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  The flower of love, shall it blossom or wither away in Tsuwabuki Fest?


  It’s October. First-year students like us are about to welcome our first school festival, Tsuwabuki Fest.


  The third-year students are about to graduate. The rest of us will continue on with the club.


  Komari is appointed as the next president of the Literature Club. Even though she’s swamped by the club exhibition, magazine, and activities in her class, she looks a bit strange…?


  Despite being a casual passerby, the student council members and even Karen Himemiya decide to come after me. How will my high school life end up being?


  Right, Yanami is just as energetic as usual today. She’s taking bite after bite. A sight of sore eyes, indeed.


  


  The third edition of the losing heroine rom-com. This is a love letter of appreciation and farewell.
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      Nukumizu: Thanks to everyone’s support, Volume 3 is finally about to release!


      Yanami: Oh, the cover is Komari-chan this time.


      Nukumizu: This is the strongest cover that overflows with the melancholy of a losing heroine.


      Yanami: …Then what about mine?


      Nukumizu: Ha?


      Yanami: Didn’t I feel depressed and sad in Volume 1 too? How come I feel like your reaction is totally different?


      Nukumizu: That is depressing in a sense- I feel bad for you.
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      Nukumizu: We’ve invited the cover girl for Volume 3, Komari.


      Komari: W-What should I do?


      Nukumizu: First of all, say hi to everyone.


      Komari: Eh!? W-Well, I was so embarrassed with me on the cover, s-so I turned the b-book upside down when I gave it to the cashier.


      Nukumizu: …I do that too when I’m buying a certain type of books.


      Komari: C-Certain types of books?


      Nukumizu: Well, nice to meet you, everyone!
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      Yakishio: Volume 3 is about to go live. I’ll be there, right?


      Nukumizu: Of course, one of the starting illustrations has Yakishio’s cosplay too.


      Yakishio: You’re right. Nukkun, I’m very scary in that cosplay, right?


      Nukumizu: Ah, well, instead of saying that’s scary, it’s more like…


      Yakishio: Why did you look away? How about I wear it again?


      Nukumizu: You’re going in while wearing that thing…?
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      Nukumizu: The manga will be released on April 29! I can’t believe that mangaka is that Itachi-sensei!


      Yanami: Wah, I’m so cute!


      Nukumizu: Praising yourself, I see.


      Yanami: Nukumizu-kun is pretty cute, too, you know?


      Nukumizu: Eh? I-Is that the case?


      Yanami: Nukumizu-kun is embarrassed too? You can tell me if you’re embarrassed, okay?


      Nukumizu: W-What are you talking about?


      Yanami: …That’s why I don’t like this part of you, Nukumizu-kun.
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      Kaju: Onii-sama, I made a triple-layered cake to celebrate Volume 3’s release.


      Nukumizu: That’s amazing. What’s with the guy and girl at the top?


      Kaju: They are the bride and groom.


      Nukumizu: …This is celebrating Volume 3’s release, right? Why did you make a wedding cake?


      Kaju: It’s because Kaju thinks it’s almost time.


      Nukumizu: Almost time for what? Why are you holding my hand with the knife?


      Kaju: Kaju already told you it’s almost time.
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      Nukumizu: The manga is released on MangaONE.


      Komari: I-I can read it on my phone.


      Nukumizu: …Oh, I didn’t know Komari likes romance.


      Komari: W-Why are you peeking at me!?


      Nukumizu: Uh, I thought you wanted me to see when you took out your phone.


      Komari: W-Well, show me the genre you like too.


      Nukumizu: …I’m sorry.


      Komari: S-Shut up. Let me see now.


      Nukumizu: I’m really sorry.
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      Nukumizu: Himemiya-san’s design is revealed for the first time in Volume 3.


      Yanami: Karen-chan is my best friend.


      Nukumizu: Right, we still have a setting like that.


      Yanami: It’s not a setting, alright!? We are close friends!


      Nukumizu: The world of the losing heroines has been expanded again. Please take care of us, everyone.


      Yanami: People will get weird ideas if you ignore me here! Listen to me, everyone! We are really close friends!
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      Nukumizu: Volume 3 is releasing tomorrow! You can immediately read the e-book version once the date changes.


      Yakishio: Well, let’s do that thing then! We jump the moment the date changes.


      Nukumizu: What’s the point of that?


      Yakishio: We won’t be on Earth the moment the date turns to the release day. In other words, the release day- naturally disappeared?


      Nukumizu: …That would be bad.
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      Nukumizu: Today’s the release day of Volume 3. Thanks for everyone’s greeting and book reports.


      Komari: I-I can’t believe my illustration is so…


      Nukumizu: Right, I remember Komari looking so XX here-


      Komari: Wha!? W-Wait. D-Don’t open that!


      Nukumizu: I can’t see it if I don’t open it.


      Komari: E-Either you don’t open it, o-or you die!


      Nukumizu: You’re being a real pain right now.
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      Kaju: A day had already passed since the release when Kaju was admiring onii-sama’s illustrations. Kaju is already dangerously overdosing on onii-sama.


      Nukumizu: Well, please control your intake for now, then.


      Kaju: Kaju’s body is already craving onii-sama. Please take responsibility.


      Nukumizu: …Please put it in another way.


      Kaju: #OniiSamasOnlyStan.
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      Nukumizu: Two days have passed since the release day. Volume 3 should be up in bookstores in Hokkaido and Kyushu, right?


      Yanami: It’s been two days? Nukumizu-kun, did you forget about me?


      Nukumizu: …………


      Yanami: Why aren’t you saying anything!? Did you really forget about me!?


      Nukumizu: Alright, everyone. See you in Volume 4!


      Yanami: Wait, Nukumizu-kun, turn around right now!

    


    


    

  


  
    Prologue


    It’s mid-October. After school. I’m waiting for that moment before the canteen’s entrance in the atrium.


    I took a piece of paper out as I watched the backs of the construction workers removing the maintenance belts.


    -It’s the autumn release of Tsuwabuki High School’s <Micro News>. This is basically a collection of school news from our News Club.


    What I care about isn’t the result of the club activities, nor is it the article about the cultural festival. There’s news from the office at the corner of the newspaper.


     <The bathroom in the canteen will be temporarily suspended until October 14 due to maintenance.>


    …That’s right. The water pipes at the canteen’s entrance have to be renovated. The construction work is completed today. The workers left after finishing their job. I shoved the newspaper into my jacket’s pocket.


    “Alright, let’s test out the new tap water.”


    I heard someone dashing toward me the moment I took a step forward. I remember such wobbling footsteps.


    I turned around and looked at her. It’s Chika Komari.


    She’s a first-year student. We’re both in the Literature Club. Even I have to admit defeat regarding the knowledge of the school’s water system when up against her.


    Komari put her hands on her kneecaps. She’s catching her breath as she looks up at me.


    “Y-You’re here, N-Nukumizu.”


    “Oh, you’re here as well.”


    There’s a reason why Komari is rushing here.


    Colossal buildings like schools usually base their water systems on a roof water tank. However, after this renovation, it now adapts something called direct water supply. In other words, we now get water directly from the pipes.


    The tap water of Tsuwabuki High School. There’s no way Komari will let go of the opportunity to test her skills.


    “There’s not just one tap. Alright, let’s drink together.”


    “I-I don’t care about the water. C-Come here.”


    Komari grabbed my jacket and started walking toward the school building.


    “Hey, wait, aren’t you here to drink water too?”


    “I-I already sneaked out and got a taste during the break.”


    You’re such a sly girl.


    “W-We should go to the club.”


    “Fine, I got it. Stop yanking my jacket.”


    Ah, sheesh, my jacket will be wrinkled if I reject her.


    I sighed before Komari pulled me away-

  


  
    Chapter 1: Yumeko Shikiya Will Take Care of You


    The edge of the west school building. We’re right before the Literature Club room.


    An eerie feeling surfaced in my mind as I grabbed the door handle.


    “...Hey, Komari, what are we doing in the club room?”


    Komari immediately started shoving my back the moment I spoke up.


    “A-Alright, o-open the d-door now.”


    “Fine, I got it. Please stop pushing me.”


    No point in arguing further. I gave up and opened the door. However, for some reason, it’s very gloomy inside.


    After getting used to the darkness, I can see someone with long hair sitting on the chair.


    “...Who is it? Is it Yanami-san?”


    “You’re…the young man from the Literature Club…”


    “!?”


    The person slowly standing up is a girl in a nurse’s outfit for some reason. She’s the zombie gal of the student council, Yumeko Shikiya.


    I subconsciously charged out of the club room and closed the door.


    …Why is that person in the club room? Also, what’s with her outfit?


    Just as I’m leaning on the door and taking deep breaths, someone starts knocking on it.


    Shit, the zombie nurse Shikiya-san seems to be coming out. The door handle is twisting non-stop.


    “O-Open the door! H-Hey, I-I’m still in the club room!”


    …I forgot about Komari.


    I moved away from the door. Komari rolled outside.


    “Y-You! Y-You left me inside and r-ran away!?”


    “Nope, I just forgot about you.”


    Indeed, leaving someone and forgetting about someone are vastly different. Anyway, I’m not that terrible of a person.


    I went to Komari to comfort her. Suddenly, I can feel shivers down my spine. Our heads are turned around by a pair of slim hands.


    Shikiya-san caught Komari and me with both arms. Her rainbow contact lenses are right in front of me.


    “Why are…you two…running away…?”


    “Uh, that’s because-”


    She feels scary.


    Komari yanked my tie with trembling hands.


    “Komari, please stop pulling my tie. Also, senpai, can you let go? Your hands are freezing- Hey, what’s wrong with you?”


    “I ran…out of strength…”


    Shikiya-san grabbed our necks and fell to the ground listlessly, just like that.


    “Hey!? Komari. Hold onto senpai! Quick!”


    “I-I don’t want to. …Nukumizu, h-hold her.”


    Eh, hold her? A girl’s body? Me?


    Shikiya-san’s body is about to lie on the ground.


    No time to waste. I made up my mind and turned my arm toward Shikiya-senpai’s cold body.


    *


    “Alright, please take a seat. I’ll get you some tea.”


    I finally managed to get Shikiya-san on the seat properly.


    I prepared the tea and reminisced about the feel of Shikiya-san’s hands.


    …It’s so soft.


    The softness is like touching fish fillets. Is that the touch of a mature woman’s body? It’s indeed different from Kaju.


    I threw away thoughts like that as I looked around. Komari looks at her smartphone in the corner of the room with a pale face. Nothing unusual.


    I sighed in relief and put the steaming tea cup on the table.


    “What’s wrong today, senpai?”


    I said that as I took a seat before Shikiya-san.


    …I pretend to be calm, but I just can’t take my eyes off her clothing. This is a nurse outfit with a miniskirt. Her chest is overly exposed.


    I’m trying my best not to look at her. Shikiya-senpai then took out a piece of paper from her chest.


    “Tsuwabuki Fest, …classroom, …lend, …application form.”


    -Tsuwabuki Fest. This is our so-called school festival. The school fest and sports fest were usually back-to-back in previous years. However, due to scheduling issues, only the school fest will be held at the end of this month.


    The Literature Club also plans to hold exhibitions mainly directed by first-year students, yet it’s hard for us to decide on the theme.


    Right now, it’s half a month from the festival. We’ve only decided on the club magazine and “an exhibition about our club activities”. That’s why Komari had to revise our application form many times before handing it out before the deadline.


    “Uh, is there something wrong with the form?”


    “Actual details of the exhibition, …setup diagram, …not enough…”


    Shikiya-san suddenly turned to Komari as she said that. Komari started shivering.
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    “Writing corrections, …I was going to teach her, …then that girl…ran away.”


    I know why she wants to run away.


    “Participants, …many, ….not do this properly, …disqualified.”


    “So you came all the way here? Uh, well, it’s the fine details and setup diagram, right?”


    I suddenly stopped reaching my hand out for the application form. Come to think of it, this was in Shikiya-san’s chest, right? Am I really supposed to touch it with my bare hands..?


    “Komari should take it. Alright, come here.”


    “Eh? W-Well.”


    Komair’s petite body shrank even further. I smiled and waved at her.


    “It’s fine. Shikiya-senpai is a good person. She won’t eat you.”


    “I-Isn’t she scary?”


    “No, she’s very gentle. Actually, she feels as gentle as picking up a kitty.”


    “K-Kitty?”


    Komari slowly approached us. Very well. You’re doing well.


    At this point, Shikiya-san mumbled.


    “I’m…a dog person…”


    Komari retreated to the corner of the room once again.


    …We’re back to where we’ve started. I thought about my next step as I stared at the ceiling.


    *


    The seminar for completing the application form has begun.


    Shikiya-san is writing the parts we need to correct with a red pencil.


    Komari remains standing. She peeks at the application form over my shoulders.


    “W-Well, d-does the diagram n-need to include numbers? T-The arrows for directions too?


    “Indeed, …review, …writing, …very important.”


    Putting her hands on my right shoulder, Komari immediately leaned forward.


    “D-Don’t move, N-Nukumizu. I-I can’t see.”


    “Then please stop leaning on me. Even though you aren’t very heavy, your weight still counts.”


    Although Komari never minces her words toward me, she’s still sincerely listening to Shikiya-senpai’s explanation. Honestly, my eyes are filled with tears of joy.


    It was very rough for me to get to this point. I spent 20 minutes baiting Komari out of her trembling state with candies and anime on my smartphone. She eventually left the corner of the room.


    “I-Is there a-any other corrections?”


    “Details, …many blanks, …bad impression, …fill up, …everything.”


    In the end, she drew a picture of a grave in the blank space. After that, Shikiya-san put the red pencil back into her chest.


    “That’s…everything. …Monday, …before noon, …give me.”


    Shikiya-san remained in her usual emotionless state and drank the cup of tea that was wholly cooled down already. Komari took the corrected application form back. She glared at it.


    I sipped some tea and carefully asked Shikiya-san.


    “Why are you doing all of this for the Literature Club? I thought the student council wants to…”


    Eradicate the Literature Club.


    I fell silent in the middle. Shikiya tilted her head in confusion.


    “It’s because…Tsukinoki-senpai…and you guys…are all…very adorable, …right?”


    Koto Tsukinoki. She’s the third-year vice president of the Literature Club.


    Come to think of it, Tsukinoki-senpai used to be in the student council, right? These two seem to know each other. I wonder what’s their relationship…?


    I gently shook my head, simply because it’s not good to investigate just because I was interested. Even though it’s not good-


    “Well, what’s with your outfit?”


    I still can’t ignore her nurse cosplay.


    “Tsuwabuki Fest, …chose this outfit, …goal, …make the student council, …more appealing…”


    With that, she wobbled as she stood up. Shikiya-san’s movement is kind of terrifying. Komari hid behind my back.


    After she left, Komari sighed in relief and sat on the chair.


    “W-Well, I-I’ll go home and fill this again. W-We have to work hard for Tsuwabuki Fest- Eh!?”


    Komari’s expression froze in the middle of her speech.


    I looked in her direction. Shikiya-san’s white pupils are peeking inside from the slightly opened door.


    “Uwah, what’s wrong, senpai?”


    “I forgot about this. …Clubs without advising teachers…can’t participate…”


    Advising? The door was slammed shut before I could even ask. She really seems to have left this time.


    “...Hmm, Komari, there’s no teacher as an advisor in this club? Hey, Komari?”


    …I guess it takes another 10 minutes for Komari to unfreeze from her door-looking position.


    *


    A while after Shikiya-san’s attack.


    I’m sitting on the bench in the courtyard after being called out. I stared at the evening sky dazedly.


    Tsuwabuki Fest will be on October 31 this year. Right on Halloween.


    That’s why many classes are planning to include Halloween elements.


    From what Shikiya-san has said, the student council will be playing dress-up too.


    …At this moment, a sudden stroke of breezes sends shivers down my spine.


    Looking at the evening sky seems to be filling me with worries.


    Then, someone handed me a can of coffee.


    “Nukumizu always wants micro sugar, right? You fine with a hot drink?”


    “Ah, sure, thank you.”


    The person sitting next to me is the president of the Literature Club - the third-year student Shintaro Tamaki.


    The canned coffee I got was a bit too hot. I gently passed it back and forth between my hands.


    “I’m sorry for suddenly calling you out. You seem to be busy as well, right?”


    “Nope, it’s already done. It’s just that Shikiya-senpai from the student council came to the club room.”


    “Oh, that girl? It looks like not going to the club room is the right decision…”


    Prez uncharacteristically showed an annoyed expression. My interest soared.


    “Did something happen between Shikiya-senpai and you in the past?”


    “Well, a bit. Forget about that. I’m sorry for throwing the prep work of Tsuwabuki Fest on you guys.”


