions. Somebody seems to have said that before.


  Because of the lack of this mutual understanding, there are many things a person doesn’t know.


  


  This is the first time Remon thinks she wants to know more about Asagumo.


  Chapter 4: Remon Yakishio Is Speaking Up


  
    It’s the second night. I’m browsing the light novel bookshelf inside the Seibunkan Bookstore’s manga room.


    …We came back from Shinshiro yesterday. I was listening to Tsukinoki-senpai’s talking about random stuff, and I was home when I snapped out of it.


    Even though I feel like everything has come to a complete end, there’s still one last thing left.


    Yakishio fulfilled her promise. She’ll meet with Ayano and have a proper chat. As for me, I need to protect Yakishio until she’s at their promised place.


    After dinner, even though there was still ample time left, I decided to leave my home early. It’s because I’m restless. I can’t stay at my house.


    Yakishio said she wanted to talk to Ayano. She’s not trying to change her fate. It’s because her feelings are already well-known.


    Tonight’s meeting is like an aftermath of a defeat. I don’t know what’s waiting ahead in the future for the two of them…


    I thought about that as I reached my hand out toward the bookshelf subconsciously.


    “Oh, the new volume of <Feed JK> is out.”


    The proper name of this light novel is <Even Though There Is a JK as a Bonus From the Apartment I Have Rented, She Is Too Expensive to Feed>.


    The story is about a high school girl running to the MC’s house and start living with him. The book’s realistic description of the rising electricity bill and food costs has earned it widespread praises.


    Also, the latest volume adds another girl living with him, so the MC has to save up even more.


    “Eh, …the MC starts delivering newspaper?”


    I wonder how the story will progress. Someone patted my back when I read the introduction on the back cover.


    “Nukkun, here you are.”


    “Eh, Yakishio.”


    Remon Yakishio is standing next to me.


    “I went to your house just then. Your family told me that you went to the station. I feel like this is where you are.”


    “Forget about that. What’s up with your clothes?”


    Yakishio’s in her sportswear and shorts, …not entirely a match with the atmosphere when she’s standing at a corner of the bookstore.


    “I was jogging. Moreover, isn’t this how I’ve always looked?”


    Yakishio laughed carefreely.


    “But, look, you’re meeting with Ayano right away.”


    “It’s fine. This is how I normally look, anyway.”


    Yakishio stares at the bookshelf in front of her.


    “These are light novels? I wonder if I can finish them.”


    “Eh? Ah, a lot of light novels have a relaxing reading experience. Please don’t worry about it.”


    “But I still haven’t decided which book I should on my book report. Which is the thinnest book in here?”


    “…Tomorrow is the last day of the summer holiday, you know?”


    “I can get an extra week if I say I’ve finished it, but I’ve left it at home. Perhaps the teacher may even forget about it if I’m lucky- ah, this one feels interesting.”


    “Nope, this one starts with the MC running around naked on the streets.”


    “Well, how about this one?”


    “No as well. The first illustration is the MC being pushed over by an 800-year-old, half-naked loli.”


    “…I thought I had chosen the book with the most normal title out of these.”


    “I have to say you have a rather peculiar taste with your accurate selection.”


    We went outside the store after I promised to lend her books.


    It’s completely dark outside now. Yakishio took a big stretch below the street lamp.


    “Hiya, it feels good to read sometimes. I feel like I’ve grown smarter.”


    Relax, you haven’t even read a single line.


    Alright, there’s still some time left. What should we do?


    We were going to meet up near Yakishio’s house before heading to meet with Ayano.


    I thought about that as I looked at my watch. At this time, Yakishio grabbed my hand and looked at the digital display.


    “Hey, Nukkun, what are you going to do next? Are you going to walk over there?”


    “Uh, I’ll kill time for a little bit and take the tram.”


    “I see.”


    Yakishio mumbled disappointingly. She kicked the ground with her shoes.


    “Sigh, this can’t be helped. I’ll jog for a while and head there.”


    “Got it. Well, let’s meet at the promised time.”


    Well, I do notice that Yakishio’s attitude seems to be strange.


    I scratched my head and looked away from her.


    “Ah, …but we’ll be right on time if we walk over there now. I need more exercise recently. Let’s walk, alright?”


    My tone is pretty blatant. Yakishio followed up with the same attitude.


    “Ah, come to think of it, my muscles are cooled down after reading. I guess a walk sounds better than a jog right now.”


    I glanced next to me. Yakishio and I are looking at each other. Both of us can’t help but laugh.


    “Right, Yakishio is heading to the same place as I do.”


    I continued unnaturally.


    “I guess. You can’t be helped. I’ll do my good deed of the day and go with you.”


    Yakishio put both of her hands behind her head. She shot me a flirtatious glance.


    I looked at her with a bitter smile. We then walked shoulder-to-shoulder.


    *


    For most of the 40-minute stroll, we were chitchatting about trivial things.


    Summer holiday homework, the opening ceremony two days later, the senpai in the Track and Field Club who looks scary but actually has a kind heart-


    Yakishio was really talkative, but then she gradually toned down. It’s because we’re almost at the destination.


    The place we’ve promised Ayano is the playground of the primary school where the two of them used to go together.


    I’m on the road outside the school to check what’s in the school across the railings.


    “…The lights of the school building are closed.”


    Ah? Perhaps it’s too late to say this, but this is illegal trespassing, right…?


     “It’s almost time.”


    Yakishio put her hands on her chest and took a deep breath. She whispered, “I’m ready.” Then, she raised her head.


    “Well, I’ll get going.”


    “Hey, Yakishio. It’s a bit too late to say this, but are you sure you just want to walk in there like it’s nothing? Won’t you get scolded?”


    “That’s really too late of you…”


    I’m worried, after all.


    Yakishio put her hands on her waist. She shook her head helplessly.


    “All of the kids are gone in the afternoon, anyway. It’s fine if you don’t make a stir, and I’m used to it.”


    Don’t tell me this girl is a recidivist. …Whatever, I’m not the one getting scolded, anyway.


    I was going to send her off gently. Yet, Yakishio gently poked my chest.


    “Nukkun, you say that because you’re worried about me, right?”


    “Eh? No, that’s impossible.”


    “Thanks, I can do this myself. Wait for me here, Nukkun.”


    Ah, so I have to walk her back as well? It’s scary to be on the streets alone at night.


    Yakishio seems to have noticed that I’m worried about my surroundings. Her eyebrows raised.


    “Nukkun, are you trying to make a girl go home alone at night?”


    “That’s not true. Of course, I’ll send you back.”


    “Alright, I’ll leave it to you.”


    Yakishio showed her usual smile. Then, she raised her hand toward me.


    …? I have considered 5 answers to her gesture. After that, I raised my hand tremblingly, just like her.


    “Well, I’ll go and put an end to this!”


    As if she grew impatient, Yakishio high-fived me forcefully. Next, she dashed out and jumped over the backdoor.


    …Yep, this girl does this all the time.


    *


    The primary school playground under the moonlight seems smaller than Remon’s memory.


    At that time, every corner of the school is filled with happiness. Then, when Remon felt that it was getting cramped, graduation fell upon her.


    Remon stroked the playground rides nostalgically. She leisurely strolled around.


    The empty rides in the dark have an indescribable sense of loneliness. If only the sun rises sooner, she thinks dazedly.


    …Mitsuki is already here, right?


    Looking around, a tall boy is standing there restlessly before a white shutter box at the corner of the playground.


    At that moment, her vision turns blurry.


    Remon took a deep breath. She suppressed her urge to dash over there. One step at a time, she walked toward there with determination.


    Until she was in front of him, Remon didn’t realize she had never thought about her opening lines. She wondered what kind of expression she should face him with.


    Standing before Mitsuki, Remon is giving him a very vague smile.


    “Thanks for coming, Mitsuki.”


    “No, …the pleasure is mine.”


    This is a voice she was used to before Mitsuki entered puberty.


    Mitsuki’s heavily confused expression made Remon relax.


    Mitsuki is the same as her. He also didn’t consider how he should face her before he came here.


    “I miss this place. It’s been years.”


    Remon turned around without hesitation. She took a step forward to signal Mitsuki that he should follow her.


    After a beat, Mitsuki walked next to her.


    “I…haven’t been here since graduation. That makes it 4 years.”


    “Me too.”


    Even though I cried so much during the graduation ceremony, the school is very close to home, so she can come here whenever she wants. Despite this, Remon never visited this place until now.


    Remon slowly ran to a slide with ladders. She looked up to Mitsuki. The latter shook his head.


    “Don’t climb that. It’s dark.”


    “I won’t. I’m not a child anymore.”


    Perhaps her intention is exposed. Remon’s lips curled down as if she’s a child getting caught having bad ideas.


    “I haven’t gone on the swings in a long time. I think I tried my best to see how high I could get, right?"


    “You were the only one going that far. I think you’ve hurt your ankles as well.”


    “…I did. Wow, I miss this tire as well.”


    Remon is already riding on the half-buried tire before she finishes her sentence.


    There aren’t any rules with this thing as well. So, she could sit around, jump over it, or go inside and back out when she was little. Whatever she wanted.


    Remon crossed through tire after tire with ease. Then, she sat on the last one.


    “Was the tire this small?”


    “It’s always been like that, I think. Perhaps it’s because we stopped playing it after becoming seniors.”


    Mitsuki said that as he sat on the tire next to hers. A smile appeared on Remon’s face.


    She’s already happy when they can sit together.


    Perhaps this is the last night where the two can be alone like this. They went silent for a moment.