    “It’s fine. If anything, Komari is very worked up about it.”


    Indeed, you can say that Komari is overly energetic about the Literature Club’s exhibition in the Tsuwabuki Fest this time.


    Even so, we still can’t decide on a theme. It’s a bit unsettling, especially when she has been mumbling about whatever crazy stuff is in her brain for the past few days.


    “Komari-chan is indeed very hardworking. …Also, I want to talk about something else.”


    With a window in our conversation, Prez took a sip of his canned coffee.


    “Third-year students must stop participating in club activities at the end of October. You know that, right?”


    “Well, I guess. There were hints.”


    I’ve indeed heard of something about that. Tsuwabuki High School is a very academically oriented school, after all. It’s actually already relatively late to quit because of the exam and studying at this point.


    “Even though the rules aren’t as strict for the Literature Club, they are still important nonetheless. Koto and I have to prepare for the exam, so we’ll be stepping down after Tsuwabuki Fest.”


    First-year students will be the main lead for Tsuwabuki Fest. I had already mentally prepared myself when Prez said that to me at the start of the second term.


    Although I’ve only been in this school for half a year, high school life is already at its end for third-year students.


    Prez continued in a serious tone.


    “Of course, the presidents have to change too. That’s why I came here with a request.”


    …I see. That’s what we need to talk about. I straightened my back.


    I’m ill-suited to be the president. While that’s true, if I have to-


    “I want- Komari-chan to be the next president.”


    “Eh?”


    Prez looked at me confusedly when I was about to stand up.


    “What’s wrong?”


    “Oh, it’s nothing. I think that will be great.”


    In a sense, this is guaranteed. Komari has the most experience in the entire first year. She cares a lot about the club. Frankly, the only problem Komari may have is herself.


    “That’s why I want Nukumizu to help Komari-chan as vice president. Can you?”


    “I’m okay with it, but isn’t it better to ask the girls like Yanami-san for it?”


    A tinge of awkwardness appeared on Prez’s face.


    “I’ve also considered that, but that girl is bound to become a ghost member once she finds a boyfriend, right?”


    “...Yeah, that’s for sure.”


    Komari and I don’t have issues in this regard. How relieving.


    “I’m very worried about Komari-chan once we graduate. I hope she can become more confident after becoming the president.”


    I see. Letting Komari become the president and making everyone around follow her, starting with Tsuwabuki Fest. I guess they want Komari to accumulate as much experience as possible before the third-year students graduate.


    “Did you tell Komari about her becoming the next president?”


    “Ah, I asked her last week. She answered she would accept it yesterday night. Even though…”


    Prez is unable to bury his worries. I couldn’t help but smile.


    “You’re very worried about Komari.”


    “Yes! Very!”


    “!?”


    Another girl’s voice descended upon our bench above our heads.


    Tsukinoki-senpai suddenly appeared and shook my shoulders from behind forcefully.


    “Uwah, what are you doing this suddenly?”


    “It’s because leaving Komari behind and graduating makes me very, very worried! How about we just stay for another year?”


    “...Koto, you know you can’t afford to make that joke, right?”


    Prez is extremely serious. This person has a lot to handle, as always.


    Tsukinoki-senpai ignored that and sat next to me. I’m sandwiched between them.


    “I agree with Komari-chan being the president, but right now, we still have many reasons to worry about her. I hope she can pick up some confidence during Tsuwabuki Fest.”


    Fueling confidence in Komari. That’s why they want the first-year students to lead the prep work.


    I understand your worries when Komari can’t normally talk to anyone outside the Literature Club.


    “Nukumizu-kun, we’ll go backstage in this year’s Tsuwabuki Fest. Please take care of Komari-chan and be nicer to her.”


    “Yes, I’ll do my best.”


    “That girl loves pudding more than ice cream. She’s not good with coffee. Please pay attention to that. She can’t deal with the green parts in green onions too. Please remember to slice them up, okay?”


    “Green onions, …I’ll remember this when making pork miso soup.”


    I wonder if I’ll ever have the opportunity to cook for her.


    Tsukinoki-senpai crossed her fingers and looked at the sky with faint tears.


    “...Shintaro. Indeed, I still don’t want to give up my club activities. Can’t we do that and study simultaneously if we work hard enough?”


    “You won’t make any progress in exam preparation before you can balance both of them, right…?”


    Crap, Prez’s stomach will be pierced through if this continues. I have to change the topic.


    “Anyway, I hope we’ll have a successful Tsuwabuki Fest.”


    “Ah, there will be a new presidents’ meeting two weeks after the end of Tsuwabuki Fest. That was mentioned in last year’s activity report too. Can you come and help out?”


    “Sure, if there’s anything I can do.”


    Presidents’ meetings. Once every month. All club representatives will gather around and have a conference.


    I imagined Komari mixing in with the second-year students during the meeting. That alone already made me worry about her a lot.


    “Well, we’ll leave her to you. Of course, you can contact me immediately if something happens.”


    “Ah, please wait a moment.”


    I called Prez as he was about to stand up.


    “There’s no advisor in the Literature Club, right? It seems that we can’t be in the Fest without one.”


    “About the advisor? A lot has happened in the past.”


    “Ah, …it’s not just with Shikiya-san. Did something happen between the advising teacher and them too?


    Tsukinoki-senpai and Prez exchanged looks before speaking up.


    “Forget about that. The first-year students will be under their care from now on. So, how about you find a teacher you’re close to as the advisor?”


    -A teacher I’m close to.


    Nothing like that exists when my class teacher can’t even remember me.


    Even so, it will be difficult for an unfamiliar teacher to be our advisor.


    “Yeah, I need to think about this.”


    I answered as I started drinking the cooling canned coffee.


    Anyway, I decided to leave this problem for later.


    *


    That night, I’m sitting before the desk in my room.


    The teachers in Tsuwabuki High School seem to have grown more serious after entering the second semester. The homework load is piling up.


    I’m now doing English questions after finishing the maths workbook. The conversation with Prez came into my mind.


    Komari will be the next president. There’s no doubt. The Literature Club has a crucial place in her heart. If Komari is doing her best, then I need to do what I can-


    As if to interrupt my train of thought, my little sister Kaju leaned back when she was reading. She raised her head and looked at me. From my lap, that is.


    “Come to think of it, onii-sama, how are things going for you recently?”


    “Recently?”


    I don’t know why my little sister is sitting on my lap. Why are you reading here?


    Perhaps Kaju doesn’t know as well.


    “Let me think. The water intake pipe changed after the washing stands in the canteen were renovated.”


    “...Water intake pipe?”


    Kaju showed an indescribable expression.


    “Ahh, then I wondered whether there would be any change to the taste. I’ve already confirmed it.”


    “How was it?”


    “It’s just tap water now.”


    I noticed that Kaju didn’t react to me. I added.


    “Even so, my effort wasn’t entirely in vain. Tsuwabuki High School’s water pipes are different than our house’s. The difference in flavor is influenced by precipitation too. I’ll figure out the exact difference maker afterward.”


    “I see. That’s great to hear. Let’s change the topic.”


    Kaju changed her posture toward me. She looked up at me with a serious expression.


    “How are things going recently for Yanami-san? She visited us during the summer holiday.”


    Anna Yanami. She’s my friend who gradually joined the Literature Club after being rejected by her childhood friend, Sosuke Hakamada.


    Even though I say she’s rejected, she’s still having fun in the classroom with her friends. Hakamada, Yanami, and the winning heroine Karen Himemiya are always chatting.


    “Well, …she said she’s going to get a boyfriend. Yet, I don’t see her getting anyone soon. She always shows up in the Literature Club too. It’s just the same as before.”


    Yanami visits the Literature Club once or twice every week. Also, she kills time with complaints, snacks, and homework for the most part.


    “She said she’s going to get a boyfriend…? Onii-sama, you can’t just be like this.”


    Kaju didn’t hide her anxiety at all. She pinched my ear.


    “Onii-sama, Kaju pays a lot of attention to the progress between Yanami-san and you. From Kaju’s perspective, it’s almost time for Yanami-san to turn unusual under onii-sama’s attractiveness slowly.”


    I don’t disagree with Yanami being unusual.


    “I’ve said this countless times. Yanami-san and I aren’t like that. Alright, it’s time for you to get off my lap.”


    “Why?”


    Kaju seems to be genuinely bewildered. She showed an unbelievable expression.


    “It’s because reading on my lap doesn’t feel good, right?”


    “Nope, instead, it’s easier for me to calm down. Onii-sama, you spelled ‘immoral’ wrong here.”


    Oh, really?


    Kaju handed me my phone as I was writing the word again,


    “One more thing. Onii-sama, Yanami-san just sent you a Line message. It seems to be an afternoon invitation.”


    “Invitation?”


    But there’s nothing on the screen. After I opened the app, I saw a text I had no memory of in our chat record.


    <Yana-Chan: Emergency stairs. Lunch tomorrow.>


    …I sighed deeply and flipped the phone over.


    This is the third time Yanami has called me this semester.


    Obviously, this isn’t a secret meeting between a boy and a girl. Instead, I’ll be summoned whenever Yanami wants to complain.


    She’s annoying. If only there was a good excuse to reject her-


    “Hmm? Why is her message read already?”


    “It’s because Kaju was the first one who saw it.”


    I see. It’s natural to show as read if Kaju saw it first.


    “...Kaju, why are you looking at my phone?”


    “It’s because onii-sama never really goes out with Yanami-san, right? As your little sister, Kaju has to keep track and manage the progress-”


    Manage the progress…? I rechecked my phone with a bad feeling. Yanami’s message has already been replied.


    <Nukumizu: I’m so happy. Looking forward to it.>


    I can’t help but wrap my hands around my head.


    No, I must first scold Kaju as her older brother before worrying about tomorrow’s depressing lunchtime.


    “Kaju. Listen to me. You can’t just take someone else’s phone and do whatever you want.”


    “B-But, the relationship between Yanami-san and onii-sama-”


    “There’s no but. Kaju will hate it if I just check on your phone randomly, right?”


    “Kaju is okay with it, alright? No, it’s more like I really want you to check it. The password is onii-sama’s birthday. The cloud drive is shared with onii-sama as well. It’s easy to use.”


    Hey, wait, Kaju said we shared what? If we’re sharing the same cloud drive, in other words…”


    “Wait, Kaju. What did you see? You didn’t touch my ‘Study Material’ folder, right?”


    Cold sweat begins to drip from my forehead.


    Kaju wiped the sweat off me with a handkerchief as she looked at me with a bright smile.


    “I guess we’re going to have progress now.”


    *


    It’s lunchtime on the second day. I made it to the emergency stairs first.


    I opened the bento box under the autumn gusts. Bread used to be the main course for my lunch. However, Kaju wanted me to bring a bento today, no matter what.


    There are some tricolored onigiri in the center. It’s accompanied by a Scottish hamburger made from quail eggs, some lotus, fried burdock with edamame, cauliflowers, and corn mixed with mustard.


    There’s also handmade jelly as a substitute since we don’t have a dessert cooler. Lunch is the best time to enjoy the jelly after freezing it beforehand.


    Well, which one should I start with? A familiar voice could be heard from above just as I was hesitating.


    “Uwah, what a nice bento. Did Nukumizu-kun make all of that?”


    Yanami sat down on the stairs one step higher than me.


    “My little sister forced me to bring it. I’m not that good at cooking.”


    “Well, then, Imouto-chan must be very good at cooking. I wonder how it tastes…?”


    I can feel overwhelming pressure next to my hands, but I have to pretend I don’t notice her eyes here.


    Yanami opened her bento box. I can see that it’s shoved with white noodles.


    “Look, I made mixed somen. It’s unexpectedly tasty.”


    Yanami casually plugged her chopsticks inside and pinched a big chunk of somen. She hesitated for a moment and took a big bite of it.


    With such bold manners, I decided to start talking while eating too.


    “By the way, Yanami-san, did something happen today?”


    “Isn’t it good when nothing is happening too? I just want to chat with you while having lunch.”


    Yanami slurped and chewed the mixed somen.


    Even though she said that, she would eventually drag our conversation back to Hakamada and Himemiya, anyway. She seems to have felt something from my silence. Yanami showed a helpless expression.


    “Nukumizu-kun, it’s different this time. This time, it’s not my resentment. Instead, I’m just saying what I have to as a friend, no, as the representative of humanity.”


    The representative of humanity. In other words, Yanami has become my representative. It’s pretty awkward.


    “...Well, what are you going to present?”


    “Think about it. Our class has already started preparing for Tsuwabuki Fest, right?”


    “Ahh, it’s called ‘Street Halloween’, right?”


    Even though some may associate the name with street fighting, it’s definitely not that chaotic.


    The classmates will parade around the school in makeup. They will play out some short drama and give kids snacks to let expected guests enjoy the day too. Come to think of it-


    “Yesterday, they said they were going to ask for your cloth sizes, right?”


    This “Street Halloween” only has makeup requirements for the cool boys and girls in the class. Of course, this includes Sosuke Hakamada and Karen Himemiya, not to mention Yanami and Yakishio.


    “Yeah, we measured our sizes in the nurse's room.”


    “The nurse’s room?”


    “There are curtains around the beds there, right? The classmates in charge of the outfits measured the sizes for us.”


    Yanami ground the somen into a mess using the tip of her chopsticks as she said that.


    “There weren’t any ready-made clothes that fitted Karen-chan’s bust. They had to put them aside and make adjustments later.”


    “The ready-made clothes weren’t fit…?”


    It’s more like this is what I want to hear about the most.


    “Also, Sosuke was the first to measure his sizes, but Karen-chan spoke to him in the curtains as well.”


    Accompanied by his girlfriend while measuring sizes, this must be a so-called “double strike”, right?


    “But the classmates in charge of the outfits were there too, right? Also, changing clothes isn’t really that much of a hassle for boys. It’s not worth causing a stir about it.”


    “...Yeah, but it was Karen-chan’s turn for measurements after that.”


    Yanami’s pitch dropped slightly.


    “Eh, don’t tell me.”


    Yanami nodded with a gloomy expression.


    “Karen-chan just started taking off her clothes like that. Sosuke wasn’t kicked out until the classmates in charge of the outfits noticed it. At that moment, Sosuke said-”


    Clack. I can hear chopsticks poking at the bento box.


    “Sorry, I just got used to it somehow.”


    …Suffocating silence ensued throughout the emergency stairs. I can even hear boys cheering around on the playground.


    After a while, I gently passed my bento box to Yanami.


    “Yanami-san, please take anything you want to eat here.”


    “Really? Anything?”


    “Ahh, no need to be polite. Well, I strongly recommend this Scottish hamburger, you know?”


    Yanami reached her hand out without any hesitation.


    “Well, I’ll have this.”


    “...This is the first time I see a person choosing the onigiri at moments like this.”


    “...Didn’t you say I can eat anything I want?”


    Yanami chewed the onigiri as she looked at me dumbfoundedly.


    Ugh, I did say that. I’m the one at fault right now. I should reflect on myself.


    “Well, let’s change the topic. Do you have any good ideas for our Literature Club plan?”


    “They did an exhibition about their investigation in the corridor last year, right? I think it was about the sub-cultural shifts between the Showa Era and the Heisei Era? What did they do, actually?”


    Yanami said as she reached her chopsticks toward my Scottish hamburger.


    Eh? Is my recommendation still valid right now…?


    “It was a research about artwork regarding sexual intercourse between the same sexes, …from what I’ve heard.”


    Tsukinoki-senpai was the leader of that project, and the content is exactly what you think it is. A lot happened on that day, and it ended up being demolished on that same day.


    “Hmm, then I guess it will be a presentation of our findings this year too.”


    Yanami’s eyes aimed at the second onigiri. I chose to give up. The onigiri disappeared the moment I nodded.


    “But Komari thinks we may as well attract guests if we’re doing it. She seems to be applying for classroom usage to make the Literature Club’s plan happen.”


    “Hmm, Komari-chan is indeed a girl.”


    “...A girl?”


    Yanami clapped her chopsticks together.


    “It’s because the third-year students are about to retire, right? Even if she can’t confess her feelings, she at least wants to send out a grand finale to the person she likes. Isn’t Komari-chan very brave? She’s a young maiden.”


    “Maybe you’re right.”


    “I am, Nukumizu-kun. I’ll cheer for her.”


    She said as she took a bite of the wakame onigiri.


    “Also, Komari-chan is the next president, right?”


    “Oh, you already know that.”


    I have to protect my last onigiri with my hands before it’s taken away.


    “Tsukinoki-senpai messaged me. She wants me to take care of Komari-chan. That’s why I’ve thought about this a lot. Want to hear it?”


    Yanami’s thoughts. Even though I can predict them already, I should still hear her out.