    “…We first talked during our second year of primary school, right?”


    Remon spoke up nostalgically. Mitsuki nodded in silence.


    “My first impression of Mitsuki isn’t great, actually. It’s because you were always reading during breaks. I thought you were a strange kid.”


    The confession after 8 years made Mitsuki smile bitterly.


    “At that time, I wanted to finish all the books during the academic year. There was this weird sense of duty burning through me.”


    “Well, when I first talked to you, …ha, I bet you’ve forgotten about me, right?”


    “It was when you injured your leg, right?”


    In the autumn of their second year, Remon jumped down from the swings and injured her leg. Even though it wasn’t serious, she was banned from doing sports. So, she started messing with Mitsuki while he was reading.


    “…You still remember.”


    “Of course, after all, being messed with by the bully in class when I was reading is a big trauma in anyone’s life.”


    “Is that how you think of me!? Shouldn’t it be a beautiful memory where you get to read shoulder-to-shoulder with a poor, injured girl?”


    “You were bored of it pretty fast. I even had to explain the book to you.”


    Remon chuckled. Mitsuki’s stiff face cracked, and he followed her laughter as well.


    “I always get sleepy when I read, but I can listen as long as Mitsuki speaks.”


    “…Yeah.”


    “So, we were still reading together even after my leg healed.”


    From then on, Remon always read with Mitsuki shoulder-to-shoulder, using excuses like rain, heat, and cold.


    “I didn’t expect for me to explain the entire <Harry Potter> series to you as well.”


    Mitsuki’s lips curled up slightly. His eyes closed in nostalgia.


    “No, I should be the one complaining, right? The movies are entirely different than the books! Harry didn’t even marry Hermione at the end.”


    “Sorry, I didn’t know Remon believed it.”


    “Eh, doesn’t that make me an idiot?”


    Mitsuki couldn’t hold his laughter. Remon wanted to say something, but she chuckled.


    Remon is tired from laughing. She wiped her eyes.


    “…I miss those times.”


    “Yeah, it’s been 8 years already.”


    They will talk until sunrise if possible.


    It’s more like she really wants to do that. However, at this moment, she has the responsibility to push the clock forward. Remon cheered herself and started formulating her words.


    “…I said I wanted to go to Tsuwabuki High School during the second year of middle school. In the end, everyone thought I was joking. Don’t you think they are pretty mean? Even the teacher pretended to be deaf.”


    “Anyone would think that with your grades at the time.”


    “But Mitsuki didn’t.”


    “But I thought it was impossible as well.”


    “Oh, right, I remembered! Even though you didn’t laugh at me, you did say I could never succeed with the entrance exam alone!”


    Remon looked at Mitsuki angrily.


    “Also, you wanted me to give up on the exam and tried to get a recommendation instead. Weren’t you too mean?”


    “Your grade was far below the average, after all…”


    Tsuwabuki is one of the tops in the prefecture. So, logically, it shouldn’t be a choice based on Remon’s grades.


    “If that’s so, then why did Mitsuki still help me?”


    “That’s because…that’s what friends are for.”


    Friend. Remon couldn’t help but lower her head after hearing that word.


    She and Mitsuki are friends, whether it’s the past or present.


    “…I didn’t know Mitsuki would go so far to help a friend. You even told me how to get an internal promotion. How did you even know that?”


    Mitsuki didn’t just teach her things on the tests.


    He investigated each subject and how each teacher would grade them. Thanks to that, Remon’s internal promotion score was high enough to get a recommendation from Tsuwabuki.


    “I pretended to ask questions and tried my best to please the teachers. I even tried my hands on the admission guidance as well.”


    “But you didn’t have to check the teachers’ marriage anniversaries and birthdays, right?”


    “I thought I should do everything I could. However, you managed to be on the Prefecture Sports Festival’s commendation stand as the captain of the Track and Field Club by yourself.”


    Next year, Aichi Prefecture will hold the national sports festival for all high school students. Mitsuki also recommended Remon run for the next captain of the Track and Field Club.


    “Also, Mitsuki is very good at studying. You’re always on top during the third year of middle school.”


    “It’s just inside the school. My ranking is on the lower side in mock exams outside.”


    Remon and Mitsuki kept helping each other toward the entrance exam in the latter half of their middle school life.


    Yet, she still went to clubs despite the imminent exam. An outsider may think she seems to be easily overcoming hurdle after hurdle.


    However, only the two of them understand the time and memories they have accumulated.


    Remon is also pleased, even though she doesn’t tell everyone how proud she is.


    “But I don’t understand…”


    Remon bows down. Something seems to be on her mind.


    “What?”


    “I don’t understand why Mitsuki helped me. Even though you had to deal with the exam too, there’s no way you would’ve gone that far just because we are friends, right?”


    Remon’s throwing a tantrum. Mitsuki turned stiff.


    “…Didn’t you tell me why you want to go to Tsuwabuki? Remon said your house is full of scholars and lawyers. You said you would be ashamed if you didn’t do well academically.”


    “I can’t believe you can remember all of that. It’s not just my parents. A huge chunk of my family is in good schools. Even though Dad and Mom told me not to worry about it too much, it sounded like they told me to give up and stop trying to act cool.”


    He didn’t forget about this as well. Remon mumbled and raised her head forcefully as if she had made up her mind.


    “But it’s not just that.”


    Remon’s tone is unprecedented. Mitsuki noticed something and straightened his body.


    “It’s because I want to attend the same high school as Mitsuki.”


    Mitsuki is being stared at directly. He looked back as if he had forgotten how to breathe.


    “Remon…”


    “I’ve already told the truth. It’s time for Mitsuki to do that as well.”


    “…You want me to be honest?”


    “Why did you go that far?”


    Mitsuki probably knew he couldn’t escape anymore. He fiddled his fingers. Then, in an attempt to avoid her gaze, he looked to the ground.


    “It’s because…I also want to be in the same high school as Remon.”


    Mitsuki sighed and continued with a deep voice.


    “Remon is gradually getting more attention after getting into middle school. You’re always praised at the school’s sports festival with a medal after medal. Layers upon layers of people are surrounding you.”


    After taking a deep breath, Mitsuki continued as if he reaffirmed his beliefs.


    “To me, Remon is very charming. I feel like you’re going further and further away from me. So, I was thrilled when you came to me for help. I was really excited when I thought I could attend the same high school as you.”


    Mitsuki still wants to continue, but he’s not good with his words. So, he hesitated a couple of times and ended up in silence.


    “…I didn’t know that’s how you think of me.”


    Remon casually broke through the silent atmosphere again.


    “At that time, I was full of energy simply because of happiness. I didn’t understand what I was thinking at that time. But, right now-“


    Mitsuki swallowed his words. He cannot and should not say the following sentence.


    The two of them already know. So, Remon spoke up.


    “I’ll say it for you.”


    Mitsuki immediately raised his head. His face is full of fear.


    Remon gently smiled. She continued with an even softer tone.


    “Mitsuki, you once fell in love with me, right?”


    Silence. That’s his reply.


    At this point, the answer doesn’t matter anymore. Mitsuki calmed down and spoke up.


    “I still don’t understand. Chihaya…”


    At this point, he’s confused. He wondered whether he should continue.


    “It’s fine. Go ahead.”


    “…After I started going out with Chihaya, I slowly understood my feelings for her and why my heart flutters whenever I’m with her.”


    It’s been less than a year since he met with Chihaya Asagumo.


    “This is how it feels to fall in love with another person.”


    However, the reason why he can realize this in such a short time is because of all the feelings he has accumulated up to this point.


    The feelings he has for Chihaya Asagumo and the feelings he has for Remon.


    “…I’m really happy. Indeed, I’m really happy.”


    Remon continued calmly. Then, she looked at Mitsuki in embarrassment.


    “But I-“


    Remon interrupted him as if she wanted to ease his worries. She continued gently.


    “Nothing is happier than that, right? The person I love loves me as well. That’s all that matters.”


     


    -Even if I can’t be with you.


    Remon decides to hide that inside her heart.


     


    This is love that withers the moment it’s realized.


     


    That’s why Remon gave Mitsuki a blossoming smile.


    “Let me ask you this. Which part of Asagumo-san do you like?”


    “Well, …can I say that?”


    “Why not?”


    Remon chuckled. Mitsuki struggled with his words.


    “…I w-want to work with books in the future.”


    “Eh? Does Mitsuki want to be in a publishing house? Or an author?”


    Remon’s tone got an octave higher after Mitsuki’s unexpected speech.


    “I still haven’t figured it out. It’s still up in the air.”


    Mitsuki stared at his palm.


    “I still don’t know what I can do. I still don’t know what I want to do. However, if I decide that I want to work with books, I’m planning to head to a university in Tokyo. Then, I’ll get as much experience from doing everything I can within 4 years.”


    Mitsuki’s side profile is radiating maturity. Remon is attracted to him. Yet, she suddenly has a question.


    Even though she’s asking how he fell in love with Asagumo, Mitsuki is talking about this instead. In other words-


    “…Does Asagumo-san want to do the same as well?”


    “Yeah, Chihaya has the same dream as I do. It’s more like she’s the one who helps to consolidate my vague dream.”


    “You two are amazing for thinking so far ahead.”


    “To me, Remon is the truly amazing one.”


    For some reason, she feels like something heavy has been lifted off her chest. Remon raised her head and looked to the night sky.


    Mitsuki is also looking at the sky. Remon pointed up.


    “Look, isn’t that star really bright? Is that the North Star?”


    “The North Star isn’t in this direction, okay? The bright one right now should be the Summer Triangle. Look, the big stars form a triangle, right?”