    “After all, we need food to attract people. I reached this conclusion after much consideration, you know?”


    Yanami said that in a serious tone, even though there were still rice grains on her face.


    “Food indeed attracts people, but that has nothing to do with the Literature Club, right? We also don’t have enough manpower.”


    “Well, how about we do something food-related about the Literature Club’s exhibition?”


    “In the end, is this even what we do during club activities?”


    Yanami nodded as she licked her finger.


    “It won’t do to just show what you want people to see. We first need to arouse their interest in the exhibition, and then we can slowly shift their gazes toward the content.”


    …What’s wrong with Yanami? Is her IQ directly linked to her blood sugar level?


    “I guess it counts as having guests come over if I bring my friends, but that’s not all of what Komari-chan wants, right?”


    Indeed, in the end, the goal here is for a successful Literature Club exhibition. No point in just assembling Yanami’s friends.


    “However, even though it’s a food exhibition, the range is still pretty wide.”


    “First, we should invite Komari-chan to acquire reference materials, okay? You’re free today after school, right?”


    “I’m not always free. Well, for example.”


    “For example?”


    “There are release dates for light novels, quests in my mobile game, etc. …I’m swamped.”


    Yanami closed her empty bento box.


    “So, you’re free today.”


    “...Yes.”


    I finished the cold leftovers in my bento as I nodded listlessly.


    *


    It’s after school. I searched for Yanami and Komari after exiting Toyohashi Station. The plan is to meet up here. They will get here by bicycle.


    “How come I’ve never been to this place before…?”


    Minakami Tower. One of the many vintage buildings around the station. The name comes from it being constructed above all sorts of hidden water pipes and sewers. [TL: Minakami means “above water”.]


    The first floor is an archway shopping district. There are numerous stalls around.


    Even though most stores have shut their curtains already, a brand-new cafe appeared among the old produce store and snack bar. This is a very intriguing sight.


    A petite girl is closely staring at the window in front of a closed shop.


    “Komari, what are you doing?”


    “L-Looking at o-old posters.”


    Why are you looking at something like that? I stood next to her and glanced at the faded poster.


    “An anime event in the animal and botanical park…? Eh, isn’t this from 3 years ago?”


    Komari gave me terrifying stares when I was mumbling.


    “2.5D i-is different f-from anime.”


    Is it different? Come to think of it, Tsukinoki-senpai stared daggers at me once when I treated 2.5D as cosplaying.


    “Ah, …S-Suketsugu Yakuouji’s character w-was different in the past…”


    Komari mumbled as she took a photo with her phone.


    “Ah, the host is Chikapi’s VA. It makes me want to go too.”


    “Y-Yeah, me too.”


    A voice from behind dragged our minds back.


    “Why are you two staring at the window?”


    We turned around. Yanami is standing there with a confused look. Her hands are on her waist.


    “Oh, Yanami-san? We were reminiscing about the anime event from 3 years ago.”


    “...Nukumizu-kun, you’re still a teenager in his 10s, you know?”


    “3 years go by in a flash. My father said the true beginning is when you stop thinking about things from a 10-year unit.”


    “True beginning of what? Alright, let’s go.”


    Yanami casually complained and urged us.


    “We’re not here to have fun, you know? It will be awkward if we aren’t mentally prepared for the reference research.”


    I followed Yanami and looked around.


    “Getting reference is undoubtedly correct, but why did you pick this place? We could’ve just researched in the library. If we’re going to shopping districts, why not just pick the one around the station building?”


    “I don’t think you understand at all. This space is a cauldron of antiquity and modernity, a beacon of the endless flow of art.”


    Yanami swept up her hair chicly.


    “So?”


    “I told you already. Such scenery stimulates our ideas. It will feel nice. …That’s all. Yep.”


    She doesn’t seem to have given this much consideration.


    Even so, it’s kind of refreshing to see something new. There’s always a discovery whenever we’re on an unfamiliar path. We don’t even need to go very far.


    “A bunch of dessert shops just opened around here. Ah!”


    Yanami dashed toward a store.


    “I’ve heard that the fruit parfait here is pretty good. You two want to try it?”


    “Don’t tell me you’re here to get references on desserts?”


    “The experience is essential too, alright? You agree, Komari-chan?”


    Komari’s face twisted after seeing the menu.


    “I-I-I don’t have any m-money.”


    I glanced at some of the photos on the menu. Even though the peach parfait is expensive, it looks very delicious. I should bring Kaju here next time…


    “Spending money on whatever we want is a luxury that high school students can’t afford. Yanami-san doesn’t have a job either. You don’t have that much money to spare, right?”


    Yanami mumbled as she looked at the signboard.


    “I can…if I don’t consider the consequence.”


    Consider, right?


    “Yanami-san. It’s just getting references today. Let’s move on. Look. There’s a miso ramen shop.”


    “Why is it ramen- oh, miso too. I’m a tonkotsu lover, you know.”


    Another piece of useless information about Yanami. I quickly chased after her as she walked out.


    At this time, Komari took half a step back. We’re walking shoulder to shoulder.


    “N-Nukumizu, w-why did you bring me here too?”


    Komari raised her head and looked at me. I can see a tinge of hesitation between the gaps in her hair.


    “We still haven’t decided on a theme for Tsuwabuki Fest. Things must be awkward for you, right? I hope this can be an opportunity to help you out.”


    “E-Even so, b-but I-”


    “There’s half a month left until the opening. It’s almost time for us to decide.”


    “I-I have to prepare the first semester’s activity report for the presidents’ meeting as well-”


    Komari quickly closed her lips in the middle.


    “Yanami-san and I have already heard from senpai that Komari will be the president. I’ll tell Yakishio too, when the time is right.”


    “S-Sure…”


    “We can discuss the meeting with Prez Tamaki after Tsuwabuki Fest is over. Now let’s focus on what we have first.”


    The plan also requires us to develop a theme-matching club blog before Tsuwabuki Fest. Although I’ve inherited the position of editor lead from Prez, I can’t even come up with a draft when we still haven’t decided on a theme yet.


    Even though Yanami doesn’t seem to have thoughtful considerations, flexibility is actually also what we need right now.


    “Also, I feel like food would be a good theme. Let’s not think about it too much today. Isn’t it nice to just walk around too?”


    “B-But won’t I be in y-you two’s way?”


    …In our way? It’s a Literature Club activity, after all. Why would that be the case?


    Komari frowned and peeked at my expression.


    “I-It’s because Y-Yanami and y-you are going out, right?”


    “No, that’s not true. What makes you come up with that idea, by the way?”


    Komari is as impolite as usual.


    “Y-You two are a-always together.”


    She did say that before. Are we together that frequently?


    Yanami and I barely have any interaction in the classroom. I’m with Komari during club activities. I tend to see the latter more often on the emergency stairs during lunch too-


    “If anything, it's more like I’ve spent more time with you than Yanami-san, right?”


    “Nua!?”


    Komari suddenly let out a weird squeak. What’s with that reaction?”


    “Komari, listen to me. Otters are cute, right?”


    “O-Otters…? T-The ones in the sea?”


    “Yes, otters. They are very adorable, but they need to eat up to 20% of their weight daily.”


    If we apply this metaphor to a girl, she would be eating tens of kilograms every day.


    “They are cute creatures with big appetites. Even so, you won’t fall in love with otters, right? That’s what I’m trying to say.”


    “I-Is that the case…?”


    Did she understand? I saw Komari crossing her arms and tilting her head. I guess I have conveyed my message.


    Yanami soon dashed back here after sprinting away.


    “Hey, come over here. I found something good.”


    A charming smile is on her face. I followed her. I’m pretty sure it’s related to food. As expected, we stopped before a cafe.


    “This store does take-outs as well. Do you two want to try anything?”


    Yanami leaned toward the cashier. She already perceives that we’re definitely eating.


    “What do they have, anyway?”


    “They seem to have western dorayaki. Everyone’s hungry, right? Good.”


    I’m not hungry at all, but I guess this is a requirement of interpersonal relationships, in a way.


    I went over Yanami’s shoulders and looked at the menu.


    ‘Excuse me! I want one with blueberry cheese filling!”


    “I should just go with the normal one since it’s my first time. How about you, Komari?”


    “Ah, well, h-hold on.”


    Komari counted the changes in her wallet. She quickly closed it.


    “N-No thanks…”


    …She doesn’t have enough?


    Yanami got the dorayaki from the staff member. She took a bite with sparkling eyes.


    “Uwah, it’s so good! Hey, Komari-chan, you want a bite?”


    “W-Well, n-no thanks…”


    Komari lowered and shook her head.


    Indeed, “wanting a bite” is very difficult for people with social anxiety. I deeply understand how you feel.


    I tore my dorayaki apart and gave half to Komari.


    “Eh? W-What?”


    “The look isn’t too appetizing, but I haven’t taken a bite yet.”


    Komari froze. I put the dorayaki in her hands.


    “But, c-can I?”


    “We’re here to get references, right? It’s better when everyone gets to eat.”


    “Uh, …ah, that…”


    Ah, she still doesn’t like me splitting half of mine. Don’t tell me this counts as sexual harassment…?


    I’m starting to freak out. Komari nodded gently.


    “W-Well, thank you.”


    Komari lowered her head and started digging in slowly.


    “T-This is tasty…”


    A faint smile appeared on Komari’s face as she ate the dorayaki bit by bit. For some reason, Yanami keeps glaring at me.


    “Eh, what’s wrong, Yanami-san?”


    “How should I put it? We both don’t have money, but your treatment of me seems slightly different, right?”


    “Can you tell me the reason if you say so?”


    Yanami didn’t say anything. She just kicked my shoe.


    What do you want, girl? Spill it out if you have something to say.


    I took a bite of my western dorayaki.


    


    …Oh, this is delicious.


    *


    I bid farewell to those two girls.


    I went north and passed through the tram tracks to a place I frequently visit - the flagship Seibunkan Bookstore.


    Even though I’m not doing anything special, looking at the book spines alone makes me feel like I’m tidying up my mind.


    Suddenly, I noticed the title of a particular book. <A Respectable Life Starting Without Fancy Food and Drink>, right?


    Yanami’s birthday seems to be around the corner. How about I gift this to her…?


    “The onii-san over there, are you alone?”


    “Hmm…?”


    A doll-like and petite girl suddenly came and greeted me.


    -Chihaya Asagumo.


    She’s Mitsuki Ayano’s girlfriend. The boy Yakishio has a crush on. Her forehead is sparkling under her long hair that’s separated in the middle.


    She appears before me from time to time after I was swept in the incident between Yakishio and her during the summer holiday.


    “Ahh, yeah, I’m alone. Is Asagumo-san alone too?”


    “Mitsuki-san is here too. That person stood still before the bookshelves right after coming here. It’s really awkward for me.”


    Her smile feels anything but awkward. With that, I don’t even need to ask her to know that their relationship is going well. Asagumo-san leaned forward and looked at the bookshelf in front of me.


    “Nukumizu-san, what are you looking for?”


    “Not any in particular. I just want to use food and literature as the theme during our exhibition at Tsuwabuki Fest. Any references?”


    “Ara, that sounds interesting.”


    Asagumo-san put her finger on her chin and tilted her head adorably.


    “Food and literature. Although there are many solid picks, you should focus on certain important points before anything else.”


    “Focus on important points?”


    “Indeed, you should first consider the era and nation if it’s about theoretical research, and then go on to summarize the history and culture at the time. How about researching the descriptions of food-handling procedures from famous works of that era? I think this is an excellent investigation.”


    “I see. Theoretical, …hmm, it’s a bit heavy for me.”


    Asagumo-san gripped her hands tightly before her chest. She looked at me with her round, squirrel-like eyes.


    “Please relax. I’ll select around 30 reference texts for you to take a brief look at. Then, you can just research the areas that you find interesting. Drop the word, and I’ll get you a lot of references.”


    “Hey, wait, wait, wait, wait. I don’t have that much time. The exhibition is meant to be light-hearted.”


    What I said made her even more excited for some reason. She approached me with sparkling eyes. My back couldn’t help but hit the bookshelf behind me.


    “A concrete foundation is necessary for grasping a way for easy reading. Before visiting the nearby library, let’s buy as much as possible here. Alright, please take out your wallet.”


    “Eh? Well, sure!”


    A weird switch seems to be flipped on in Asagumo-san. Her aura and momentum completely overwhelmed me. I took out my wallet with trembling hands.


    “If that’s the case, why not pick famous authors or works and introduce some anecdotes? It’s more like this helps people to enjoy the cultural festival even more.”


    A calm voice can be heard from behind.


    I turned around. Mitsuki Ayano is looking at us through his glasses with a smile.


    “It’s been a while, Nukumizu.”


    “Ara, Mitsuki-san. You’re done?”


    Asagumo-san dashed toward Ayano. She gently wrapped her hand around his arm.


    “It’s almost time for prep school. Nukumizu, you’re researching for the cultural festival, right?”


    “Well, yeah. I can’t decide the content as well.”


    “Don’t think about it too much. Time devoid of thoughts is very meaningful too.”


    I guess.


    I was lost in thought. Ayano put his hand on my shoulder with a mature smile.


    “Also, please tell me if you have any trouble. I’ll help you at any time.”


    “Oh, I see. I’ll ask you if something does happen.”


    I answered him with a vague smile.


    Asagumo-san stared at me with her crystal-clear eyes. She seems to have seen through the thick barrier in my heart.


    “Nukumizu-san, do you really think Mitsuki-san is just being polite?”


    “I’ll feel very upset if you think so.”


    Ayano smiled and shrugged.


    “That’s not what I meant. It’s just that I feel sorry if you’re helping me because you want to return the favor during the summer holiday.”


    I don’t really mind whether they return it or not. It’s awkward for me to say these things too.


    “We did receive help from Nukumizu-san, but that was a separate issue.”


    Asagumo-san’s aura dominated me again.


    “Why did you care about Remon-san so much in the summer? There’s no benefit for Nukumizu-san to do so, right?”


    “That’s because…I can’t leave her alone. We’re friends, after all.”


    I feel embarrassed. Asagumo-san smiled.


    “We feel the same too. There is no such thing as benefits or losses since we’re friends. I’ll be pleased if I can assist Nukumizu-san. I desire to do that.


    “...Got it. I won’t hesitate to ask for your help when there’s a roadblock. Thanks.”


    “Alright, we’re on standby.”


    Ayano stood behind her silently. He winked at me. His face seems to be saying, “See? Isn’t my girlfriend the best?”


    Did Asagumo-san notice this? She chuckled and gently leaned on Ayano.


    …I see. It’s indeed their desire. They can always keep flirting in front of an outsider like me.


    *


    It’s the next day. After school, Yanami, Komari, and I gathered in the club room.


    “I have already summarized the result of the discussion between Komari and me yesterday night. I do want to hear you girls’ opinion again at the same time.”


    I handed the summary paper to them. Yanami looks confused.


    “Yesterday night? Did you two meet again after that?”


    “We learned how to share documents in ICT lessons, right? Both of us did it while discussing. The result is unexpectedly nice.”


    “Eh? Then why didn’t you two let me join the conversation?”


    …She did notice it, after all. We excluded Yanami because we thought she would be annoying.


    Komari and I nodded at each other before looking at Yanami again.


    “Actually, we hope Yanami-san can do something else. No, it’s more like it’s an important task only Yanami-san can take on.”


    “...Only I can do it? What’s that?”


    Yanami questioned us with a serious expression.


    “That is…a consultant. It’s essential to have a third person looking at the bigger picture and giving us the perspective, right? This position suits Yanami-san very well, you know?”


    “Consultant. …In other words, I’m someone who you two consult, right?”


    “Even though I don’t know what’s with the abbreviation, you’re right.”


    Yanami nodded in satisfaction. She swept her bangs up.


    “I see. I understand now. You know, I think I’m very suited to something like this.”


    Ah, yes, yes, yes, you suit it very well. Yep…


    “Well, let’s get back to the topic. I do agree with Yanami-san’s idea of using food and literature as the theme. We can then introduce famous authors’ favorite food or dishes in their books.”


    “I see. So, we’ll be putting food out, right!?”


    Yanami’s eyes are sparkling.


    “Ahh, we’re planning to show recipes and photos of the food at the time.”


    “Photos of the food at the time…? We aren’t giving them real stuff to eat?”


    Yanami’s expression suddenly turned dark.


    “Eh? It’s because we aren’t opening a restaurant.”


    “...Alright, look at me. Listen here, you two.”


    Yanami cleared her throat on purpose.”


    “Hear me out, okay? That’s not what I meant by using food as the theme.”


    Is that not what she meant? The Yanami Language is tough to learn.


    “Well, what do you mean then?”


    “Look. Don’t famous authors during the Showa Era loves beef hotpot and eel? If we’re in the Literature Club, we should actively seek out how they felt at the time.”


    Is this girl planning to open a beef hotpot store during the cultural festival?


    “By the way, we aren’t allowed to cook indoors. Also, the application deadline for club restaurants has already passed.”


    “I’m just in charge of giving ideas. Nukumizu-kun’s mission is to think of a way to solve this problem. Alright, alright, good luck.”


    Hey, …this consultant is useless. Let’s fire her next season.


    Komari was reading something since she didn’t want to get dragged into our weird conversation. She then slowly raised her head.


    “B-Baking is fine.”


    Komari handed us a tour guide for the cultural festival. The text she pointed out did say that. Even so, how should we combine baked desserts with the exhibition?


    “Let’s go and quickly make something first.”


    Yanami said that. She’s unable to hide her excitement at all.


    “We can’t make anything without a place and ingredients. Also, we first have to see how it relates to the theme-”


    “Nukumizu-kun, you’re too stubborn. Let’s leave it to your super attractive consultant Yanami-chan."


    Yanami bragged about herself and crossed her legs. She then made a phone call.


    “Ah, hey, hey, Kano-chan. You don’t have club today, right?”


    Komari and I remained silent. After a while, Yanami put her phone back after chatting with Kano-chan.


    “Yanami-san, you’re hanging out with your friend, right? Don’t worry about us. You should go.”


    “...Nukumizu-kun, don’t tell me you want me to leave? Or am I just worrying too much?”


    “You’re overthinking. It’s just that we at the Literature Club emphasize work-life balance in club members.”


    That was a lie. Yanami glared at me.


    “Whatever. Anyway, follow me, you two.”


    “Where?”


    “We can make something if we have a place and ingredients, right? Come with me.”


    Yanami stood up chicly.


    …It can’t be helped. Do I really have to work with this consultant before the contract is over?


    *


    Yanami brought us to the first floor of the new building. It’s the Home Economics Classroom.


    “My friend at the Cooking Club said we can use the room freely as long as we clean everything up. She gave us ingredients too.”


    Yanami dropped some wheat flour and sugar on the cooking table.


    “...That’s all?”


    Yanami nodded in confidence.


    “Yeah. Well, Nukumizu-kun, what should we do next?”


    I didn’t expect her to throw the problem at me. I’ve never made desserts before, you know?


    “Uh, well, should we start by licking the flour and sugar first?”


    “Raw wheat flour causes stomach aches. It doesn’t taste good either.”


    I see. It’s essential to listen to someone who has experience.


    “Well, if we’re baking desserts, does Yanami-san know any recipes?”


    “Uh, …we just need to bake the wheat flour, right?”


    “What is that dish?”


    Yanami took out a pan and raised it in front of her.


    “Bake the wheat flour after dissolving it in water. The secret is not to feel anything when you’re eating it.”


    I hate pathetic desserts like that.


    Our conversation ground to a halt. Komari broke the silence and slightly raised her hand.


    “W-Well, w-we can make cookies.”


    “You sure we can make it with these ingredients only?”


    “W-We need butter or cream.”


    Yanami quickly ran to the ingredient shelf after hearing that. She came back with something in her hand.


    “Is salad oil alright?”


    Komari stared at the bottle and sighed gently.


    “Y-Yes. D-Do we have bowls and plastic wraps?”


    “Sure, there are a lot left during our class practice. Use them as you wish.”


    Komari started mixing the ingredients skillfully.


    “T-The wheat flour should be put in last. M-Make a dough and bake it.”


    I watched the wheat flour gradually turn into dough. It’s amazing.


    Komari stopped mixing the ingredient and took out a black tea bag she had brought from the club room. She poured the leaves out.


    “Komari-chan, what are you doing?”


    Yanami leaned forward and stared at her.


    “Eh? Ah, b-black tea. Well.”


    Shit, Yanami’s getting too close. Komari isn’t used to it yet.


    I took out some candies and baited Yanami to look away.


    “Are we making black tea cookies? It looks like the leaves in the tea bag will be enough.”


    Komari nodded and mixed the leaves into the dough.


    Finally, she covered the dough with plastic wraps.


    “P-Put it into the fridge f-for around an hour.”


    “It takes an hour…?”


    Yanami questioned her as she crunched the candies. It made those “clack, clack” noises. Komari jolted in fear.


    “Eh, well, l-let’s preheat the oven. W-We’ll bake it after that.”


    “Sure!”


    Yanami walked toward the oven and turned it on with cheerful steps.


    Komari returned after doing the dishes and putting the dough into the fridge.


    “Komari, it looks like you’re used to making these.”


    “I-I always make snacks for k-kids in my house.”


    “Why are you always eating bread rolls for lunch when you can make these?”


    “I-It’s cheap and easy. T-That’s why.”


    Komari answered directly. She threw the washed whisk into the draining basket.


    *


    We made some tea with the remaining black tea leaves. The freshly baked cookies were put on the table next to the steaming tea cups.


    We sat around the plate and reached our hands out after saying, “Let’s eat.”


    “I-It’s a bit soft, b-but it’s alright.”


    Komari looks relieved. She chewed the edge of the cookie.


    “I love soft cookies too. Ah, it’s full of the scent of black tea.”


    Yanami is pleased. She ate the second cookie and sipped some black tea.


    The taste and flavor of the cookies are lovely. I guess we can sell them if we have the proper ingredients and procedures.


    Well, how should we combine it with the exhibition? Will someone buy cookies shaped like Dazai’s face…?


    “An exhibition, dessert store, and the club magazine. Can we even finish them?”


    Yanami drank her black tea and shook her fingers. “Tck, tck, tck.”


    “No need to be perfect at everything. We don’t need too many desserts. Just a suitable amount will be good. You can also put our novel drafts from before into the club magazine. No one coming to Tsuwabuki Fest should’ve read our stories beforehand.”


    “...Well, you’re right.”


    Even though I think we should try our best if we’re responsible for the prep work for the cultural festival, I do understand what Yanami means.


    Komari seemed to want to say something, but she remained silent and stood up. She took out another tea cup from the utensil shelf.


    “Komari, is someone coming?”


    “I-I can feel it. Yakishio’s aura.”


    What’s up with that? Komari, did you awaken some chuuni powers?


    At this time, the sparrows standing next to the window all flew away at once.


    I turned to them in surprise. At the same time, a girl with a wheat-colored tan opened the window to the Home Economics Classroom.


    -Remon Yakishio. She’s a member of the Literature Club and Track and Field Club.


    “Thanks for the work. I’ve heard that you guys are making desserts?”


    “Remon-chan, we’ve just finished baking the cookies.”


    “Yay! Thanks for texting me, Yana-chan.”


    Yakishio had already jumped over the window frame.


    “Don’t come in here with your sneakers. Change into your slippers-”


    Yakishio chuckled. She’s hanging the sneakers with the tip of her fingers on her shoulder.


    “I’ve already taken them off, Nukkun. You surely love to worry a lot.”


    …When did she even take them off? This girl is increasingly inhuman every day.”


    Even so, bringing your shoes into the Home Economics Classroom isn’t praiseworthy. I took out a plastic bag from my pocket.


    “Alright, the sand grains will fall off, so put those into the bag properly. Wash your hands before eating too.”


    “Nukkun, you’re like my mother. Should I call you Mom?”


    A weird door will be opened if you do that. Please don’t.


    Yakishio must have just finished training in the Track and Field Club, right? Her sports vest is rolled up to just below her chest. I can see her entire stomach.


    “Yakishio, you’ll get a cold. Cover your stomach.”


    “It’s fine. I’m always like this during practice.”


    Yakishio’s eyes bulged after taking a bite of the cookie.


    “This is really good. Did you put some leaves in there?”


    “Well, it’s unexpectedly good when I want to do it.”


    Why is Yanami the one who acts so chicly?


    “Komari made these. Also, this is a black tea cookie.”


    “Eh, Komari-chan is full of girl power.”


    Yakishio sat next to Komari. She patted her head and praised, “You’re doing great.”


    …Yakishio’s hidden crush was over at the end of the summer holiday.


    Yakishio seems to be acting as if that story has never happened. Also, I can see her going to school with Asagumo-san sometimes. I guess there’s no need for me to intervene anymore if that’s the case, right?


    Did she notice me looking at her? Yakishio smiled.


    “Sorry, I can’t do anything about the cultural festival.”


    “Don’t worry about it. We know Yakishio is busy.”


    “Y-You have the Track and Field Club, after all. I-It can’t be helped.”


    Komari handed a cup of black tea to Yakishio as she apologized to us.


    Aside from the Track and Field Club plans, Yakishio is also a much-needed cosplayer in our class during Tsuwabuki Fest. Things are hectic for an energetic character.


    “Remon-chan, did you know the schedule of our class? It looks like it’s going to be tough.”


    The other popular girl Yanami counted the number of cookies with the tip of her finger. She left three on the plate and shoved the rest into her mouth.


    “Nom nom nom nom, also, nom nom nom nom.”


    “Right, we have to find a teacher willing to be our club advisor too.”


    Yakishio nodded. Did she understand what Yanami just said?


    “How about I ask the teacher of the Girl’s Track and Field Team to be our advisor? Let’s just merge the two clubs.”


    “That’s just absorbing our Literature Club. Do you know any teachers who aren’t advisors right now?”


    Yakishio’s round eyes blinked as she reached her hand toward the cookies.


    “All of the teachers I know seem to be in clubs. The only exception is Amanatsu-chan.”


    “That person…?”


    Amanatsu-chan refers to Konami Amanatsu. She’s 1C’s class teacher.


    She’s a petite and adorable teacher. People tend to think she’s a student. By the way, she still can’t remember my face and name. It’s already the second semester, you know?


    Yakishio clapped her hand and stood up as I hesitated.


    “Thinking alone won’t get us anywhere. Nukkun, let’s go find a teacher?”


    “Right now? Yanami-san is better fitted for this role…”


    I said that as I turned to her. Yanami’s choking on the cookies. She’s making a mess.


    “...Ahh, let’s go.”


    Komari freaked out and patted Yanami’s back. Yakishio and I left the two of them in the Home Economics Classroom.


    *


    Amanatsu-sensei should be in the Social Science Data Room right now.


    That’s what we have heard in the teacher’s office. Yakishio poked my shoulder when we were heading toward the Data Room.


    “Hey, are the third-year senpais retiring after Tsuwabuki Fest is over?”


    “Ahh. They will be going to the back of the stage. Is that the same for the Track and Field Club?”


    Yakishio turned her slightly tanned face toward me and nodded.


    “Yeah, the next captain for the Track and Field Club has already been decided. Even though I’m really close to that senpai, I don’t want to miss any practice since she’s very strict.”


    She wrapped her hands around the back of her head and sighed on purpose.


    “Yakishio, you like running, right? Why are you skipping practices?”


    “It’s because I’m in the Sprint Team. We have our own training schedule, but sometimes I just want to ignore all of that and run.”


    …? In other words-


    “So, you skip practice just because you want to run?”


    “Sometimes, I just want to keep running and running forever.”


    Yakishio gave me a meaningful smile and slammed my shoulder. It hurts.


    “Well, why don’t you just go for medium or long-distance running in the club?”


    “Nope, I’ve tried doing that in middle school. It was rough.”


    Her cheerful voice stopped along with my pace. We arrived at the Data Room.


    Well, is Amanatsu-sensei inside? I reached my hand toward the door. Then, suddenly, I heard many things falling to the ground and a woman’s moan.


    …Yep, she’s definitely inside.


    I opened the door. The first thing I saw was Amanatsu-sensei buried in many books and teaching materials. Yakishio hastily ran toward her.


    “Amanatsu-chan, are you okay?”


    “Ouch, ouch, ouch…”


    A lot of dust came out when Yakishio pulled sensei out. I quickly opened the window.


    “Is it Yakishio? You saved me there. …Eh. you’re showing your belly button.”


    “I just finished my club activities, after all.”


    Yakishio seems to be throwing a tantrum.


    Amanatsu-sensei patted her skirt and looked at our faces with disbelief.


    “Also, what are you two doing here?”


    Amanatsu-sensei’s expression gradually turned serious.


    …The last time Yakishio and I appeared before sensei was in the PE storage in the first semester.


    Amanatsu-sensei suddenly slammed her handkerchief onto the ground.


    “Ah, sheesh. Do that when you two are home! At least go to the nurse’s office! Konuki-chan will be there!”


    What’s wrong with her?


    “No, no, no, please wait. It’s not what you think. There’s something we want to talk about with you, sensei.”


    “You two want to talk to me…?”


    Amantsu-sensei tilted her head and glared at Yakishio’s belly button. Then, her face started going pale.


    “No!? That’s why I told you two to go to the nurse’s office! Konuki-chan is there!”


    “No, it’s probably not what you’re thinking about right now.”


    This teacher lacks maturity.


    I was thinking about what’s happening here. Then, Yakishio gave me a confused look.


    “Nukkun, what have you two been talking about?”


    “Uh, well, perhaps adults always assume the worst scenario possible.”


    “...? I don’t think I understand. Whatever, I’ll ask her.”


    Yakishio cleared her throat on purpose.


    “Hey, Amanatsu-chan, why don’t you be the advisor of the Literature Club!”


    “Oh, that was sudden.”


    It’s indeed too sudden. I quickly followed up with an explanation.


    “We’re sorry. Our Literature Club doesn’t have an advising teacher. That’s why we want to find a teacher willing to be our advisor before Tsuwabuki Fest.”


    Amanatsu-sensei crossed her arms and answered. “Ohh.”


    “Even though I want to help you, I’m already the advisor of the Ping Pong Tennis Club-”


    Amanatsu-sensei pondered for a second. She suddenly opened her eyes.


    “Alright, leave it to sensei! I’ll think of something.”


    “Really, Amanatsu-chan?”


    “This is the first time a student has come to ask me something in my 5-year career. Sensei will show you my serious side!”


    “Eh, no one has ever come to ask you anything…?”


    I spurted that out. Amanatsu-sensei’s lips curled downward.


    “Sensei…is because of that. I emphasize keeping a proper distance between my students and me to foster a strict and mature appearance. That’s why it’s natural for students to hesitate to approach me even though they want to.”


    “But didn’t Amanatsu-chan go to the photo booth with us a few days ago?”


    “That’s a part of student guidance. It’s definitely not because I was envious of that happiness. Absolutely not.”


    She said that and looked away. Are you a child?


    “Well, anyway, thank you very much. Can you help us with finding an advising teacher?”


    “Ahh, leave it to sensei, Yakishio, and…your name is-”


    …Good grief, she still doesn’t remember my name.


    I was about to speak up. Sensei then covered my face with her palm.


    “Don’t say it first. You’re indeed in my class, …Nukumizu, right?”


    “Eh!? You finally remembered my name?”


    I was stunned. Amanatsu-sensei puffed up her chest chicly.


    “Well, I rely on the process of elimination. In other words, I only need to connect the names with the faces that I don’t remember yet-”


    “No need to continue, sensei.”


    …I got excited too early.


    *


    The next day is a Saturday. My family and I came to Toyohashi Road Station.


    “Adult’s First Love Lemon, …right?”


    I looked at the lemonade in my hand and mumbled.


    Yakishio’s smile does carry a slight maturity you only see in adults. It also has a tinge of bitterness found in lemon peel. An indescribable impression came to my head. I put the bottle of lemonade back onto the shelf.


    There are a lot of local snacks and desserts here.


    I asked my parents to drive me here to think about what we should put out at Tsuwabuki Fest.


    “Alright, onii-sama. Ahh-”


    Someone handed me a spoon. I reflexively opened my mouth. A clean and cold sweetness resonates on my tongue.


    I took a closer look. Kaju is standing next to me with ice cream in her hand.


    “Oh, this is tasty. What’s this?”


    “Mom bought me some Italian ice cream. This seems to be made with local quail eggs.”


    Come to think of it, quails are migratory birds, right? I thought of their chubby bodies flying through the sky as I looked at the desserts made from quail eggs on the shelf.


    “Onii-sama, what’s wrong with you today? You suddenly said you want to come to the road station.”


    “We want to make desserts that fit well with the Literature Club’s exhibition at Tsuwabuki Fest. If possible, we also wish for a resting area for the guests. I think I can get some references here.”


    “It’s like opening a road station at the cultural festival, in a sense. What kind of desserts will you provide?”


    The spoon reached directly into my mouth again.


    “Famous ones, I guess. Natsume Soseki loves nankinmame.” 


    “Nankinmame. …So, peanuts, right?”


    “Yeah, so I want to make small packages of peanuts and include some explanations before selling them for a low price.”


    “That’s all?”