    “Ugh, I’ve only found one. It feels red. Is that Mars?”


    Mitsuki followed Remon’s eyes. That one? He said that and nodded.


    “That’s Antares, in the constellation of Scorpius.”


    “Oh, that’s Scorpius?”


    …Although they are watching the same sky, the star she and Mitsuki are looking at isn’t the same.


    Feeling lonely, Remon thinks of Chihaya Asagumo again.


    She shares the same dream as Mitsuki. They are also on the same path.


    “Mitsuki, don’t ever let Asagumo-san go, alright? She’s irreplaceable to Mitsuki.”


    “…Yes.”


    Silence enveloped the two once again.


    They already noticed that they had said whatever they needed.


    So, one of them has to close the curtains.


    “Remon, it’s time to go back, right?”


    Perhaps he thinks he should be the one to do it. Mitsuki quickly stood up as if he didn’t want to overthink anything.


    “I’m staying here for a bit longer. Leave me alone.”


    “…Are you sure?”


    Remon nodded. She whispered to herself that she would be fine.


     


    “Relax. I’m just taking a small break, and then I’ll turn back to that energetic Remon Yakishio.”


    *


    It’s been almost 20 minutes since Yakishio trespassed the backdoor.


    “…I should just say there’s a cat, right?”


    I stared at the gloomy backdoor after thinking of an excuse.


    I’ve even thought of an excuse for trespassing just in case. Let’s just say a kitten ran into the school.


    “It appears to be a tortoiseshell cat. Let’s call it Nyaruko.”


    Nyaruko is a stray cat. She’s very cautious of everyone except for me. She likes me when I feed her. If that’s the case, let’s just say she’s a female cat if she turns into a cat girl…


    A tall figure suddenly stands before me when I’m searching for cat photos on my phone.


    “Meow!?”


    “What are you doing here, Nukumizu?”


    The person talking to me is Ayano. He came out of the school when I was looking up photos. That’s why I didn’t notice him.


    “Uh, well, I’m sending someone back…”


    “Me?”


    No freaking way.


    I’m not mentally prepared for the sudden conversation. So, I cleared my throat and explained everything from the beginning.


    “It’s too late, so I have to walk Yakishio home.”


    I went around Ayano and glanced inside.


    “Is Yakishio still inside?”


    “Yeah, she said she wanted to chill alone.”


    Ayano knows that I’m worried about her. He continued kindly.


    “…Relax, I’ve already talked to Remon. Sorry, but I’ll leave the rest to you.”


    Ayano looks very calm. Although I have to be careful around this guy, I’ll trust him this time.


    “I don’t know what I can do, but I’ll walk her home, anyway.”


    Ayano didn’t move. I looked at him. Whether coincidence or not, our eyes met.


    “I’ve already heard it from Chihaya. You liking Yanami-san is a lie, right?”


    “Well, yeah…”


    Right, I forgot that was a thing.


    Ayano stared at me for a while. He gently mumbled.


    “You’re a nice person.”


    “Ha? What makes you think that?”


    “It’s this whole incident, obviously. A normal person won’t go so far for a friend, right?”


    …Friend? Who’re friends with who?


    “If you’re talking about Yakishio, we aren’t really friends.”


    “Why? You two pretty much look like one.”


    “No, think about it. We have never confirmed our friendship. Moreover, does Yakishio view me as a friend? There’s no consensus between us.”


    I explained my reasoning rapidly as I remembered what happened on the last day of the first semester.


    It wasn’t until that day that I knew I was already friends with Yanami. Although that was a major shock to me, that was a good experience.


    “…Even I don’t think a declaration is required before making friends.”


    “I see. Glad to hear that.”


    “That’s what I’m trying to say after all of this. Isn’t it awkward when the person you think of as a friend doesn’t think of you as one?”


    “Nukumizu, you’re overthinking too much…”


    Ayano was planning to brush it off with a laugh, but his face suddenly turned serious.


    “No, perhaps Nukumizu is right. Even though I’ve never considered that before.”


    Yo, someone finally gets me. I nodded firmly.


    “Right? So, the confirmation process is critical.”


    “I know what you mean, but you’re still overthinking Remon too much. Also, didn’t Nukumizu and I become friends before we even realized it?”


    “Wait, we are friends?”


    I spurted that without thinking. Ayano almost tripped over.


    “Are you serious? I want to cry.”


    …Wait, this guy really thinks I’m his friend?


    However, if that’s so, I don’t hate an enthusiastic person like him.


    “Well, …I’m not a talented person, but I look forward to our friendship. That’s all.”


    “You think this is a marriage proposal?”


    Ayano chuckled. I followed as well.


    I was the one proposing last time. How the tables have turned.


    After that, I noticed Yakishio looking at us from the railings behind the backdoor dumbfoundedly.


    “How can you two laugh so much when I’m sinking in sadness here?”


    Yakishio said that refreshingly as she jumped over the railings with ease.


    “It’s between the boys. Right, Nukumizu?”


    Ayano poked me with his elbow. I carefully poked him back.


    “Uh, well, …I guess.”


    Is this really what a conversation between friends looks like? Isn’t this too unnatural…?


    Ayano puts his arm on my shoulder when I’m thinking about that.


    “Well, Remon, make sure Nukumizu sends you back properly.”


    “You too, Mitsuki. Don’t just cry because you’re going back at night.”


    Is Ayano planning to head back?


    Sigh, I guess. Ayano already has Asagumo-san, after all. They can’t just be alone all the time.


    Yakishio came next to me. She patted my back as usual.


    “Thanks for the wait, Nukkun. Let’s head back.”


    “Ah, yeah, sure.”


    I answered as I watched Ayano’s departure.


    A lot of ideas came to my head, but I ignored all of them. It’s because my body moved before anything else.


    “Yakishio, sorry, just a second.”


    “What’s wrong, Nukkun?”


    I grabbed Ayano’s hand and dragged him to where Yakishio couldn’t hear us.


    “Oi, what’s wrong, Nukumizu?”


    “You should at least walk her home for the last time.”


    Ayano probably understood what I meant. His face turned stiff.


    “…It’s already over for the two of us. I’ll feel bad for Chihaya if something happens again.”


    “Perhaps you’re right, but throw all of those away from now. What’s wrong with…just a little longer?”


    “But-“


    Ayano and I turned to Yakishio. She’s peeking at us from afar worriedly.


    “It’s just a trip to her house. What’s wrong with that?”


    “I did tell Chihaya that Remon and I would talk, but this-“


    “…is cheating, right?”


    Ayano became lost in thought with what I casually spurted. He eventually bitterly smiled.


    “Please don’t tell Chihaya, alright?”


    “Just stop doing things that give you a headache.”


    I pushed Ayano toward Yakishio.


    “Well, I’ll leave it to you, Ayano.”


    “Eh, wait, Nukkun?”


    “There’s something sudden that I need to do. Ayano will walk you home.”


    “Eh!”


    Yakishio’s immediately turned stiff. Ayano scratched his head. He walked toward Yakishio while trying to cover his embarrassment.


    “It’s dangerous at night, after all. Can I walk you home?”


    Yakishio nodded obediently.


    “…Yeah.”


    I watched the two of them gradually disappear.


    Come to think of it, Ayano isn’t wearing Asagumo-san’s bracelet today.


    “Ayano, I wonder how dense he is…?”


    I shrugged and stopped thinking about it.


    It’s late right now. Who cares about being a naughty child for a moment?


    If Asagumo-san is here, she will definitely say, “Of course, you should walk her home. Look at the time.”


    Even if that’s not true, there’s nothing wrong with Yakishio and Ayano having a small secret like this.


     


    I thought about that as I strolled across the street during the night back home.


     


    “Mitsuki.”


    “What’s wrong?”


     


    “I love you, Mitsuki.”


    “Remon, you-“


     


    “What’s wrong?”


     


    “It’s nothing. Thank you. I’m happy, Remon.”


    “Hehe…”


     


    “Hey, can I ask for something ridiculous?”


    “Ridiculous?”


    “Yes, you can’t even say it to Asagumo-san. Just this one. This is my first and last ridiculous request.”


     


    Mitsuki’s face is reflected through Remon’s clear brown pupils.


    Mitsuki nodded.


     


    What she wants is a tiny little secret between the two of them.


    


    With that, Remon Yakishio spoke up.


    



    


    
      
        [image: ]
      

    

  


  
    Epilogue: The Other Side of the Happy Ending


    Two days after that night. It’s the morning of the new semester.


    “It’s over…”


    I sighed while in my uniform as I walked toward the entrance.


    Indeed, the summer holiday is finally over.


    Not having to be disrupted by the alarm in the morning, playing video games, or reading online manga in my air-conditioned room, and look, it’s already noon.


    Reading light novels, manga, or anime in the afternoon. Then, call it a day by randomly leaving a couple of strokes on my work and feeling accomplished for the day before going to bed. …This lifestyle is already declared to be over.


    I’ve already checked the date on my phone three times this morning. There’s nothing else I can do aside from facing reality.


    “No use to complain if it’s over…”


    I convinced myself and looked at the mirror at the door.


    My hair and uniform remain the same as the first semester. Just as I’m trying to tidy up my bedhead-


    “Are you leaving, onii-sama?”


    Step, step, step. Kaju dashed over in her uniform.


    “It’s the new semester, after all. I don’t want to be late and stand out.”


    I thought of an excuse as I patted Kaju’s head.


    “Kaju’s starting a new semester as well. Look out for cars on the road.”


    “Alright, take care too, onii-sama.”


    Kaju chuckled and looked at me. Then, her personality suddenly turned to that of a caretaker.


    “Onii-sama, your tie isn’t right.”


    Kaju carefully fixed my tie. My little sister does pay much attention to appearance.


    Kaju pinched the tie and stared at my face.


    “What’s wrong? Is there something on my face?”


    “Is Kaju imagining things? Onii-sama seems a little happy.”


    Happy? Uh, even though the troublesome school life is beginning, Kaju has noticed I’m a bit floaty. Don’t tell me this means…


    “Of course I’m happy. Kaju cares much about me, even though it’s just the morning.”


    That will do. The sweet talk at the beginning of the new semester put a big smile on Kaju’s face.


    “Ehehe, onii-sama. Why don’t the two of us elope together?”


    “Elope what? I need to go to school.”


    With that, I pushed the door open. Kaju chased after me in her slippers.


    “Ah, is something wrong?”


    “Please stand still, onii-sama. Don’t move. Just look in front of you.”


    I heard two clacking sounds behind my right shoulder.


    I turned around. Kaju’s holding a flintstone. Her face is brimming with a smile. [TL: Peasants during the Edo period believed that the sparks from flintstone could eliminate dirty things. It’s meant to be a blessing for a safe trip.]


    “Have a nice trip, onii-sama.”


    *


    I went out of Aichidaigaku-Mae Station’s platform. Then, I merged into the stream of people heading toward my school.


    Some are chatting with their friends, while others are heading forward boringly like me.


    How do they spend time in the classroom? If some people only contact each other now, naturally, there should be people who use many faces at once.


    …I decided to put down my depression and slowly detached from the crowd.


    I relaxed the tie tightened up by Kaju a little bit. At this point, someone suddenly knocked on my shoulder gently.


    “Hello, Nukumizu-san.”


    It’s Asagumo-san. She walked next to me. I lowered my head since I didn’t know how to answer her.


    “Well, …hello. Good morning."


    “Nukumizu-san takes the tram to school as well. I never knew that.”


    I don’t exist in all of your eyes, after all.


    Just as I’m searching for the proper words, Asagumo-san straightens her back. She faced forward and spoke up.


    “Even though a lot has happened, I still managed to explain everything to Mitsuki-san and Remon-san. I think our relationship can continue as always.”


    “Good to know.”


    I said what I sincerely thought. Then, I looked around and got close to Asagumo-san.


    “Wel, …I’ve been wanting to ask you about this.”


    “What is it?”


    I lowered my voice and continued.


    “Did you put a GPS on Yakishio as well…?”


    Asagumo-san’s expression didn’t change at all. She faced forward and spoke up.


    “Did you know, Nukumizu-san? A small tracker has limited batteries. It can only work for a few days.”


    “Oh, I see.”


    What is she trying to say?


    “How should I describe a non-functional GPS? A tracker or a piece of trash?”


    Asagumo-san reaches her finger out and puts it on her chin. She raised her head and looked at me pretentiously.


    “Which one do you think it is, Nukumizu-san?”


    Isn’t it just a tracker without batteries? I gave up on getting the answer from her and changed the topic.


    “…I feel like Asagumo-san is a lot different than my image of you in the cram school.”


    “Ara, what’s your impression of mine?”


    I bitterly smiled before she even finished her sentence.


    We didn’t even talk before. What’s the point of such an impression?


    Asagumo-san put her hand on my shoulders. Then, she stood tall and firm before whispering next to my ear.


    “Don’t you know? Despite my looks, I’m actually a bad girl.”


    “…I know it already.”


    Asagumo-san lowered her head and tried to hold in her laughter.


    Her chuckles influenced me as well. At this time, someone suddenly smacked my back.


    “Chi-chan, Nukkun, good morning!”


    Yakishio gave us an energetic greeting.


    Her charming smile seems to be saying that nothing is troubling her anymore. I replied to her with a stiff smile.


    “Uh, yeah, …good morning.”


    “Good morning, Remon-san.”


    Yakishio squeezed herself between the two of us.


    “You two are together. Nukkun, I’m sorry to interrupt during your happy moment, but I’m bringing Chi-chan away.”


    Is her nickname Chi-chan because she’s called Chihaya? It looks like they are closer.


    “Of course.”


    “…Thank you, Nukkun.”


    Yakishio skillfully winked at me and held Asagumo-san.


    “Let’s go, Chi-chan!”


    “Alright, Remon-san. Well, we’ll be leaving, Nukumizu-san.”


    The two of them left me in a blink of an eye.


    “Chi-chan, you really don’t mind me going to your house and taking the shampoo you talked about earlier?”


    “Of course, I’ve bought extras. Don’t worry about it. I can also tell you how to take care of your hair if you don’t mind.”


    …By the way, aren’t these two too close?


    Asagumo-san rubbed Yakishio’s hair, and Yakishio didn’t rebel at all. This is indecent. I’m going to need more.


    I stared at their backs with full attention. Suddenly, I can hear someone pressing the break of their bicycle next to me.


    A tall guy got off the bicycle and approached me.


    “Good morning, Nukumizu.”


    “Good morning, Ayano.”


    Behold, the prime culprit of everything, the dense MC Mitsuki Ayano. By the way, quit appearing one by one. Do you guys think I’m a checkpoint in those stamp races?


    “So, what’s with those two?”


    “I don’t know. They seem to be close.”


    Ayano sighed.


    “She spilled all of my black histories to Chihaya. What a girl.”


    Oh, I see how it is. All of you are just going to give me diabetes in the morning, right?


    Honestly, I’ll be annoyed if this happens again. I guess I can understand how Yanami feels now.


    “Good to hear. Well, please don’t drag me into things like that anymore.”


    “By the way, Nukumizu.”


    Ayano hugged my shoulders.


    “Please tell me if there’s someone you have a crush on. I’ll definitely be your wingman.”


    Uh, …I don’t want to tell this guy at all.


    Moreover, where do I find a person I have a crush on? The faces of the girls next to me appeared in my mind.


    …I would prefer a more normal girl if I have to engage in a relationship. The best would be the kind that doesn’t jump out of a phone screen.


    Yakishio and Asagumo-san noticed Ayano. They smiled and waved.


    “Ah, good morning, Mitsuki!”


    “Ara, good morning, Mitsuki-san.”


    Ayano waved back as well.


    “Good morning, you two. Let’s go, Nukumizu. We should hurry.”


    Sorry, but I’m already exhausted because of you guys, and it’s just the morning. Yanami still has some business with me today after school. I can’t handle her if I don’t save up some energy.


    “I’ll take it slow. You should go first, Ayano.”


    “I see. Well, see you later.”


    I watched as the hot dude and his two chicks passed through the gate. Alright, allow me to chill for the rest of the day. I can sit down and meditate once I’m in the classroom. Then, it’s already after school with my eyes half-closed.


    “The young man…over there…”


    …Hmm? Is someone calling me?


    I stopped. There aren’t any familiar faces around. Therefore, I was planning to ignore it and leave.


    “…The young man…from the Literature Club…”


    “!”


    I jumped from the whisper next to my ears.


    It’s Shikiya-senpai from the student council. She’s so close that she’s practically sticking to my back. Aside from the glare, her face is even paler than usual.


    “Uh, Shikiya-senpai. Is something the matter?”


    Shikiya-senpai silently reached her hand out toward my throat.


    I went stiff. She used her slim fingers to fix my tie.


    “Eh, well.”


    “New semester, …tie, …properly, …wear…”


    I was frozen due to the sudden development. As for Shikiya-senpai, she let go of her hand apologetically.


    “…Sorry, …I seem to have…overstepped my boundaries…”


    Uh, what does that mean?


    Shikiya-senpai took out something from the knot on my tie. Then, she put it in my palm and made me hold it.


    “Well, I…shall leave…”


    She gave me a single long, black hair. This is Kaju’s hair. Why is it in the tie?


    “I didn’t expect Kaju to be so clumsy.”


    I opened my palm. The hair was carried away by the wind. Then, I looked at Shikiya-senpai’s back.


    Ah, I still have her handkerchief…


    “N-Nukumizu, …w-what are y-you doing in the m-morning?”


    “Not again. …No, it’s Komari. Good morning.”


    I’m not surprised anymore. Komari appeared next to me on her bicycle. The white safety hat suits her very well. If only she could wear it at all times.


    “I don’t know. Shikiya-senpai helped me fix my tie.”


    “B-Before that. T-The guy…”


    “He’s Ayano from Class D. That one. The one who visited the club before.”


    I don’t know if she’s even listening to me. Komari mumbled something.


    “A-After the delinquent, …n-now comes the e-elite student…with g-glasses.”


    Komari’s eyes are flashing in an eerie way under her safety hat.


    Wait, what is she fantasizing about?


    “Hakamada isn’t a delinquent. Even though I won’t stop your criminal fantasies, please don’t talk about them in front of others.”


    “I-In other words, …i-it’s a secret relationship?”


    A switch inside her seems to have turned on. Komari’s face blushed slightly. She raised her head and looked at me with a bright smile.


    You look a bit cute. Please stop. This girl’s brain is filled with weird shit, as usual.


    “It’s not public nor a secret. I’m getting late. See you.”


    I left Komari and walked to the shoe shelves.


    Why am I exhausted on the first day of the new semester?


    I decided to take the tram early tomorrow.


    *


    After school, the emergency stairs in the old school building.


    It’s September. The heat from the summer is already gone before we come to our realization.


    The evening breezes gently stroke my cheeks. Yanami called me here. We’re observing the playground shoulder-to-shoulder right now.