    Kaju kept the spoon in her mouth and tilted her head.


    “If I remember correctly, Natsume Soseki has a sweet tooth, right? I’ve heard that he loved peanuts mixed with sugar. That’s why he always ate them secretly to avoid being seen by his wife. Onii-sama, but you don’t need to hide. Kaju will feed you. Alright, ah-”


    Really? Kaju fed me the spoon as she said that.


    “But we don’t have the budget to buy desserts. Making something too advanced will be tough too.”


    “Well, what’s the general plan then?”


    “Eh, well…”


    Showing food related to famous authors and works as we sell or distribute related desserts.


    Our goal isn’t soliciting guests with food. However, we can use that as an opportunity for them to watch our exhibition.


    That’s the plan we first-year students came up with yesterday after school.


    Upon hearing my explanations, Kaju stretched her back with a serious look.


    “If that’s the case, you still have Kaju on your back, onii-sama.”


    “...?”


    What does that mean? Come to think of it, Kaju looks at me with watery eyes.


    “Now’s the time for me to help onii-sama. If it’s making desserts, you can leave it to Kaju.”


    “Are you sure?”


    “Yes! Also, if you need a resting area, how about we put on a layer of tatami? Kaju has an idea.”


    “Tatami, right…? It will be a great help if you have one.”


    “Well, let’s go borrow that from the Judo Club.”


    I studied at Momozono Middle School. It doesn’t have a martial arts field. The Judo Club puts tatami on the gymnasium’s floor when they practice.


    “Thanks, but won’t that cause issues for the Judo Club?”


    “Making arrangements with the gymnasium’s schedule is one of the student council’s privileges. It will be fine.”


    Eh, you can do that? I’m confused. Kaju showed me a mischievous smile.


    “Kaju will do anything for onii-sama.”


    …Please, please don’t go overboard, my little sister.


    *


    Monday. The first lesson has just finished.


    The application deadline for borrowing classrooms is due this afternoon.


    Even though I printed out the application form based on the data I received, I still need Komari’s signature as she’s the representative.


    I went to 1A’s classroom to get it, but Komari was nowhere to be found.


    Well, where did she go?


    If we’re talking about Komari’s whereabouts at this period, it should be the girls’ toilet or the sink at the west school building.


    She won’t feel too thirsty since this is the first break. That’s why the possibility of going to the west building is higher since it saves time on moving and drinking.


    It’s been freezing since this morning. That’s why I decided to go to the central sink on the fourth floor of the new building.


    After going through the stairs, I saw a petite girl standing before the sink at the end of the corridor.


    Bingo.


    The uppermost floor of the new building has constant sunlight, which makes the water there warmer. That’s why I’ve concluded that she’ll be drinking here.


    Komari stands before the tap that’s letting out water. She’s just glaring at the stream.


    The students around her are constantly moving. Time around Komari seems to be frozen as if it was edited out.


    …She doesn’t seem approachable. Yet, I still slowly walked toward her.


    Komari finally noticed me. Her shoulders trembled. She quickly closed the tap.


    “You alright? You’re just standing here.”


    “W-What’s wrong…?”


    “Oh, I need to talk to Komari.”


    “Y-You need to t-talk to me…?”


    In between her hair, Komari’s eyes seem to be slightly startled. She raised her head and looked at me.


    I took out a piece of paper.


    “The application form for classroom usage needs the representative’s signature. I’ll bring it over during lunch. So, can you please sign here?”


    Komari’s eyes bulged after taking the form.


    “I-I’m the representative?”


    “Yeah, this plan is centered around Komari, after all. Indeed, you should be the one to represent us.”


    Komari looked at the application form for a while. She then nodded gently, wrote her name with the automatic pencil I gave her, and handed it back to me silently.


    …Komari seems to be giving off a strange vibe today.


    Even though she’s usually a strange girl as well, I think the direction of her usualness doesn’t seem the same.


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


    “Yeah, …I-I’m fine.”


    “Is it because of Tsuwabuki Fest’s prep work?”


    Komari lowered her head. She gripped her tiny hands tightly.


    We finally decided on the actual plans for the Literature Club last weekend. The main content is a research exhibition led by Komari herself. It already sounds like it’s going to be a lot of work.


    “Don’t stress yourself too much. The two senpais are still here. You should just do whatever you can.”


    “B-But!”


    Did she not expect herself to let out such a huge noise? Komari lowered her head awkwardly.


    “...I-I have to do it.”


    After that, Komari remained silent.


    …Did I say something weird?


    “I seem to be bothering you. Well, see you after school.”


    “Eh, well-”


    Komari let out an indescribable moan. I stopped.


    Suddenly, a group of second-year students emerged from the classrooms. They are approaching us.


    We came to the end of the corridor to avoid the crowd. Komari hid behind my back too.


    …They don’t seem to be leaving for now. I think there’s an assembly for them, right?


    It can’t be helped. Let’s stick close to the wall as we move. However, I felt a subtle resistance from my shirt as soon as I tried to move.


    Looking back, Komari is pinching the bottom of my uniform with the tip of her fingers.


    “What’s wrong, Komari?”


    “W-Well, …I-I’ve finished the draft of the c-club magazine. T-The continuation of the evil villainess.”


    …? That’s why you pulled me over?


    “I see. Yeah, got it. I’m in charge of the club magazine this time. Send me the info when you have time.”


    “Y-Yes…”


    That’s all. However, Komari is still unwilling to let go of my clothes.


    “Breaktime is almost over. I should head back to the classroom.”


    “M-Me too. O-Our direction is t-the same.”


    In contrast to her words, Komari remained still.


    Is this girl afraid of the second-year crowd…?


    It can’t be helped. I watched the endless stream of people as I raised my arm with the digital watch.


    “Komari, check out this watch.”


    “S-So lame…”


    No, this is awesome, alright? It’s a digital solar-powered radio watch, you know?


    “According to my calculations, it takes 85 seconds to get to the classroom from here. We can barely make it if we leave a minute later.”


    “Hmm…? W-What calculations…?”


    “In other words, I’ll stay with you a bit longer before the crowd subsides.”


    Komari threw a tantrum. She dragged the bottom of my uniform.


    “...I-I’m not in the s-same class as you. So, my classroom is further away.”


    “Well, then you should hurry up later.”


    Unfamiliar students from Tsuwabuki walked past us.


    Within the crowd, two lonely people stand shoulder to shoulder during the break for some reason.


    Perhaps this is a so-called coincidence.


    Will Komari hide behind me again if this girl and I encounter such a coincidence next time?


    I continued observing the unending crowd and let Komari continue holding my clothes.


    *
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    My name is Sylvia Luczel, a former daughter of a baron.


    Well, my even “former-er” identity is a high school girl from the previous world.


    I’ve been reincarnated into the world of my favorite otome game. My hard work has finally come to fruition. I’ve successfully entered the spin-off route that makes me happy as an evil villainess.


    A spoiled and lovey-dovey life is about to begin. …That was supposed to be the case. However, right now, it doesn’t seem to be that sweet.


    



    “Philip! I’ve heard that you aren’t even eating your meals properly!?”


    I pushed open the heavy door to the office before raising my dress and entering the room.


    “Oh, Sylvia? Don’t be so loud.”


    The person who sighs as he takes his hand off the slide rule is Prince Philip.


    …I met him a month ago.


    He kind of forced me to relocate to the neighboring country after my engagement was voided at the party.


    I glanced at the dishes next to the table.


    Salted meat, taro soup, and bread. Simple things.


    “You don’t always have to eat the same stuff as servants do, right?”


    “My precious time shouldn’t be wasted on eating. I’m good as long as it fills my stomach.”


    He said that like it was nothing. A light cold smile appeared on his face.


    The drought has been relentless since summer this year. Even though it’s already harvesting season, food shortages are still prevalent. A lot of people will die from famine if no policies are implemented.


    “Even so, you don’t have to plan out rationing programs yourself, right? Why don’t we ask officials from the capital if we lack the right hands?”


    Philip frowned.


    “The central authorities are all supported by Grand Duke Gordes. They will control the money and food supply if we put them into the duchy. We won’t be able to do anything at that point.”


    “But haven’t you been losing a lot of sleep lately?”


    “I was the lord of a duchy before becoming the prince. Protecting the lives of my people is-”


    Perhaps he noticed my glances. Prince Philip shrugged.


    “...I just immediately wielded my new knowledge. It’s exhausting to keep myself on the good side of the duke too. I don’t want him to suspect me.”


    “Well, thanks for your hard work. However, Philip, you still have to eat your meals properly.”


    Sheesh, a stubborn guy who can’t be honest with himself won’t listen to me unless I do something.


    I snapped my finger. The maids delivered new dishes inside.


    “Sylvia, what are these…?”


    “This is something like cabbage rolls with stuffed meat. I guess. Slicing the leftover meat and vegetables, wrapping them in northern celery leaves, and finally boiling them soft with soup.”


    “What roll…? I don’t think this is good. This year’s rainfall is not enough and caused crop failures. Food delivered from the north requires preservation. You’re also just wasting mana.”


    “I know, but Grand Duke Gordes has been transporting rare ingredients through massive uses of ice magic.”


    Indeed, magic is an integral part of this society. Mana is equal to currency and resources.


    Using mana to obtain rare ingredients can produce several times more food.


    “Please relax. I’ve made a fridge. Using it to preserve food minimizes the required mana.”


    “Fridge?”


    Philip is confused by a word he has never heard of before.


    “Yes, the box has two layers. It’s full of wind cotton collected from the Torun region.”


    “Wind cotton, …I’ve heard that thing falls during the winter and gives people a lot of trouble when piling up in the farms.”


    “It’s very helpful as an insulating material. The top old geezers in this country also use a bunch of mana for everything. This is a bad habit. Properly limiting mana costs can bring food imports back onto the table of consideration, right?”


    “...I see. If that’s the case, I guess I can try playing house with you. These are called cabbage rolls, right?”


    “Yeah, thanks for being stubborn even when you’re going to eat. Thank you.”


    Prince Philip’s expression suddenly changed after taking a bite.


    “Did you make all of these…?”


    “Yes, I’ll be making meals for you. You should also take care of your body.”


    “The same goes for you. I can see dark circles around your eyes. Are you not sleeping properly?”


    Huh!? I hastily covered my eyes.


    “W-Well, …it’s because I want to help you out. I’ve already prepared myself.”


    “Sorry, this is my job. I won’t let anyone else intervene.”


    “Of course, Philip is the one doing the actual work. I’m just here to help.”


    I activated the phantom magic I’m good at. Even though it’s considered to be rather useless, this is a skill that I’ve constantly been honing.


    I used magic to draw boxes with lights on the room's wall.


    “What is this magic…?”


    “This is Excel- ahem, …it’s phantom magic <Excel>! Writing numbers with light magic in this row automatically gives you the sum and total.


    This is what I learned in ICT lessons back when I was a high school girl.


    He brought a document and put the numbers inside. The total is immediately displayed.


    “It’s really showing. How does this work?”


    Philip approached the table projected onto the wall. He carefully reached his hand out and stroked it.


    “Every cell- every box has a magical slide ruler. It was tough, you know? Even though I made steady progress until the SUM function, it was challenging to make the VLOOKUP and SUMIF functions.


    “...Unbelievable. I can immediately plan out the food rationing in the duchy with this. No, I can properly grasp the finance of the nation too. How much mana does such powerful magic cost?”


    “Ara, it’s just Excel from my memories, …uh, it doesn’t require mana at all.”


    “I see. Phantom magic is undoubtedly convenient. This is the first time I’ve seen such a formula.


    Philip was immersed in figuring out the formula. Yet, he suddenly tripped over.


    I quickly ran over and tried to hold him. Both of us ended up falling onto the sofa.


    “Philip! Are you okay!?”


    “Ahh, I’m just a bit wobbly from sleep deprivation. Just let me rest for a while like this.”


    “Sure, please let me spoil you as much as possible.”


    …Many people perceive Prince Philip as a cold-blooded man.


    However, he’s actually a tsundere lord who cares about his people. He also wants me to spoil him-


    “You’re indeed the right person.”


    “Ara, are you finally acknowledging that I’m a capable woman?”


    “I’ve never considered your existence based on how much you’re worth.”


    Philip twirled my hair with the tip of his finger.


    “-You’re indeed an interesting woman.”


    “...Only interesting?”


    He stared at me with overly gentle eyes that were nothing like the rumors. In contrast, I put up a front as I tried to cover my flaring cheeks.


    “Just wait. I’ll definitely make my father approves you to be my princess.”


    



    Next time. Chapter 5: Philip’s Illegitimate Child Has Been Discovered!?


    *


    I took the application form to the student council room during lunch.


    “Komari feels weird…”


    At that time, Komari seems to have merged with the background. I can’t get her unmoving pose off my mind.


    She’s busy preparing for Tsuwabuki Fest after being appointed as the next president. There’s also the club activity report for the presidents’ meeting afterward.


    Perhaps she’s carrying too much weight. It’s stressing her so much that she can’t take a step forward. I need to pay more attention to how Komari’s doing. I came to the destination with that in mind.


    Aside from the “Student Council Room” sign, the room before doesn’t seem to have anything special.


    I gently cleared my throat and knocked on the door.


    “Excuse me.”


    After opening the door, I saw a girl sitting behind the table. She’s chewing a granola bar.


    Upon noticing my arrival, she covered her mouth and raised her head.


    “Hello, is there anything I can help you with regarding the student council?”


    Her hair is very tidy. She seems to be a serious girl.


    The girl stood up politely and approached me.


    “I’m sorry to interrupt when you’re eating, but I’m here to submit an application form.”


    She glanced at the form. Instead of accepting, she just shook her head.


    “Sorry, the application deadline for Tsuwabuki Fest has already passed.”


    “Eh, no, Shikiya-senpai said that we could edit it.”


    “Shikiya-senpai. …Are you from the Literature Club?”


    She understood, right? Yet, her face turned even more solemn when I sighed in relief.


    “Uh, is there a problem?”


    “I’ve heard about rumors of the Literature Club from senpai before. You people always hide around the corners and write obscene articles every day.”


    “What!? No, no, no, no, the Literature Club is very proper. People writing obscene novels are-”


    …One person came to mind. I backed down when I was about to say something. The student council girl glared at me when I stuttered.


    “You people really have some indecent secrets, right?”


    “These are misunderstandings. Uh, well, you are…”


    What’s the name of this person? Upon a closer look, I saw the name tag on her chest. Right, every student got a name tag during the entrance ceremony, even though I’ve never seen anyone wearing it.


    According to the tag, this person’s name is Teiara Basori. Ba-so-ri. …How should I read her first name?


    Suddenly, Basori-san covered her chest with her hands.


    “W-Why are you looking at my chest!? D-Don’t think you can do weird things to me just because we are alone, okay!?”


    “No! I’m really not! It’s a misunderstanding. I just want to read your name tag! Uh, can you please tell me how to pronounce your name?”


    “Ba-so-ri. I’m Basori, the vice president of the student council.”


    Based on the school badge, she seems to be a first-year student, yet this person is already the vice president? No, compared to that-


    “Your first name?”


    “...T-Tei-a-ra.”


    Her voice is pretty quiet. She seems to be mumbling.


    “Eh? What did you say?”


    “It’s Tei-a-ra! You got a problem!? Am I causing you any trouble with this name!?”


    Teiara-san got into a mood again and cornered me.
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    “No, well, I don’t have any issues with your name. It’s just that it’s rare to see a person wearing a name tag-”


    “Of course, I’m wearing it. It’s in the school rules! By the way! Editing the application form using relationships is something that I hate! I won’t acknowledge this before I stop breathing!”


    “So, you aren’t accepting the application?”


    “But I’m accepting it!”


    “Well, then, please take the form…”


    “-Ah! It’s already this late! Please wait. The president is coming back soon!”


    Teiara-san dashed to the mirror on the wall. She carefully adjusted the angle of her bowties.


    “Uh, what about the application form?”


    “I told you I would deal with it later! As the vice president, wearing an untidy uniform in front of the president is- ah, sheesh! Why does this uniform have 4 bowties!?”


    Don’t complain to me. I can’t do anything about it.


    Teiara-san reminds me of the Literature Club girls. No, wait, don’t tell me I’m the only one who doesn’t know that every single girl in the world is actually like this…?


    A terrible idea came into my mind. Then, the door to the student council room was opened.


    “Ara, today seems to be lively.”


    “Thanks for the work, Prez!”


    Teiara-san immediately straightened her back. I turned around. A tall girl came inside the room.


    She’s the student council president, Hibari Hokobaru. Even I know her name and appearance.


    Prez turned to me with a smile. Her long hair is gently floating in the wind.