    “…So, why didn’t you tell me everything?”


    Yanami tore apart the package of the red bean bread she bought from the nearby bakery.


    I stabbed the straw through the milk carton box and answered her.


    “You didn’t ask me. Think about it. I can’t just tell you like we’re chit-chatting, right?”


    “Nope, nope. I’m still involved in this, right? I was totally dragged in.”


    Yanami chewed the bread. She put her hands on the railing.


    “Whatever, I’ll forget it if the ending is perfect. Remon-chan’s feelings come first, after all.”


    The Track and Field Club members start warming up at a corner of the playground.


    We can see a tanned girl from afar. She’s being scolded for dashing out on her own.


    “Anyway, Yakishio looks pretty energetic. At least we don’t need to worry about her too much at this point, right?”


    Yakishio dealt with her problem perfectly. We’re just outsiders in the end.


    Whether it’s relationships or jealousy, the only person who can solve these issues is herself.


    “By the way, Yanami-san. Didn’t you say you wouldn’t eat snacks anymore?”


    Yanami finished the bread. She clapped chicly.


    “I win, Nukumizu-kun.”


    “I see. Congrats.”


    I planned to end the conversation with a half-assed reply since I felt it would get troublesome. However, Yanami ignored me and continued.


    “After improving my eating habits, I’ve successfully taken off 250 grams this week.”


    250 grams…?


    “Isn’t that just an error-“


    “That means I’m losing a kilogram a month. In other words, the promised victory is waiting for me.”


    …I should quit complaining whenever I can. Therefore, I tried to calm down and stopped thinking before giving her a half-hearted agreement.


    “But then I’ve realized something. Doesn’t that mean I’ll lose 12 kilograms a year if this rhythm continues? Won’t that cause issues to your health?”


    I think there are issues as well, especially with Yanami’s brain.


    Yanami continued her mysterious theory chicly.


    “In other words, I have to gain a kilogram every month if I want to keep my eating habits and figure. In a sense, this is reverse thinking.”


    “…Wait, you should calm down and think about this. Are you sure your theory is right? Are you sure this is fine?”


    Nope, I didn’t manage to keep my cool. Yanami gave me a confident nod.


    “Nukumizu-kun, the weight scale won’t lie. Also, let me tell you this. A kilogram of fat has around 7,200 calories. Converting that into cup noodles means you have to eat 20 cups just to get enough.”


    Yanami took out another package of bread.


    “Ugh, nom, nom, nom, nom.”


    Don’t talk while eating. Yanami swallowed a mouthful of bread.


    “This is a positive weight loss method supported by mathematical theory. Perhaps I can write a book about it.”


    “Please give me an autograph if you do.”


    I think the result can be immediately seen on Yanami’s body, especially her stomach.


    I sipped the milk as I leisurely observed the playground.


    The first day of the second semester is as usual. The holiday mood is destroyed relentlessly. We went back to our routine.


    Also, our class teacher Amanatsu-sensei’s hope of finding a boyfriend during the Ghost Festival seems to have died out.


    “Come to think of it. Prez has already finished writing the club magazine. We should go to the club after this.”


    “Oh, I just got one. Here’s yours.”


    Yanami took out a booklet from her school bag.


    It’s the finished club magazine. The cover is two guys staring at each other. The clothes are clearly added on later, by the way. Worrisome. What did the first draft even look like…?


    I took the club magazine and flipped through it.


    “…Tsukinoki-senpai really put that up here.”


    I quickly went through page after page. Then, I stopped at one where the paper color was different.


    It’s Yakishio’s drawing diary.


    The content is about us going to Grandma’s house.


    She drew 5 guys and girls sitting in a car. It’s driving toward a fairy tale castle. The coat of arms on its wall should be Tsuwabuki’s school badge.


    But Yakishio wasn’t even in the car…


    There’s no point in investigating what Yakishio’s thinking. So, I continued turning the pages.


    Yanami’s novel is next. Her previous one is a short story based on a plain unrequited love and karaage.


    I wonder what she wrote this time. I ignored the author and started reading it-


     


    Literature Club Report – Summer Edition


    <Saying Good Morning to You> by Anna Yanami


     


    This morning, I’m pretending to be reading magazines while observing the opposite of the road through the glass as usual.


    The magazine corner of the 7-Eleven on the way to school can see the crossroad perfectly. Obviously, that includes him, who is waiting for the traffic lights to turn green every morning.


    I have to greet him today, and then I’ll muster my courage for us to go to school together…


    At this moment, I can smell something delicious.


    The staff member is yelling, “Fresh smoked sausages!”


    I love all of the hot foods in 7-Eleven.


    Their smoked sausages are all natural. That powerful crunchiness is its signature. The smoked taste really arouses one’s appetite. The palm-size is perfect for eating one in the morning.


    Typically, it’s prepared earlier. However, today’s sausages seem to be fresh.


    Right now, he is nowhere to be seen. I quickly lined up before the cashier.


    This is the only time you have to line up before the cashier. I can barely contain my excitement. Then, it’s finally my turn.


    “One smoked sausage, please!”


    “116 yen.”


    “Alright. Ah, just right.”


    As I was taking money out of my wallet, familiar laughter could be heard from the opened automated door. He’s waiting for the traffic lights with his friends.


    Then, it turned green.


    “No need to put it inside a paper bag! I’ll just hold it like this!”


    I took the sausage. Then, when I was trying to put my wallet back, I realized both of my hands were full.


    He’ll leave if this continues.


    I hesitated for a moment before biting the sausage horizontally. After that, I barely slipped through the closing automated door and dashed out.


    (Warning: Never run with a bamboo stick in your mouth, whether horizontally or not.)


    I have to say hi to him.


    “OO-kun, good morn-“


    I caught the sausage falling from my mouth. My shoulders dropped depressingly as the lights turned red.


    He already went past the zebra crossing and departed along with his cheerful friends.


    I still…didn’t get to greet him today.


    The fresh sausage seems to taste a little bitter for some reason.


    *


    I closed the magazine after reading Yanami’s novel. I really want to eat sausages for some reason…


    “Yanami-san’s novel is quite nice. I can feel your burning passion toward sausages.”


    “Really? My effort of going out and tasting them isn’t wasted then.”


    Yanami’s expression suddenly turned serious after finishing her second bread.


    “Hey, Nukumizu-kun.”


    “What’s with the sudden seriousness?”


    “…I have a boyfriend now.”


    Wut!? What does this sudden confession mean?


    “Uh, congrats.”


    “No, I don’t have a boyfriend….”


    Do you have one or not?


    Yanami lowered her head awkwardly.


    “I was too flashy on Ins. Now all of my friends know I have a boyfriend now. Everyone says I need to bring my boyfriend to the next gathering…”


    “Why not just say no?”


    Yanami immediately rejected my idea.


    “I can’t. I’ve spent so much effort making them think I have a boyfriend, alright? If I say I don’t have one at that time, doesn’t that mean I’ve been rejected by my boyfriend again?”


    “Boyfriend…? Again…?”


    Was this girl rejected by a boyfriend? …She’s not mixing things up, right?


    I thought about whether a complaint would be helpful. Then, Yanami’s eyes sparkled eerily as she carefully looked at me.


    “So, I’ve thought of a solution. Why not just get a pinch hitter?”


    “So, you mean a substitute boyfriend?”


    “Indeed, won’t I gain face from letting them meet each other?”


    So, she wants a fake boyfriend.


    Sounds like a rom-com now. I’m suddenly interested in this despite my usual apathy.


    “Oh, that sounds fun.”


    “Right? So, I have something to ask Nukumizu-kun.”


    Me? Don’t tell me she wants me to be her fake boyfriend…?


    Half of me thinks I don’t want to deal with this. Another half is slightly impressed because I’ve only seen plots like this in light novels.


    “So, …what do you want me to do?”


    My head tilted 45 degrees. Yanami approached me.


    “Well, I want to ask Nukumizu-kun to-“


    “O-Oh…”


    Yanami’s face suddenly jumped closer.


    “Can you borrow Ayano-kun to me!? He’s handsome and smart. I can’t think of anyone better than him.”


    “…Are you serious?”


    I don’t even need to hear her answer. It’s because this girl’s eyes show that she’s for real-


    I went silent. Then, I put my elbows on the railing and looked at the autumn sky.


    The eventful summer is already over.


    It’s already the second semester. I should live my days out peacefully…


    “Well, Nukumizu-kun. What do you think about that? Can you help me?”


    Yanami leans on the railing. She’s giving me a hopeful look.


    My answer has already been decided.


    I faced Yanami with a gentle smile and spoke up.


    “…Yanami-san, how about you get a boyfriend yourself?”
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    Afterword


    It’s been a while. I’m Takibi Amamori.


    Is releasing the second volume too much of a burden on the losing heroines…? I can sometimes hear comments like that. However, thanks to everyone, we’re here again.


    This volume is the story of the only girl who didn’t reveal her feelings in Volume 1, Remon-chan.


    I’m delighted I can present the untold story after the fight between the losing and winning heroines.


    Despite only having a slight role in Volume 1, Imigimuru-sensei manages to draw a very adorable Asagumo-san.


    Also, the always mysterious Shikiya-san gradually increases her appearance next to Nukumizu-kun. How terrifying.


    I’ve caused much trouble for my editor Iwaasa before the release of the second volume.


    He has helped me to fix the draft countless times before the imminent release. At the same time, the delayed schedule has also caused much trouble for Imigimuru-sensei.


    Aside from my apologies to everyone involved in the tight schedule, I’m deeply thankful for everyone’s participation in creating such a fantastic novel.


    Of course, this volume’s release is also thanks to all the readers.


    Even though many people will probably order this, a novel is only complete when it’s fully experienced inside a reader’s heart.


    In other words, all of the readers are the last member of the losing heroine cast, the director.


    It would be my honor if all of you could continue staying as a member of the losing heroines.


    It’ll be the second semester if there’s another volume. The next story is the continuation of the losing heroines with a slightly matured Nukumizu-kun. Please experience such a youthful moment on their side, everyone.


    …Smart readers must have noticed this already. Actually, I managed to win a couple more pages for the afterword this time.


    If that’s the case, with this opportunity, I want to write about my body check result a few days ago or talk about how bad I’m at remembering ages to the point that I thought I was a year younger (I’m not even young). However, I decided to give up halfway through. I’m an adult, after all.


    That’s why the following is an intermission not included in the main story for everyone.


    This happens after Chapter 3. Although there’s no direct relation to the story, such a thing actually happened beneath the main story…
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    Extra: My Little Sister Is Probably Really XX


    The sudden one-day-one-night trip to Shinshiro is finally over. I’m standing before the entrance to my house.


    I made a call yesterday. My parents quickly accepted the stayover. Even so, the worries in my heart remain restless.


    …It’s because of Kaju.


    She feels unusually lonely whenever I stay the night outside. It’s so unusual that she even tried to follow me during my middle school trip. In the end, our mother caught her at the station.


    That’s why I started worrying when Kaju didn’t even call me yesterday.


    I took a deep breath and pushed over my house’s door tremblingly.


    “I’m back…”


    I whispered as I took off my shoes. At this time, Kaju dashed out of the house in her apron.


    “Onii-sama! Welcome home!”


    “Ah, yeah, …I’m back, Kaju.”


    Huh, she seems to be very happy.


    “Here, come inside! Do you want dinner? A bath? Or- hey, hey, what is onii-sama even trying to make me say!?”


    After that, Kaju pinched my cheeks with both of her hands cheerfully.


    Uh, …what’s with her excitement?


    “What’s wrong, Kaju? Did you eat the mushrooms in the courtyard?”


    “Sheesh, onii-sama always likes to joke around. Remember to give Kaju your clothes if you’re washing them.”


    “Oh, sure. I’ll do that later. I should go back to my room and change first.”


    “Alright, I’ll go finish making lunch too!”


    Kaju quickly went back to the living room.


    …What is going on here?


    Anyway, I should change. I can ask why Kaju is so excited later.


    I was about to take off my t-shirt upon getting into my room. Suddenly, I saw something on my desk.


    “Light novel…?”


    Did Kaju return the books I gave her? I tried to take it without much thought. I froze after seeing the cover.


    The light novels on my desk are all part of my private collection. The issue comes from the book titles.


    



    <Who Said There Can Be No Rom-Com Between Older Brothers and Little Sisters?>


    <That Time When My Little Sister Turned into Another Person After I Jokingly Said Siblings Can Get Married>


    <Can I Be Spoiled by an Older Little Sister?>


    <I Pretend to Know Nothing Despite Discovering That My Little Sister and I Are Not Related>


    <Honestly, My Little Sister Is Terrible>


    



    …Indeed, these are the little sister-themed light novels I’ve hidden between my drawers to avoid Kaju’s misunderstanding.


    Allow me to defend myself. I bought these because these “will be popular light novels”. It’s just a coincidence that they are all about little sisters. That’s all. I’m telling the truth. Please believe me.


    However, why are these books-


    “On my table?”


    My disguise should’ve been perfect. My hands trembled as I took one. Then, I discovered something even more shocking. There are countless bookmarks inside.


    How much did she even see?


    Despite the fear, I wanted to open them. During this time, I turned around after sensing someone standing behind me.


    “Kaju!?”


    My room’s door is already pushed open. Kaju is standing there with a smile.


    “…Onii-sama, lunch is ready.”


    “Ah, okay, I’ll go now.”


    I put the books back into the drawers, kept my cool, and followed Kaju to the living room.


    …I can think about this after eating.


    


    Anyway, this can’t be exposed next time-


    

  


  
    BOOK☆WALKER Special Intermission: Tanned Girl, Racing Into The Dawn


    *The following short story contains spoilers. Please read it after the main one.


    
 

    I’m standing on the streets. The sun isn’t fully up yet. I glanced at my watch.


    5:55 AM. I’m about to fall asleep while standing. Then, a petite hand yanked my shirt.


    “N-Nukumizu, don’t fall asleep.”


    “Oh, yeah…”


    The person reminding me while trying her best to hold her yawn is Chika Komari. There’s a “1-A Komari” printed on her PE shirt. It looks especially garish under the rays of the rising sun. This is Nukumizu, by the way. I’m standing in front of Komari’s house.


    -How did this happen?


    Komari and I were talking in the library while tidying up the books. I remembered her mentioning that Yakishio pulled her to a morning jog session.


    Komari complained again and again. I half-heartedly dropped a, “I’ll help if there’s anything I can do.” Look at where I ended up now.


    I’m forced to join her morning jog training during the summer holiday.


    “You won’t have an easier time just because there’s another person, you know?”


    “I-I’ll slip away in the middle. Y-You’ll jog with Y-Yakishio at that time.”


    “Yakishio and me?”


    Running with Yakishio, that’s going to reduce my life expectancy. Please spare me.


    I’m the guy who won’t even hold something slightly heavier than books, not to mention proper exercise. My wrist always starts shivering from tiredness halfway through. That’s why I mostly read on electronic devices.


    I glanced at my watch again. It’s 5:58 AM, just a bit more until 6.


    “It’s almost time, right…?”


    I raised my head and looked at the chirping sparrows. Then, a girl suddenly dashed in front of us at lightning speed. She stepped on the brakes just before hitting us.


    “Yahoo! Good morning, you two!”


    The energetic girl before us is Remon Yakishio.


    She wiped the sweat off her tanned face as she gave us a sunflower-like, charming smile.


    “G-Good morning.”


    “Hi…”


    Komari and I raised our hands and answered exhaustedly.


    Yakishio’s wearing a t-shirt and a pair of jeans. Her outfit is simple. The shirt is soaked with sweat and is sticking to her skin. I can see her curves forged by the training in her club.


    Even though I love fanservice in the morning, all I want to do right now is go to bed. It’s more like I want to remember this scene and then go to bed.


    “I’m glad it’s sunny! Ah, right, Komari-chan, can I check out the goldfish?”


    “Hmm? Well, i-if you’re just watching them…”


    Yakishio ran to the porcelain jar beneath the roof upon hearing that. Then, Komari raised her head and shot gazes at me.


    “N-Nukumizu, y-your eyes are pretty lewd.”


    “I see. That’s how you look at me.”


    I don’t think there’s any point in arguing about this, so I choose silence. At the same time, Yakishio raised her hand toward us with bright eyes as she watched the goldfish.


    “Hey, Komari-chan, I want to feed them. Please?”


    “T-The brats in my house like to feed it themselves. So, you can’t.”


    “I see. Well, I can just watch. Can I borrow some water as well?”


    Brat…?


    I watched Yakishio gulp the tap water as I pretended to approach Komari casually.


    “Komari, you have kids already?”


    “K-Kids!? T-They are my little brother and sister!”


    “Really? I was slightly looking forward to Komari being somebody’s wife.”


    “Go die…! Die 10 times.”


    This girl’s mouth is just as brutal as usual. Imagine your classmate is a mother. My heart starts pounding from hearing that alone. Please forgive me.


    Then, Yakishio is already stretching next to us when we snap out of it.


    “Thanks for the wait. Well, it’s almost time to leave, right?”


    “I think that’s enough exercise for the day. The theme of the first day is just a simple meet-up. We can start with warm-ups tomorrow. Can we go along with a rhythm like that?”


    “It’s fine. It’s fine. Nukkun is a beginner. We’ll start easy and go with a slow-paced jog today.”


    Thank you so much. I’m relieved. Yakishio peeked at my watch.


    “Let’s go for 5 kilometers in 20 minutes! Here, follow me!”


    Hmm, …5 kilometers in 20 minutes means 15 km/h in the city. That’s comparable to the speed of a girl cyclist.


    “Alright, alright, let’s slow down. I don’t exercise enough, nor do I have wheels on my body!”


    “Hiya, it’s fine! I’ll give you a piggyback ride if you run out of stamina!”


    …Piggyback!? I’m a healthy high school boy, no matter what. Hoping on a girl’s shoulder seems a bit immoral, right? Also, Yakishio will definitely smell at that time.


    “Well, I’ll start jogging, but I’ll walk when I’m tired, okay?”


    As long as I have a good start and show I’m giving effort, who cares if I walk the entire way afterward, right?


    After that, Yakishio shook her wrist. She gave me a bright smile.


    “Sure, we’ll go with your idea. Let’s cheer up and charge to the end!”


    “…Didn’t you say we’ll start easy?”


    Yakishio started running before us.


    Komari and I glanced at each other. We chased after Yakishio.


    *


    After filling my stomach full of water from the drinking area in the park, I just collapsed next to the fountain.


    …I have no energy left.


    Even though I’ve been walking only, I can’t do this anymore.


    Komari says that there are many rest areas along the route. I decided to take a break. As for Yakishio, she has been going lap after lap without a problem.


    This children’s park is one of the rest areas.


    “W-What a shame. I-I can still run…”


    Komari is obviously lying. She’s about to pass out. She forcefully pushed me away and stuck her mouth on the tap.