    “Welcome to the student council room. Is there anything I can help you with today?”


    “Well, it’s about submitting the cultural festival’s application form…”


    At this point, Prez took the form from my hands.


    “Ahh, you’re from the Literature Club. Is Koto-senpai doing alright?”


    “Yeah, …I guess. She’s just as usual.”


    “Just as usual. I see. That’s indeed like her.”


    Prez smiled and quickly scanned through the form. After that, she put it in the file on the table.


    “It’s good. Relax. Your application has already been approved.”


    Eh, she’s more kind than I thought. I’ve always heard that the student council has a grudge against the Literature Club. Maybe I’m just worrying too much.


    “Thank you very much. Well, I’ll be leaving-”


    “Shikiya helped you guys edit the form, right?”


    Prez’s tone suddenly dropped. The room temperature seems to have suddenly gone down too.


    “Well, no, even though we did ask her about parts we could improve, our club member was the one who finished it…”


    “I’m not going to scold you guys. Experience gained from asking others is important, after all.”


    Prez stood before me with a “clack” made from her hard sole shoes.


    Within the depths of her smile, I can faintly see my face’s reflection in her cyan pupils. [TL: This may be an error since Hokobaru has red pupils in the illustration.]


    “The third-year students are retiring soon, so I’ll let this pass since it was Shikiya. However, I won’t do that next time.”


    Prez fiddled my hair with the tip of her finger. She then turned around.


    “As a Tsuwabuki High School student, please remember not to do anything that damages the school’s reputation.”


    “Y-Yes!”


    I lowered my head and ran away from the student council room.


    -The student council president of Tsuwabuki High School, Hibari Hokobaru. She’s indeed full of boldness, even though I can’t tell why.


    Her cold eyes give out sharp gazes. Her pale fingers that were used to stroke my hair…seem to be full of bandaids.


    Also, I remember the bandaids having a cute teddy bear icon.


    Another thing is that I’ve heard the noise of hard sole shoes when we’re indoors. Why didn’t that person change into slippers before coming in?


    I couldn’t get this off my head and stopped. A conversation can be heard inside the student council room from the corridor.


    “Prez, why are you wearing your outside shoes?”


    “I just went to patrol the playground- wait, where are my slippers? Do you know where they are, Teiara-kun?”


    “I-I don’t know either, but I’ll help you find them!”


    …What are those people even talking about?


    Even though I don’t really understand, her slippers should be on the shoe shelves if she’s wearing shoes right now…


    Whatever. I shouldn’t have anything to do with the student council after this, right? It’s better if I leave them alone.


    I picked up the pace and distanced myself from the student council-


    *


    That day after school.


    Yanami, Yakishio, Komari and me. The first-year students in the club room sit around the table with serious expressions.


    I looked at everyone again after distributing the materials.


    “Hmm, the Literature Club’s exhibition content at Tsuwabuki Fest has already been decided completely. Please look at the material at hand.”


    Everyone started paying attention to the paper in their hands after hearing that.


    “The actual theme is ‘Food and Reading’. We’ll be introducing food related to famous authors and works. At the same time, along with simple explanations, we will be selling and distributing snacks related to the exhibition content.”


    Yanami tilted her head in confusion.


    “Selling and distributing, are we doing both?”


    “G-Give the kids s-snacks i-if they are here.”


    Komari answered the question for me. I nodded and continued.


    “I checked out the photos from last year’s Tsuwabuki Fest. Many guests bring their children with them. I want to provide a place where parents can rest with their kids. So, I plan to cover the floors with tatami to make a resting area.”


    Yakishio already gave up reading the material a while ago. She leaned on the foldable chair.


    “Well, should we hand out snacks to everyone? The cost is covered by the club budget, anyway.”


    “We’ll run out of desserts very quickly if we hand them out to everyone. Also, I plan to give stamp cards to preschool children. They will get the snacks after visiting all of the exhibitions.”


    There are 4 types of exhibitions. All of the displays are taped out with 1-meter molded paper. Then, there will be a stamp desk next to them. The scenario is for the kids to get the stamp cards and check out every showcase.”


    Yanami looked at the material as she twirled her hair with the tip of her finger.


    “But there will be kids who only get the stamp without looking at the exhibitions just to get the snacks, right? I would do that back in elementary school.”


    This girl will definitely do that now, too, right?


    “That’s fine. It’s just a festival. The best thing we can do is to make the guests happy. Young kids won’t understand the exhibition, anyway. It’s okay as long as we influence them with the mood.”


    “Selling them is unnecessary if we’re just doing that, right?”


    “The actual results of the Literature Club will be pretty bad if we just sell food to attract customers, right? Ultimately, our club plans to showcase exhibitions and sell related snacks on the surface. However, even if the sales aren’t good, we can say that the participants have visited without buying any snacks. Also, limiting the desserts to children can make them bring their guardians over. Part of it is also to increase the number of guests.”


    Yanami and the girls raised their heads and looked at me.


    “Ohh, …Nukumizu-kun, you’re pretty evil.”


    “Nukkun has turned into a bad boy.”


    “You shall repent…”


    I think this counts as the Literature Club girls praising me universally, right? But why is Komari the one to scold me?


    “Here are the details. Komari will be in charge of the exhibition. I’ll be dealing with the desserts and setting up the place. The two senpais will help with making the club magazine. We’ll discuss as progress is made.”


    Yakishio raised her hand and called me.


    “What do I need to do? Leave all of the physical work to me!”


    “Yakishio has tasks in our class and the Track and Field Club, right? It would be a great help if you could help me set up the place before the opening day. Also, we need a larger paper to write our exhibition content.”


    “Got it. I’ll try to sneak out and help you. What about Yana-chan?”


    “I have work to do in class. However, Nukumizu-kun, you have something to do in our class as well, right?”


    “...Do I?”


    I forgot about it altogether. But I vaguely remember having to make small gadgets for our class showcase.


    “What about Komari’s plans in your class? Will that affect you in any way?”


    “M-Me? T-They didn’t tell me anything. I-I guess I’ll be fine.”


    This is slightly concerning. I hope she’s really going to be okay when she says that.


    “Right, I’ve brought the snack samples here. Hope everyone can offer their opinions.”


    I put the paper bag with the desserts on the shelf-


    “Eh? Where’s the paper bag I put there? Does anyone know where did it go?”


    Yakishio and Komari’s eyes are focused on Yanami. As for Yanami, she looked away to avoid everyone’s attention.


    “Yanami-san, don’t tell me…”


    “...Are those snacks samples?”


    I nodded. So, Yanami leaned into it and gave me an idiotic smile.


    “It’s fine. They taste good.”


    I see. Glad to hear that. Well, that’s all for today.


    I carried my bag and stood up, but the girls didn’t seem to be moving at all.


    “Yakishio still has training in the Track and Field Club, right? You sure you don’t want to go?”


    “Uh, Amanatsu-chan told me to wait in the club room after school. That’s why I’ve been waiting for her since then.”


    Amanatsu-sensei told Yakishio to wait here? Yanami nodded and rolled her round eyes as well.


    “She said that to me too. Did she not tell Nukumizu-kun?”


    She didn’t. Whatever, it may not have something to do with me, anyway.


    However, if Amanatsu-sensei called Yanami and the girls to the club room, that means…


    At this point, I can hear people talking in the corridor.


    Their voices gradually approached the door. Then, it was slammed open.


    “Oh, everyone is here.”


    Our class teacher Konami Amanatsu makes a flashy entrance. It looks like she’s even more excited today.


    “Sensei, is there anything I can help you with?”


    “Hey, hey, you guys are the ones who asked sensei for advice, right?”


    Advice, …is she talking about the club advisor thing?


    We were intimidated by her momentum. Amanatsu-sensei waved at the corridor.


    “Hey, come in here.”


    “Excuse me, everyone.”


    The atmosphere in the room changed completely once the owner of the voice entered the room.


    A charming and curvy body, the pantyhose that stretched out from her skirt to her legs-


    The intense scent of the perfume and make-up made my brain go numb for a second.


    “This is my first time meeting you here, but we have met each other a couple of times in the nurse’s office.”


    The person sat on an empty chair with a calm demeanor. She crossed her legs under our attention.


    “I’m the future advisor of the Literature Club, Sayo Konuki. Let’s have a good time together.”


    Yanami and Yakishio cheered excitedly. As for Komari, she freaked out and hid in the corner of the club room.


    …I see. This makes sense.


    Indeed, it’s not strange for a school nurse not to have been the advisor of any clubs beforehand.


    Also, this is the apparent result when we ask Amanatsu-sensei.


    “Uh, …the same goes for us. Please take care of us.”


    I lowered my head and greeted her awkwardly. At the same time, I regretted it.


    Indeed, I shouldn’t have asked Amanatsu-sensei…

  


  
    Intermission: The Secret Boulevard


    There's a boulevard with tulip trees at the east gate of Tsuwabuki High School.


    Under an exceptionally tall tree, two girls are standing back-to-back with the tree in between.


    “...Senpai, the preparation for Tsuwabuki Fest is going well. The plans for the Literature Club have already been decided. We’ve acquired permission to borrow a classroom as well. As for that girl, …she’s doing well.”


    Based on the school badge, this girl seems to be a first-year student.


    She has curvy hair that goes slightly below her shoulders and a body figure well-received by boys.


    As for the person looking at the photo, she’s a third-year student with glasses. She turned around slightly. Her twin tails started wobbling. The person handed out a palm-sized bag over her shoulders.


    “Glad to hear that. Here, take this.”


    -These are french fries and karaage-flavored. They are the dagashi that Toyohashi has been proud of since antiquity.


    The first-year girl opened the wrap without any delay after taking them. She started eating them cheerfully.


    “One more thing. I’ve asked my friends from the same class as that girl about how she’s doing in the classroom.”


    The glasses girl took out another bag silently. The next one is pork ribs-flavored.


    “She leaves the classroom once it’s break time then comes back before the bell rings. My friend has never seen her talking to her classmates, nor has she paired up with anyone during PE.”


    “Oh, …even though I’ve predicted these situations, I still feel pretty upset when I actually hear it.”


    “But she seems to have changed a bit during the second semester.”


    “Changed?”


    The glasses handed out the third bag. It’s salted cream this time.


    The first-year girl opened the third one after finishing the pork ribs dagashi without hesitation.


    “Even though she still disappears during lunch, she seems to be a bit happy after coming back, …from what I’ve heard.”


    Where did this intel come from?


    The glasses girl pondered for a moment. She then slowly nodded.


    “Thank you, and please look forward to the rewards next time.”


    “Of course. Well, I’ll be leaving.”


    After that, she left the scene while avoiding everyone’s sight.


    As for the remaining glasses girl, a palm-shaped tulip tree leaf gently fell to the ground next to her feet.


    She picked it up and observed the blue sky through the leaf.


    There are 10 days until the opening of Tsuwabuki Fest.


    


    I guess I can believe in “that girl’s” determination a bit more…

  


  Chapter 2: Thanks for Waiting - Karen Himemiya


  
    It’s been a week since we had an advisor for the Literature Club.


    In contrast to my worries at first, Konuki-sensei is actually unexpectedly good at taking care of people.


    We can discuss anything with her. Even if she doesn’t understand it, she always helps us to investigate passionately.


    Even though she will compare a girl in the club and me to stamen and pistil or something, this should be a relatively minor problem.


    



    It’s Monday after school right now. Tsuwabuki Fest will be opening on Saturday this week. You can say that it’s right around the corner.


    I’m returning to my classroom from the nurse’s office. People wearing pumpkin heads keep bumping into me too.


    “I think pumpkins have separate male and female flowers on the same plant…”


    I couldn’t help but mumble what I heard from Konuki-sensei.


    The purpose seems to be avoiding self-pollination. Why does sensei keep talking about pumpkins whenever the conversation is about Kaju…?


    “Excuse me. Please make space for us!”


    With that, the path is separated. This time, a bunch of girls in witch cosplays ran past me with giant brooms in their hands. A lot of students are dressing up for this Tsuwabuki Fest. It seems like the entire school is having a Halloween party.


    As Tsuwabuki Fest approaches on the weekend, the school is filled with more hustle and bustle. The school building usually is tranquil after school. It’s as lively as during the day right now.


    Also, I’m going to a conference about our class’s plan. I need to go to the club room after that as well. That’s a lot of work.


    A gentle flowery scent suddenly floated toward me when I passed through the stairs.


    …Where did it come from?


    I couldn’t help but stop walking. The scent seems to be coming from upstairs.


    I raised my head subconsciously. Then, I saw a girl with her hands full of stuff dashing down the stairs clumsily.


    “Awawawa! Excuse me!”


    Ah, that’s a pretty common line in light novels.


    I was immersed in surprise. Then, I was crushed by a tremendous amount of stuff the next second.


    …What happened?


    I think I was unconscious for a moment there. I could feel that I fell to the ground with my face upward, yet I couldn’t see anything.


    I tried recalling the memory before I went into a coma.


    I was strolling through the corridor, and a girl and some stuff fell from the stairs.


    Something soft and heavy pushed me onto the ground-


    “Ah!”


    “Huh!?”


    My sight immediately widened. The first thing I saw was the 4 straight bowties.


    Then, a familiar and tidy face is above the bowties…


    “...Himemiya-san?”


    Karen Himemiya. She’s Sosuke Hakamada’s girlfriend. Hakamada is Yanami’s childhood friend.


    I’m confused.


    Why is Himemiya-san riding on top of me while covering her chest? Her cheeks are flaring up too.


    Wait, don’t tell me the soft and spongy thing that blocked my view was…?


    I couldn’t help but look at Himemiya-san’s bowties.


    With that, she blushed even harder. Her right hand started waving exaggeratedly-


    *


    “Sorry! I’m really sorry!”


    With a clap, Himemiya-san lowered her head deeply.


    I gently pressed my cheeks with sizzling pain and plopped my head down as well.


    “Oh, no, well, the same goes for me. Thank you for your hospitality.”


    What am I even saying?


    By the way, bumping into a girl in the corridor and getting slapped by her, such accidental events-


    Are we in a rom-com right now?


    “Nukumizu-kun, does your face still hurt? Is it swelling?”


    “Eh, yeah, I’m fine…”


    “Glad to hear that! I’m really worried about you since you weren’t moving for a while.”


    The moment Himemiya-san smiled-


    -How dazzling. Bright lights seem to be dancing around Himemiya-san. Perhaps a BGM exclusive to her is already playing too. It’s just that I can’t hear it.


    I was dazed, yet Himemiya-san looked to the sky.


    “Hiya, I almost forgot.”


    After that, she quickly collected the black clothes scattered on the ground.


    I think those fell to the ground when we bumped into each other.


    “Uh, let me help you. Half of this was my fault too.”


    I reached my hand out and started picking up the black clothes on the ground too. These massive clothes are used for stage curtains, right?


    All of these stacked together are pretty heavy. Are they making her carry that alone?


    “Thank you! Well, please take half of this.”


    Himemiya-san pushed a pile of clothes onto me. I took them.


    Her entire body seems to be sparkling with her smile.


    “Eh? Well…”


    “Nukumizu-kun just said half of it was your fault, right? So, please help me take half of these to the classroom.”


    After that, Himemiya-san used her big watery eyes to wink at me while I was still confused. I would’ve died there if I didn’t already have my eyes squinted because of her dazzling smile. That was dangerous.


    …Wait, in other words, we’re going to go to the classroom together. Honestly, I really want to avoid such an awkward situation.


    I answered her with an “ah” before marching out quickly.


    “Hey, hey! Please wait, Nukumizu-kun!”


    “Oh, …what’s wrong?”


    “Let’s go together if we’re both heading to the classroom. I also want to talk to Nukumizu-kun once too.”


    Even if she wants to speak to me, the only connection between Himemiya-san and me is that we both know Yanami. Did she hear something about me from Yanami…?


    I grew restless, yet Himemiya-san showed me an apologetic look.


    “Uh, Nukumizu-kun, is it better for me not to talk to you?”


    “Oh, no, if you say that…”


    …Not that she’s wrong. Right now, I’m kind of embarrassed when Karen Himemiya is next to me.


    Her elegant main heroine aura is in a completely different dimension than Yanami’s.


    Let’s use TVs as an example. Even though 4K is already impressive, she’s like an 8K TV with OLEDs. Also, I don’t think I need to say where it is, but her size is also in the 100-inch class.


    “Hey, this is my first time talking to Nukumizu-kun, right?”


    “Come to think of it, …yeah, you’re right.”


    Karen Himemiya avoided the boys heading toward us. She naturally closed our distance.


    “Nukumizu-kun, you’re really close to Sosuke and Anna. I somehow grew fond of you since I always hear the two of them talking about you.”