    Komari’s plan to sneak away when there’s a chance has been thwarted easily.


    Every time Komari tries to escape, Yakishio can always chase after her. She carried her back and made her continue running.


    A piggyback ride, a princess carry, and a neck ride. Komari gave up after 3 tries. She sincerely accepts her fate of being dragged by Yakishio whenever she slows down.


    …My body is wobbling as I stand up. Then, I watched Komari’s side profile as she stroked her hair to drink from the tap dazedly.


    This girl’s neck is really slim. She looks so tiny. At the same time, I thought about the ratio of girls among the people I know. It’s pretty high.


    Well, 0% of the people I know are boys, to begin with. That’s why I’ve never really given this much thought. Come to think of it, am I those harem dudes now?


    “W-What…? Why are you glaring at me…?”


    Komari wiped her lips with a handkerchief while gazing at me cautiously. She’s not even trying to hide her hostility.


    “Nothing. I’m just thinking whether my popular phase has finally arrived.”


    “Let’s talk when your popular phase is really here.”


    Sheesh. Komari certainly has a way with her words.


    I accepted her opinion and looked at the clock in the park. It’s 6:50 AM.


    “Yakishio has her training session at 7, right? Where did she go?”


    “T-There…”


    Komari pointed at a flamboyant mansion in the distance. Some sparrows are flying around the house.


    “Huh? Even Yakishio knows not to go to the rooftop, right?”


    “…Yakishio is wherever the sparrows fly away.”


    That’s how Komari finds her?


    The scattered sparrows are flying around. But, by the way, Yakishio is always so energetic. She never gets tired at all. Is there a nuclear reactor inside her?


    I watched the dancing sparrows as the sky brightened up.


    …Humans are the only reason why this world is eventful. Trouble and joy happen inadvertently. I should just spend the remaining summer holiday in peace.


    Komari wiped the sweat off her forehead and poked my back.


    “A-Alright, let’s run for the final time. No problem, N-Nukumizu?”


    “Sure. …Uh, I’m not actually that confident.”


    “S-Same.”


    The sparrows resting at the dark spots of nearby buildings suddenly flew away. A stray cat is running away as if it’s being chased by something.


    Komari and I made up our minds. We decided to wait for that energetic tanned girl here.


    
      
        [image: ]
      

    

  


  
    Animate Special Intermission: I Feel Like XX-San Is a Little Bit-


    *The following short story contains spoilers. Please read it after the main one.


    
 

    After the strategy meeting in my room, Asagumo-san left after bowing to us. I closed the door after bidding farewell to her. The investigation of whether Yakishio and Ayano are cheating, …brilliant. Now I’m involved in something pretty serious.


    “Nukumizu-kun. Even though Asagumo-san is adorable, don’t you think she’s a bit strange?”


    “Hmm? Well, I guess so.”


    Yanami doesn’t care about the solemn atmosphere at all. She hummed a song as she returned to my room.


    “What? Yanami-san, aren’t you supposed to go back?”


    “Hmm. Mom said she would drive me back after getting off work. I can chill here for the afternoon.”


    I see. Even so, isn’t this a bit awkward? Yes, we’re talking about Yanami here, but this is still a girl hanging out alone in a guy’s room. You normally won’t see such a scene until Volume 4 in a light novel’s perspective, right?


    Hmm, …it’s just Yanami, anyway. Whatever.


    I was about to go back to my room. Then, Kaju grabbed my wrist with her petite hand.


    “…Onii-sama, the friend who just visited our house for the first time is Asagumo-senpai, right? What’s the relationship between onii-sama and this girl, who has a boyfriend?”


    Even if you’re asking your brother about our relationship, I can only give you answers like, “It’s a relationship where we have no relationship.”


    “How should I put it? I know that girl’s boyfriend. She’s just here to talk about him today.”


    Yep, I’m not lying. Kaju looks relieved. She seems to have accepted the answer.


    “I see! Sorry, Kaju is worrying too much. Right, right, tonight’s dinner is onii-sama’s favorite. It’s stuffed meat with green peppers!”


    Oh, stuffed meat. …I thought about the delicious dinner. Then, a slightly fluffier figure approached Kaju from behind suddenly.


    “It’s Imouto-chan!”


    “Hiya!?”


    Yanami suddenly hugged Kaju and started stroking her face cheerfully.


    “Wow, your face looks really tiny upon a closer look! Your skin is so smooth! So cute! Are we having stuffed meat with green peppers tonight? Is there anything else?”


    “Eh? Huh? There are also kelp salad and cold green bean soup-“


    “Hiya, it’s because I’m the only child in my family. I’ve always wanted an Imouto-chan like this. I guess I can understand why Nukumizu-kun has inappropriate thoughts about Imouto-chan.”


    “Huh!? Is that true, onii-sama!”


    Kaju raised her head and looked at me with a bright smile. Wait, why is she so excited?


    “No, I’m not. Please don’t say such things, Yanami-san.”


    “But Imouto-chan is very cute. Right, right, can you call me onee-chan? Let’s try it once!”


    “Uh, well, Yanami-senpai…”


    “Call me o-nee-chan.”


    “Ah, …fine. Yanami…nee-chan.”


    “Hiya, so cute!”


    Yanami’s face is sticking onto Kaju. My little sister’s eyes went dark. Of course, I understand how she feels.


    “Calm down, Yanami-san. Didn’t you see her in the room? Why are you so enthusiastic right now?”


    “You don’t get it. We were having a serious discussion, right? That’s why I was trying to stern.”


    I see. Yanami was in serious mode until then. Hiya, I didn’t notice it at all…


    “Sigh, I can finally catch a break. Right, Imouto-chan, I can help you to prepare dinner! Onee-chan is good at cooking, you know! How much meat and green peppers do we need? How many meals are we having? Can we finish them?”


    “Why do you care about my family’s dinner so much…?”


    She keeps patting Kaju’s head. Kaju shot me some meaningful gazes.


    “Onii-sama, I think Yanami-senpai is a bit…”


    “…See?”


    “It’s hard to disagree.”


    Kaju and I glanced at each other. We nodded at the same time.


    “What, what? What are you two whispering about? Is it a secret?”


    Kaju and I spoke at the same time.


    “Yes, it’s a secret.”

  


  Taiwan Release Special Intermission: Bubbles and Girls’ Overflowing Nostalgia


  *The following short story contains spoilers. Please read it after the main one.


  


  “Ohh, …Remon-chan. These bubbles are amazing!”


  Remon Yakishio’s grandma’s house. Yanami’s sitting in the bathroom. Her eyes are sparkling as she holds a hand full of bubbles.


  The amount of bubbles and the excellent scent far exceed the quality back home. They immediately spread across the skin when rubbed on her arms with a soft sponge.


  “Even though I can’t tell them apart, this is quite expensive, right? The bathroom is also really luxurious-”


  Yanami washed her body as she looked around.


  The wide bathroom walls are adorned with colorful mosaic tiles. The white claw foot bathtub is straight out of a movie scene.


  “...Don’t tell me Remon-chan’s grandma is actually very rich?”


  “That’s not true. I think it’s because the last owner is very meticulous about their bathroom.”


  Remon leaned on the bathtub. She dipped the back of her foot into the hot water.


  “Today’s soap is special as well. Grandma always let me use the more expensive one.”


  “Oh, your grandma really likes spoiling you.”


  Upon hearing that from Yanami, Remon showed an embarrassed smile.


  “Is that so? Grandma says we must make sure to take care of our skin.


  “...It’s true, Remon-chan.”


  Yanami suddenly lowered her voice. Remon turned around in surprise.


  “Aren’t we still in high school? Isn’t it too early to worry about these things?”


  Yanami shook her head with a serious look.


  “Remon-chan, we’ll soon be game over if we indulge our youth. It’s not just our skin. My metabolism has been falling apart too. My lower stomach grew fatter, even though I didn’t eat much.”


  “Oh…”


  Remon hesitated to speak up. She decided to remain silent. It seems that she chose friendship over dissing her.


  “Remon-chan’s skin is beautiful, you know? However, something terrible will happen if you don’t do anything.”


  “Hold on. I also use lotions too. There are those one-for-alls, right?”


  “Alright, I’ll teach you how to take care of your skin later!”


  Yanami washed away the bubbles with the shower. She then stretched her back and stood up.


  “I should get in the claw foot bathtub too.”


  “Sure, it’s your turn.”


  Yanami changed places with Remon. She sank her body into the bathtub.


  The overflowing hot water flushed the floor. The bucket gently bumped into the wall.


  “The bath agent’s scent is good as well. Your grandma has tastes-”


  Yanami stopped talking and looked at the ceiling. Her expression tells that she seems to have realized something.


  Remon was in the bathtub. Right now, the hot water is overflowing-


  This phenomenon’s meaning is plain as day.


  “...Remon-chan, did you only sink your lower body into the water?”


  “Eh? What does that mean? You’ll catch a cold if you don’t get shoulder deep, you know?”


  “Yeah, I’ll catch a cold…”


  Yanami watched Remon washing her hair. She secretly pinched her lower abdomen-


  
    
      [image: ]
    


    
  


  Intermission: The Summer Elf Loves Tricking People


  Summer holiday. I avoided sunlight as I headed toward the library to borrow books. I’m on the outskirts of the playground. There aren’t many people here due to the extreme heat.


  During this time, a familiar voice fell from above.


  “Eh, isn’t this Nukkun? What are you doing here?”


  It’s Yakishio’s voice. I raised my head. Yakishio in a swimsuit came into view immediately.


  Her wet and tanned skin reflected sunlight. The soaked swimsuit is sticking close to Yakishio’s fit body.


  I immediately looked away, yet the tan at the fringe of her swimsuit was already engraved into my eyes.


  “Huh! Uh, well, …why are you dressing like that!?”


  “It’s because this is the pool, of course.”


  …She’s right. I seemed to have passed by the pool coincidentally.


  I looked at Yakishio carefully and took a deep breath.


  “I’m going to the library. Yakishio, are you in the Swimming Club too?”


  “The Track and Field Club girls are helping the Swimming Club to clean. The best part is that we get to swim as well.”


  “I-I see. W-Well, I’ll be leaving…”


  “Ah, hold on, Nukkun!”


  Yakishio squatted down on the other side of the metal grid fence. She looked at my face.


  “Isn’t there an exam paper for maths homework? I threw it away. Let me print one.”


  “...Why did you throw it away?”


  “You can’t blame me. Should I say it’s the sense of freedom I get from entering the summer holiday? I just followed that feeling and threw everything away.”


  “I already finished that exam paper. My answers are on there as well. There’s no use in printing it, okay?”


  “Eh? Why did you finish it? The summer holiday’s not over.”


  Is it that weird to do my summer holiday homework during the summer holiday…?


  “If that’s the case, it’s fine if you’re done too. Anyway, just give me that, hmm? I’ll ask for a blank exam paper from someone else.”


  “Did you just suddenly change your goal?”


  Perhaps they have heard our conversation, the Track and Field Club girls gather around.


  “What’s wrong, Remon?” “Boyfriend?” “Seriously?”


  “No, no, it’s just Nukkun.”


  Yakishio laughed and waved. What does “it’s just Nukkun” mean?”


  “Hello, Nukkun.” “Are you here to check out Yakishio’s swimsuit?” “Wow, your skin is so pale. Your face is so red.”


  The percentage of skin in my sight is climbing steadily. Eh? …How did I get surrounded by a group of girls in swimsuits?


  “T-That’s all. Excuse me. I’ll be leaving.”


  “Wait! What about the exam paper?”


  “Why don’t you just ask the teacher?”


  “Eh, the maths teacher is scary. …By the way, Nukkun, why aren’t you looking at this side?”


  “It’s because of…swimsuits.”


  In any case, staring at a girl’s swimsuit at zero distance is a little too stimulating for me. Please forgive me.


  I’m embarrassed. The Track and Field Club girls glanced at me as they whispered to each other.


  “...It seems we can copy his exam paper if we show him our swimsuit.” “For real?” “Isn’t this a little lewd?”


  “Eh? No, there’s not a promise like that…”


  I denied it weakly. Yakishio’s cheerful voice covered mine.


  “Is that so, Nukkun!? Are you looking at my swimsuit?”


  “Eh!? No, uh, I got it! I’ll ask for a new exam paper from the teacher and leave it in the club room!”


  I quickly ran away after saying that. The high-pitched voices of the Track and Field Club girls flew toward me from behind.


  “Nukkun, see you!” “Don’t forget to ask for mine!” “Don’t lay your hands on Remon, okay!”


  …Please forgive me. Seriously.


  Intermission: The Secret Chest


  Afternoon, summer holiday. I’m chilling in the club room peacefully.


  “...Being alone is so nice.”


  I couldn’t help but say that. Even though I’m just here to borrow books, it’s so comfortable to chill and read in the club room without interruptions.


  Then, my fingers stopped flipping the book.


  “What was that noise…?”


  I heard taps from the corridor. The club room is located in the depths of the old building.


  The gradually approaching noises should be footsteps, right? Also, -I think that person’s running barefoot.


  “Great, the door isn’t locked! Excuse me, Nukkun.”


  Remon Yakishio barged into the club room with her lively voice. She’s pouring a bottle of water into her mouth. At the same time, for some reason, there’s a pair of soaked shoes on her hands.


  “Uwah, your shoes are dripping. How did that happen?”


  “I had a water fight with my friends. My shoes got soaked in the end.”


  …A water fight? We’re already high school students, right?”


  Well, but, ignoring the rules with youth as an excuse is the attribute of an extrovert. Even Yakishio definitely acts cute and messes with her friends a bit too.


  “Yakishio, don’t just put your wet socks on the table! There are cloth hangers- ahh, sheesh, don’t squeeze the water out of your shoes in the room!”


  …This girl is like a simple naughty kid. I hung up the soaked shoes and socks outside the window to dry them with sunlight.”


  “Thank you, Nukkun. You’ll be a good wife.”


  “There are a lot of books in the club room. Please pay attention to the moisture.”


  After saying that, I noticed Yakishio’s outfit, and then I looked down. Two of Yakishio’s shirt buttons are left open. I can clearly see the tan lines on her chest within the shirt’s gaps.


  “What’s wrong, Nukkun? You suddenly looked away.”


  “Listen, girl. …You should button your shirt properly.”


  “It’s pretty hot in the summer. Of course, I’ll untie one or two of them. I’m the one who wants to ask Nukkun. Won’t you feel hot if you fasten all of the buttons?”


  “Eh? I have to. Otherwise, I can’t wear my tie.”


  Yakishio ignored my answer and approached me with an innocent smile. Her chest tan lines are flying toward me.


  “I had felt this a long time ago. Nukkun isn’t wild enough. How about you unbutton your shirt and change your hairstyle?”


  “Huh!? W-Wait, you’re too close!”


  “Look. Look. Loosen your tie, and at least leave one or two buttons open. Nukkun, your skin is pretty pale, you know?”


  “Wait, don’t just unbutton my shirt! If someone sees this-”


  Indeed. I know someone will always show up at moments like this. That person’s name is-


  “Huh!? W-What are you two…doing…here?”


  “Ah, Komari. Welcome.”


  …Chika Komari. She opened the door. Her jaw dropped as she remained in that posture and stood outside dazedly. Yakishio smiled and waved at her.


  “Do you want to join us, Komari-chan?”


  “Eek!? I-I’m g-good…”


  Komari shook her head furiously and shut the half-opened door. Her rapid footsteps quickly faded away.


  “Hiya, Komari-chan left.”


  “...You know, you just made Komari misunderstand that scene completely.”


  “I’m just trying to change up Nukkun’s appearance. What’s there to misunderstand?”


  “Eh? T-That would be that. …It’s that. That.”


  I gave a vague answer. Yakishio let go of the tie she had been holding.


  “I don’t really understand, but a misunderstanding should be resolved, right? I’ll go bring Komari-chan back!”


  “Ah, hey! No need to bring her-”


  Yakishio dashed out of the club room and chased after Komari.


  I was left alone. I looked at my messy clothes- and frantically escaped from the room.


  Intermission: 100th Anniversary - Since 1923


  After school, I saw Komari in the club room upon opening the door. I quickly greeted her and sat down. Then, I glanced at her. She’s holding something and staring at it silently.


  “Komari, what are you looking at?”


  “T-The one from the 100th Anniversary of S-Seibunkan Bookstore. …I bought it.”


  Komari showed a tote bag chicly. Wait, if I remember correctly, this is…


  “You got that tote bag? It’s sold out in the flagship store, though.”


  “I-Is that so? W-What a shame.”


  Komari got carried away and laughed. I raised my hand earnestly when she was about to put back her bag.


  “...Komari, let’s make a deal.”


  “D-Deal…?”


  I nodded. Then, I took out a card from my wallet and put it on the table.”


  “That tote bag. I’ll offer you a price along with this QUO Card. How about that?”


  “Q-QUO…Card?”


  “Yes, it’s like a book voucher. You can use it in convenience stores, you know?”


  “S-So, you’re telling me…t-to resell it to you.”


  I didn’t really need to answer. I remained silent. Komari glared at me.


  “...Y-You’re the worst. Moreover, I-I rarely go to the convenience store.”


  “But won’t you get bored eating cream bun rolls every lunch? How about you get something else once in a while?”


  Komari’s eyes grew sharply between the gaps in her bangs.


  “T-That’s not important. The main thing is whether it’s cheap or not- that’s all.”


  “Isn’t it better to have this QUO Card if you don’t have money? …You can buy bread that you like sometimes.”


  “B-Bread that I like…? S-Something like sweet buns…too?”


  “Of course, you can get as many as you want.”


  Komari looked up something on her smartphone. She raised her head.


  “S-Seibunkan Bookstore accepts QUO Cards a-as well.”


  Eh? Really? Komari’s fingertip reached toward the QUO Card on the table. I immediately reached my hand out too.


  “...N-Nukumizu, w-why are you pressing the card?”


  I suddenly regretted it when I knew I could use it in the bookstore. My fingertip pressed even harder.


  “My my, well, reselling isn’t good, after all. You should be the one to give it some thought. Don’t you really like that tote bag? Now’s the only time you can have one, you know?”


  “T-The Seibunkan near the c-city library still has stock left.”


  Girl, say that earlier. I tried to make a fuss about it. Komari’s tiny hands robbed the QUO Card away.


  “W-Well, I’ll be using this.”


  “Wait, I think-”


  Komari’s cheerful smile came into view as I said that.


  …Sigh, I guess I don’t need to be so stingy when she’s this overjoyed.


  Komari stood up with a bright smile. It looks like she’s going to the bookstore right away.


  With a bitter smile, I watched Komari’s departure. Then, I opened a book alone in the clubroom. Sigh, it’s a fact that I didn’t manage to get the tote bag. Treating that as a small errand fee isn’t- eh?


  She took away the QUO Card without giving me the tote bag…?
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