    “Well, even though I talk to Hakamada sometimes, we aren’t actually friends…”


    “Hmm, I see. Well, how about you become friends with Sosuke and me right now?”


    She said that generously. Lights are still coming off her.


    Eh, is that how you make friends? Also, even though I’m her boyfriend’s acquaintance, isn’t this a bit too casual…?


    “Ah, no, well, that’s too sudden…”


    “Am I bothering you?”


    “Not necessarily…”


    “It’s decided then. Nice to meet you, Nukumizu-kun.”


    I feel like Himemiya has an overwhelmingly holy aura. …She’s a little different from Yanami, but I can’t tell which is.


    Then, Himemiya-san looked around and leaned forward slightly.


    Her long hair is swaying in the wind. I can smell a perfume-like scent right away.


    “Well, since Nukumizu-kun is already my friend, do you feel Anna has been weird lately?”


    “...Weird? Do you mean Yanami-san?”


    Even though that girl is always weird, something must have happened when she says this, right?


    Himemiya nodded and answered adorably. “Yes.”


    “It’s because Anna only bought 12 instead of 15 takoyaki at the station recently.”


    Isn’t that still a lot?


    But I remained silent instead of complaining. Himemiya-san continued in a worrisome tone.


    “Anna has been rejecting free extra serves when we’re eating with her, you know? Isn’t this very strange? She’s definitely lacking energy.”


    That’s probably because the Yanami-style weight loss method she proposed in the summer failed, right? But Yanami’s appetite has been the same as usual when she’s with me…


    I thought about Yanami’s eating habits. Himemiya-san lowered her head depressedly.


    “...Ugh, I feel like I’m the only one talking non-stop.”


    “Ah, …well…”


    Glad you’re aware of it.


    Forget about that. She seems to have said something that I mind.


    “Have you been hanging out a lot with Yanami-san recently?”


    “We’ve been hanging out tons after entering the second semester, you know? Does Nukumizu-kun want to join too?”


    “Oh, no, that’s not what I meant.”


    Himemiya-san’s eyes bulged after hearing my answer.


    “Eh, it’s because Anna and Nukumizu-kun are in the same club. So, I thought you two were very close.”


    I don’t know whether we’re close, but you two will definitely bring other friends when hanging out. Throwing myself in there is absolutely not a good decision. I’m staunchly against standing in the way of yuri.


    “I think it’ll be awkward if I go…”


    “Hey, don’t worry about that.”


    Himemiya-san chuckled.


    “In contrast, I’m more worried about how Anna is doing now. I think Anna will be pleased if Nukumizu-kun can come too.”


    She would be more pleased with meat rolls or rice balls than me, right?


    “I think Yanami-san should be thinking about herself a lot too. Why not just treat her as usual?”


    With that, I subtly turned my head toward Himemiya-san and observed her.


    …This person is indeed adorable.


    Not just taller than Yanami, but every part of her body is very slim and delicate. A certain part is much more massive than Yanami’s. The others look brighter and more charming too.


    At this moment, Himemiya-san also turned around and stared at me.


    “W-What’s wrong…?”


    “Hoho, you’re indeed very observant about Anna.”


    “Should I say it’s observation or simply the fact that she enters my sight a lot?”


    “Nukumizu-kun, I’ve heard from Anna that you’re very kind. It looks like I’m right.”


    After that, Himemiya-san chuckled.


    We are already in front of the classroom. I sighed in relief for some reason.


    A girl is blocking the door when we’re about to head inside.


    “Ah, the 4K-”


    Nope, it’s Yanami. I accidentally spurted that out. Yanami turned around and raised her eyebrows.


    “4K?”


    “Oh, no, it’s nothing.”


    “You’re with Karen-chan. What a rare combination.”


    Yanami said that as I handed her the stage curtains.


    “Hoho, he helped me carry these after a coincidence, right?”


    Himemiya-san closed one of her eyes and winked at me.


    Yanami doesn’t understand the mood shared by the two of us only. She seems bewildered.


    “Ugh, whatever. By the way, Nonomura-san is looking for you, Nukumizu-kun. I guess it’s about your task, right?”


    Nonomura-san…? She should be a girl in the same small gadget group as I do, right?


    I looked around the classroom. Nonomura-san is yelling in her deep voice from afar.


    “...Nukumizu-kun, we’re about to start the discussion.”


    “Oh, sorry.”


    Nonomura-san turned around before I even answered.


    Even though she’s the tallest girl and stands out the most in our class, no one seems to notice her. I can feel a resonance between us.


    “Thanks for helping me again!”


    “Well, bye bye, Nukumizu-kun.”
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    After the “12K in total” group left. I followed Nonomura-san to the corner of the classroom. The gadget group gathered around in chairs.


    There are 4 people, including me. Even though the other two are also boys, they aren’t standing out, just as I thought.


    Nonomura-san looked at the info in her hand and started explaining listlessly.


    “...Let’s start the explanation since everyone is here. These are the small gadgets we need for Street Halloween. Please tape the printed illustrations onto the cardboard and crop them off with knives. Here is the list of things we need to make and the materials. Please complete the tasks on Friday morning.


    She finished that in one go. Nonomura-san soon took her share of materials and stood up. The other two also took their stuff silently and returned to their seats.


    The rationalism is overflowing here. After experiencing the Himemiya Realm, I feel relieved, as if I’m in my home right now.


    I also returned to my seat and checked the list.


    We need 5 spider and bat nests and 10 pumpkins and jack-o’-lanterns.


    “So many pumpkins…”


    I guess Yanami’s suggestion has been accepted. It has to be.


    I tried making one. In the end, I think my pumpkin is quite cute.


    Alright, let’s finish the rest back home. Komari will get feisty if I don’t go to the club room now.


    I loaded the materials into my bag and stood up.


    I peeked at the small gadget group when I headed out of the classroom. Everyone is working on their seat silently.


    …This group is so quiet.


    *


    I opened the door to the club room. Komari is the only one inside. She’s writing something in her notebook.


    She immediately closed her notebook upon noticing my arrival.


    “T-Too late. What were you doing?”


    “Reporting our progress to Konuki-sensei and discussing the plans for my class. Komari, are you sure you’re fine with your class?”


    I sat before Komari. She raised her head and glared at me.


    “I-I told you. The class d-didn’t tell me a-anything.”


    “O-Oh, …I see. So, how about we check out the desserts right now?”


    I’ve already investigated Yanami’s schedule today beforehand. However, I still locked the door, just in case. After that, I took out a bag.


    I brought the final complete version of the desserts that Kaju had been experimenting with last weekend.


    There are 4 types of desserts to match the number of showcases.


    The first one has to do with Natsume Soseki’s anecdotes.


    “First, Natsume Soseki likes peanuts dipped in sugar, right? We tried adding cocoa when we were making it this time and kind of modernized the style. You should try how it tastes.”


    I handed her the bag. Komari carefully took some and put them into her mouth.


    “T-This is good. D-Did Nukumizu make t-this?”


    “Oh, no, my little sister made it along with the rest of the desserts too.”


    “T-Then what did you do…?”


    “I did the dishes and rubbed her shoulder. Ah, I made the packaging as well.”


    Komari seems to have accepted my excuse. I took out the next dessert.


    The second one has to do with Dazai’s novel, <Cherries>.


    “The next one is <Cherries>. So, we made cherry cream cake. This is the most recommended one from the taste.”


    “M-Marble pattern…? T-That’s beautiful.”


    “Decorating with canned black cherry and adding colors with syrup. My little sister made it.”


    “...H-How about you just switch your soul with your little sister?”


    In that case, will I turn into a middle school girl? I feel like that’s a nice timeline too.


    I handed the remaining desserts to Komari as I thought about the fantasy story.


    “The rest has to do with picture books. The first one is <Swimmy>.”


    “F-Fish-shaped cookies?”


    <Swimmy> is a picture book about a small fish with a different color than the rest. That’s why there’s one single chocolate cookie inside the bag. This is a way to recreate the story while saving up ingredient costs.


    “I-It smells pretty good. D-Did you put anything in it?”


    “Uh, well, I don’t know why either. I just saw my little sister shaking a small bottle.”


    “Y-You really didn’t do anything…”


    That’s impolite. I helped Kaju to collect the washed and dried clothes, you know?


    The last one is <Guri and Gura>. The protagonists in this picture book are two voles.


    I remember them finding eggs in the forest and making a cake with a pan. That scene left a deep impression on children.


    “Even though it’s just ordinary cupcakes, I’ve found some pan-shaped paper cups. Also, you can put the handle part on it after baking.”


    “Oh, it looks just the same as the picture book…”


    Komari’s eyes are sparkling. She grabbed a cupcake.


    “Y-Your little sister i-is amazing.”


    “I was the one who found this cup, you know? Can you at least praise me a little?”


    I thought she would use her venomous tongue again. However, this time, Komari showed a delighted smile.


    “N-Nice work, N-Nukumizu.”


    “O-Oh, I’m the older brother, after all. This is only natural once I’m serious.”


    What’s wrong with Komari? She has never really praised me before. I couldn’t react for a moment…


    I still couldn’t snap out of my confusion and uneasiness. Then, Komari started putting the cupcakes into her bag.


    “You aren’t trying them out?”


    “I-I have kids i-in my house. I want to bring these to them.”


    Right, Komari has a little brother and sister.


    “Well, how about you bring all of it back?”


    “Eh? J-Just two are enough.”


    “It’ll be three, including Komari, right?”


    I forcefully put the dessert in Komari’s hand.


    Yanami will finish them off if we leave them in the club room, anyway. In a sense, I’m helping her to lose weight.


    “Well, that’s all of the desserts. We’ll start making them for real tonight and bring them a day before Tsuwabuki Fest.”


    “W-Well, there are also photos for the recipes and dishes.”


    “Got it. I’ll do all of that.”


    Good. That’s everything. Things surely go well when Yanami isn’t here…


    “I still have something to do in the activity room. What about you, Komari?”


    “I-I’m returning books to the library. T-That’s because I-I’ve researched what I need.”


    She’s talking about the books she’ll be referencing in the exhibition, right? I saw the thick pile of books on the table.


    Komari shoved all of that into her big canvas bag and tried standing up. However, she wobbled and fell back onto the chair.


    “Are you okay?”


    “I-I’m fine. I-It’s just a bit heavy.”


    She tried standing out again, yet her feet couldn’t find the balance.


    “How did you bring so many books here?”


    “I-It’s cheaper to print in school, so I’ve been taking little by little into the club room. I-I have to r-return them today.”


    It can’t be helped. I left my seat and took a bag from Komari.


    “I’ll take half of it. Which library are we going to?”


    “C-Central Library. I-It’s in the same direction as my house, so…”


    Komari looked at me anxiously in the middle.


    “Eh…? I-Is Nukumizu going too?”


    “Komari goes to school by bicycle, right? You’ll definitely trip over alone.”


    I grabbed the bag and tried to leave the room, yet Komari fiddled around. She seemed like she wanted to say something.


    “I can go ahead first if you mind.”


    “T-That’s not it. Y-You don’t have a bicycle, right?”


    …Right, I think that’s true. Walking to the library will be exhausting.


    “Sorry, Komari. It seems that the load on me is too heavy.”


    I tried giving the bag back to her. Komari then looked at me like I was a piece of garbage.


    “D-Don’t break a promise. Alright.”


    Indeed, those are the eyes I’m talking about. The usual Komari has finally returned. However, what should I do about the bicycle…?


    Eventually, a person came to mind.


    *


    Ayano headed out from 1D’s classroom and handed me a bicycle key.


    “Don’t worry about it. Just use it as you like. It’s fine even if you return it late.”


    As usual, he’s carrying his charming smile. Even a guy like me is intoxicated by it.


    “Thanks, I’ll be right back.”


    “You can ride it home if you don’t need to return to school, okay?”


    “How will Ayano go back then?”


    Ayano looked at me with a meaningful expression. I’m confused.


    “I go to school by bicycle, while Chihaya goes by tram. Do you remember? I want to go home with her on a tram sometimes.”


    …He grabbed the opportunity to show off again. Whatever, let’s just think of it as rent for borrowing his bicycle. I should just listen to him for now.


    “We planned to ride on the same bicycle last time, but it didn’t work. Chihaya isn’t willing to budge an inch, either. Ultimately, I gave up. ‘Let’s just take the tram back home next time.’ She said.”


    Alright, I think I paid enough of my rent already. I raised the key and interrupted him.


    “Sorry, you’re a great help. Well, can I send the bicycle to your house later?”


    “Just put it in the bicycle parking lot at the prep school in front of the station. I have a spare key.”


    I thanked him once again and headed to the bicycle parking lot.


    After I arrived, I saw Komari wearing a white helmet. She’s standing there dazedly with sleepy eyes.


    “Sorry for the wait. I got a bicycle now.”


    “S-So late. Let’s go.”


    Komari got on her bicycle impatiently.


    Hmm, …by the way, isn’t this-


    “Hold on, Komari.”


    “W-What’s wrong, Nukumizu?”


    Come to think of it, isn’t this an important event with a girl after school? The latter part will lead toward the climax if we’re in a light novel.


    Right now, this is my first time going with a girl after school. Is it okay to just skip it after a brief description…?


    “...Sorry, Komari. This must be your first time, right? But I feel like we match each other quite well.”


    “W-Why did you suddenly say something s-so lewd…?”


    Komari looks visibly disgusted. She stepped on the paddle.


    “Go away, N-Nukumizu. S-So lewd.”


    “The lewd part is unnecessary, alright…?”


    I think saying I’m “lewd” hurts more than “disgusting”.


    I thought about that as I followed Komari on my bicycle.


    *


    Toyohashi City Central Library is the largest library in town.


    Even though a more modern one was built in front of the station recently, this is where I’ve been going since I was little. That’s why I love this antique building more.


    Komari went over to the desk after returning the books. She went into the children's reading room next door.


    “Didn’t you just return your books? Are you borrowing again?”


    “I-I need picture books f-for the exhibition drafts. T-The kids in my house w-want them too.”


    Komari squatted down before the bookshelf filled with picture books.


    Komari’s eyes squinted as she stared at the picture book titles. Her side profile seems a bit tired.


    I don’t think I’m just imagining things.


    “How’s the exhibition draft going?”


    “A-Almost done.”


    With that, Komari’s back recoiled in embarrassment.


    The plan for this exhibition is for Komari to write drafts and hand copy them onto a 1-meter-long molded paper.


    Tsuwabuki Fest is on this Saturday. Even though all classes are canceled on Friday to give students more time to prepare, the Literature Club has 4 exhibitions. I want to start preparing earlier if possible.


    “At least let me help you out.”


    I took a picture book. Komari looked at me dumbfoundedly.


    “Y-You still haven’t finished your club magazine draft, right? G-Go write that.”


    “...Yeah, I will.”


    A member who doesn’t follow club magazine deadlines doesn’t have human rights.


    I stopped talking. Instead, I peeked at Komari’s opened picture book.


    The story is about monsters appearing before kids who stay up the night.


    “That book was nostalgic. What’s the ending again?”


    “G-Getting kidnapped by the m-monsters.”


    What a simple, violent, and lousy ending.


    Komari put several picture books under her arms. She stood up with a satisfied expression.


    “You borrowed a lot of other stuff too.”


    “T-The brats in my house can’t sleep if I don’t read p-picture books to them.”


    Komari stopped when she walked to the desk.


    “What? Did you forget…”


    “Q-Quick. Get down.”


    Komari suddenly pulled my uniform downward.


    “Hey, what’s wrong? That’s sudden.”


    “T-The senpais are here.”


    “Senpai?”


    I hid behind the bookshelf and observed in secret. Prez Tamaki and Tsukinoki-senpai are going down the stairs in front of the desk.


    “We don’t actually need to hide-”


    I swallowed my words before I could finish speaking.


    Those two are holding hands cheerfully. They look even more like a mature couple than in school.


    Komari’s body and shoulders curled. She hugged the picture books on her chest tightly.


    …One is the person who rejected her, while the other is a close senpai. The two of them are walking shoulder to shoulder peacefully.


    Appearing before them- is perhaps very brutal for Komari right now.


    Those two will never reject Komari.


    It’s more like they will be happier if we walk out to them.


    That’s why Komari really doesn’t want them to see how she looks when she’s with me.


    …The two have disappeared. Yet, Komari remained frozen in the bookshelf’s gloomy corner.


    I’m starting to get tired from bending down constantly. I tried to find something appropriate to say.


    “Well, …maybe the senpais were just studying in the study room on 3/F. Yeah, they are about to take the exam, after all.”


    I don’t even know what I’m talking about.


    However, after that, Komari finally raised her body slowly.


    “L-Let’s go borrow the books.”


    Her petite body put the books on the borrowing desk.


    The librarian spoke to her. She hastily flailed her hands around to try and explain the situation. I can tell she’s working very hard, which is way different from what she was in the past. However, I feel worried instead of happy about her.


    Komari came back after signing the papers. As usual, she lowered her head and mumbled.


    “W-Well, I-I’ll go back and finish the exhibition d-draft.”


    “Hey, …Komari, can you wait for a moment?”


    Komari was about to make her departure. I reflexively called her.


    …Why did I stop Komari?


    “Eh? W-What’s wrong?”


    Komari turned around confusedly. I decided to press on.


    “There’s a family restaurant next to the highway ahead. Should we go check it out?”


    Komari gave me a surprised look.


    “B-But I don’t have any money…”


    “Well, I’ll pay for you.”


    “W-Why?”


    …Yeah.


    It’ll be awkward when someone suddenly says he’s treating you, unless you’re Yanami.


    “Right, I want to try out the desserts there, but people will give me weird stares if I go alone, right?”


    “Y-You literally don’t care about these things, right?”


    Yep, you’re right. This excuse won’t work on people who understand me even slightly.


    “Anyway, please go with me! I’ll accept any request you have.”


    “Eh, well, …i-it’s not like I mind that much.”


    Komari finally nodded under my pressure. I’m relieved to see that.


    Why am I inviting Komari? It’s whatever.


    I just don’t want to see Komari going back alone. That’s enough of a reason.


    *


    I’m a regular at this family restaurant. There aren’t many Tsuwabuki students here.


    I took a sip of hot cocoa and looked at Komari sitting before me.


    With a puzzled look, Komari held the cup of hot strawberry milk.


    …This is the same seat where Yanami and I met for the first time.


    “Here’s your soft pudding. Thanks for waiting!”


    The waitress is as energetic as usual. She put the pudding in front of Komari.


    “I-I’ll be fine with drinks.”


    Good grief, Komari doesn’t understand.


    “Listen. You get a discount for drinks when you order snacks. In other words, you earn more when you order snacks. …Isn’t that great?”


    “W-Why do you suddenly sound like Y-Yanami now?”


    Oh, did I sound like Yanami? I see. …Shit.


    Komari leaned forward a bit and stared at the pudding’s surface. She carefully put a spoon in it.


    “N-Nukumizu, y-you’re being considerate to me, right?”


    “Well, a little. We were in that situation, after all.”


    “D-Don’t worry about me. T-Those two are going out. It’s normal for them to hold hands.”


    Komari frowned and glared at me.


    “A-Aren’t those two always together in s-school as well?”


    “But it’s different outside of school, right?”


    I continued blowing the slightly cooled cocoa.


    “We are still in the same space in school, no matter what. However, what happens outside is unknown to us. That’s a world where only the two of them exist.”


    …I’m probably talking too much.


    I stared at the cup to avoid this awkward atmosphere.


    As for Komari, she continued scooping the pudding silently with her spoon.


    “This is your extra large french fries. Thanks for waiting!”


    The waitress’s cheerful voice resonated again.


    “D-Didn’t you say you’re here for the desserts?”


    “According to Yanami-san’s Dessert Nine-Square Division, hamburger counts as desserts. If that’s the case, it’s completely okay to treat french fries as desserts, too, right?”


    After that, I kept recommending the fries to her. Komari hesitated for a while before picking up a short one with the tip of her fingers.


    “D-Don’t misunderstand. I-I wasn’t hiding in the library b-because the two of us w-were together.”


    Komari pondered for a long moment, but she finally put the fries into her plate.


    “I was there during the f-first term too, so…”


    She lowered her head and whispered. It’s almost like she’s talking to herself.


    “When I realized I couldn’t go back anymore, …I felt very lonely.”


    Perhaps Komari was the one that felt she was saying too much this time. She tried to cover up the awkwardness by chugging the strawberry milk. She ended up burning her tongue and mumbled, “Hot.”


    …Komari’s confession was rejected by Prez before the summer holiday.


    There’s nothing to say at this point. I know Komari has already accepted the conclusion as well.


    In the end, Komari, Prez, and his current girlfriend, Tsukinoki-senpai, remain on good terms.


    Nothing’s wrong. Komari’s first love came to a peaceful end. Everything is perfect.


    Too perfect.


    “...I-I joined the club in April. I-I get along very well with the two of them.”


    Komari put down her cup quietly.


    “I-I don’t have friends in class. They cared about me a lot. T-That was my first time feeling so happy in school.”


    The pudding’s form collapsed. Komari smiled self-mockingly.


    “I-I’m back to where I started again…”


    The silence lasted for a long time.


    I finished my cup and spoke up calmly.


    “I think Tsukinoki-senpai will be willing to hang out with you during study breaks.”


    “Y-Yeah.”


    “Prez isn’t avoiding you as well.”


    “I understand, but-”


    Komari lowered her head. Her bangs covered her eyes.


    “I-I wonder the three of us c-could’ve spent more time together i-if I had never confessed.”


    I didn’t say anything. The silence continued.


    Komari spoke up again just before the awkwardness was about to take away the final space we had left.


    “T-The senpais are leaving after T-Tsuwabuki Fest. I-I’ll be all alone. So, I have to hold myself together and stay strong.”


    …I’ll still be there for you. However, the intimacy required for saying that is something we don’t share. I don’t have the confidence either.


    “Feel free to talk to me if there’s anything I can do.”


    The only thing I could do was saying unremarkable lines like that.


    Komari shook her head.


    “I-I can handle the p-presidents’ meeting and activity report by myself”


    Then, as if she was trying to say that to herself, Komari added quietly.


    “And it has to be done by myself too.”


    …Students from other schools laughed as they passed through us.


    The customers are slowly leaving the restaurant. Komari took the opportunity and stood up.


    “W-Well, it’s time for me to go back.”


    “I see. Well, I should head back too.”


    We left the restaurant after paying. It’s already dark outside.


    It’s getting windy.


    “T-Thanks for treating me.”


    “Me too. Thanks for coming with me.”


    We just exchanged gratitude.


    There seems to be a needle in my heart. I turned around and took out my phone.


    I checked Kaju’s message and sighed.


    I was the same with Yanami and Yakishio. Even though I was there, I was just a spectator.


    I just said unnecessary things, as usual.


    I just couldn’t do anything, as usual.


    I thought about that as I answered her text.


    -Bam.


    Someone’s body seemed to have hit my back.


    “...Komari?”


    “S-Sorry. I-I didn’t have enough sleep and tripped over.”


    Komari pushed my back and got on her bicycle.


    “Hey, are you alright?”


    “I-I’m fine. T-This is pretty close to my house.”


    She buried her head deep inside her helmet. The girl wobbled as she stepped on the paddle.


    I watched Komari as I remembered what she had just said.


    She tripped over because of sleep deprivation. Komari indeed said that. However, at that time-


    Her weight-


    -felt the same as Kaju's when she was depressed.


    *


    Two days later. Wednesday.


    Tsuwabuki Fest is right around the corner on Saturday. However, we’re making good progress with our prep work.


    Of course, that includes me as well. I continue working silently in the corner of the classroom.


    “Well, that’s all of the pumpkins. Let’s do the bats next.”


    Pumpkin-shaped gadgets are piling on my table. With this window, I started looking around the classroom.


    The back of the room is split between changing rooms for boys and girls with stage curtains.


    The normies, who are headed by Yanami are trying out clothes.


    Then, the large props group is working before the blackboard.


    They are making the stage background for the Street Halloween play. It seems to be a banner.


    Adding images and decorations to a long enough banner and opening it when necessary makes it a portable stage anywhere. As for the bats I’m making right now, I guess they will also be used for decorating the curtain, right?


    Even though the Literature Club’s preparation work is falling behind, we’re making steady progress. The club magazine only needs Tsukinoki-senpai’s part.


    …I remembered how helpless Komari looked when we were returning home from the library.


    She must be all alone in the club room today, too, right?


    My heart is full of restlessness. I clenched the knife in my hand. During this time, cheers can be heard from behind.


    I stopped working and turned around. Karen Himemiya appeared before the spotlight.


    She’s wearing a one-piece short skirt. It looks like she’s dressing up as a demon girl.


    …By the way, Himemiya-san is really amazing.


    Aside from her ridiculous bust size, there’s a heart-shaped hole on the tightest part. Another huge heart can be found at the tip of her tail-


    She’s more of a succubus than a demon girl, right…? Is this really alright…?


    I thought about indecent things. The next one to show up is Sosuke Hakamada.


    Tuxedo, black cape. It’s a standard vampire cosplay.


    Hakamada’s appearance is excellent as well. They are like an art piece when he’s standing together with Himemiya-san.


    “Even though I feel sorry about Yanami when I say this, those two match each other very well…”


    I mumbled to myself subconsciously. A white shadow slid into my view.


    “Hmm? Are you calling for me?”


    Anna Yanami appeared with a shaking voice.


    She’s wearing a white kimono. She raised her sleeve and spun around in a circle once before me.


    “Hey, how do I look? Isn’t this nice?”


    “Uh, well, are you dressing up as…”


    A white kimono and a triangular paper on her forehead, in other words, this is-


    “...Are you dressing up as a corpse?”


    “It’s a ghost! Nukumizu-kun, what are you talking about!? Have you seen such a healthy corpse?”


    Have you seen such a healthy ghost, then?


    “Fine, fine, fine. I know that already. …Why are you cosplaying as a ghost?”


    “Think about it. Don’t Japanese ghosts give people a withered yet elegant impression? I suddenly had this idea since winter was coming.”


    A withered, beautiful, and healthy ghost. …Whatever, as long as she’s happy.


    Moe is a constantly updating concept in this world too. I hope Yanami can work harder on this.


    Uh, for some reason, Yanami’s giving me a confused look.


    “Eh, …what’s wrong?”


    “Something feels wrong whenever I talk to Nukumizu-kun in the classroom today. Where did those nasty words of yours go? You’ve been stabbing my heart with a carving knife, alright?”


    “Eh, that’s how people feel about me?”


    “Well, yes.”


    “Eh, really…?”


    “Yep, really…”


    Yanami shrugged with a helpless look.


    “Nukumizu-kun feels a bit unusual today.”


    I think I’ve been unusual ever since Yanami dragged me into her shenanigans.


    “Well, whatever. Right, Nukumizu-kun, you’re in the small gadgets group, right? I have a little favor to ask you.”


    Yanami took a small pumpkin-shaped item from the table and put it on her shoulder.


    “With the rare opportunity of dressing up as a ghost, I want to feel more like one. Can you make something like that?”


    “Sure, but how large do you want it to be?”


    “Hmm, about a right-sized dessert.”


    A right-sized dessert for this girl, …I guess I need to make it volleyball-sized.


    “Oh, yeah, got it. I’ll make one.”


    “Hey, Yanami, the rehearsal’s about to start.”


    A guy spoke to us as if he wanted to interrupt our conversation.


    If I remember correctly, this guy in a Shinsengumi costume should be Nishikawa.


    “Alright, I’ll go now. Well, bye-bye, Nukumizu-kun. Thanks for the help.”


    Yanami waved and left.


    For some reason, Nishikawa glared at me before leaving.


    …What? Do you want to be a ghost too? No way that’s true.


    Even though Yanami doesn’t feel reliable, she’s still very popular. Well, it must be that, right?


    Honestly, Yanami is very adorable. I wonder how guys who have a crush on her feel…


    I started cutting the bats restlessly. Then, another shadow loomed on my hands.


    “Nukkun, how do I look? Am I scary?”


    Sigh, it’s Yakishio this time, right? I raised my head. The first thing I saw was her cute belly button.


    Yakishio is wrapped in bandages. She raised her hands and made an intimidating pose.


    “Yakishio, you should cover up your stomach in front of everyone, right?”


    “It’s because I want to dress up as a mummy. Look. Isn’t this tied pretty nicely?”


    Even so, her exposure is still too high. There are just bandages around her chest and waist. It’s literally like a swimsuit.


    Her body curves are very apparent, too- wait, don’t tell me.


    “Yakishio, are you not wearing anything below…?”


    “Yeah, what’s wrong with it? It’s covered, anyway-”


    The girls in class already surrounded Yakishio immediately before she even finished talking.


    “...Remon, come here.” “Alright, out-” “Hey, don’t look over here, boys.”


    “Eh? What’s wrong with everyone? W-Wait.”
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    Yakishio disappeared into the changing room under the girls’ barricade.


    …Hmm, even though it’s Halloween, calling that a trick is a bit too much.


    Just as I’m reminiscing what I’ve seen, a vampire flips his cape and sits in front of me.


    “Nukumizu, did you see? I didn’t see anything because the girls blocked me.”


    Sosuke Hakamada lowered his voice on purpose.


    “Well, she was in front of me. So, basically-”


    “Really? How was it?”


    So straightforward. Nice as usual, Hakamada.


    “Honestly- my eyes have been blessed.”


    “Really!? I was late-”


    Hakamada wrapped his hands around his head regretfully. Two figures approached him from behind.


    “So! Suke!”


    The 12K group, Yanami, and Himemiya-san appeared.


    “Anna, this guy needs a proper lecture.”


    “Right. Karen-chan, grab him by that side for me.”


    The two girls grabbed Hakamada’s arms and dragged him away without hesitation.


    “Wait, I actually didn’t see anything!”


    The vampire was brought away by a ghost and succubus.


    Indeed, only the MCs get extravagant screen time. A background board like me should just continue cutting the bats.


    Hmm? I feel like Yanami is staring at me.


    “You too, Nukumizu-kun. We need to talk later.”


    …Why me-


    I stared at the round eyes of the bat in my hand and sighed deeply.


    *


    Next day. After school.


    It’s Thursday. 2 days until Tsuwabuki Fest.


    Right now, Prez Tamaki and I are in the school’s printing room. All of the parts were collected after Tsukinoki-senpai had finished her draft. That’s why we’re here to print out the club magazine.


    The pages were pushed out of the printer one by one. Prez pressed the controls.


    “Send them to the classroom after jotting the total number of magazines in the ledger. I’ll tell you the details later.”


    Prez took the draft and sat down after explaining how to use the color printer.


    “Koto still wrote something new in the end. I’ve told her that she could use previous works.”


    “Ah, but the scenes are free of moisture now. Since we’re also handing them out to normal guests, I guess senpai kept it down for once.”


    “So, you mean she has never kept it down before…?”


    Prez looked at the draft with weary eyes.


    It seems like dating a girl isn’t all good, either.


    With the printer’s noises as BGM, I started reading senpai’s novel-


    



    Literature Club Report - Autumn Edition


    <The Silent Crab> by Koto Tsukinoki


    



    [TL: BL warning. Like the previous ones, this also has nothing to do with the main story. Feel free to skip it.]


    It’s a port city in another world.


    There’s a signboard saying “Pavilion of the Shaking Moon Shadow” at a gloomy alley. Here lies an expensively-decorated bar.


    A gust of wind blew through the lobby upon pushing the double doors. The adventurers are yelling with their beer mugs raised.


    At the deepest part of the lobby, in a room separated by a single door, a man in kimono has his elbow on the table.


    The man tasted some beer in the giant jug. His expression reveals his dissatisfaction with it. After that, he took some bites of cooked fish before frowning and sipping some beer.


    This repeated several times until the birch door of the room opened. A man in a military uniform ignored that hustle and bustle behind him and walked straight into the room.


    “I’m growing impatient, Mishima-kun. Look, this is already my second cup of shitty beer.”


    The kimono man is already drunk. He raised his mug.


    “I have stuff on my mind as well. Dazai-san is just as impatient as usual.”


    In his uniform, Mishima sat on the opposite chair. His saber knife let out a crunching noise.


    “I bet those stuff aren’t good too. I was tricked by Kawabata-sensei, whom you had introduced to me earlier, and I ended up running from one end of the world to the other. I feel like Serinudis when Melos bent to the authorities and betrayed him.” [TL: This is referencing Dazai’s <Run, Melos!>.]


    Dazai chugged what was left in the jug and glared at Mishima.


    “Please adjust your feelings. Even though I’m not planning to apologize this time, I’ve brought something you want.”


    Mishima handed a small glass jar to Dazai with a bitter smile.


    He opened the cap upon receiving it. It’s filled with white, transparent powder. Dazai showed his most excited expression of the day. He put some powder on his finger and licked it.


    “This is really shocking. It literally tastes like real MSGs.”


    “It took me a lot of effort, but Dazai-san indeed loves meddling in other people’s business. You just have to find people to make something like this despite entering another world.”


    “Don’t say it’s ‘something like this’. You make it sounds easy. Even though those elves are pretty clever, they are literally disrespecting food. No, I guess it’s normal for this world since they don’t even have wine or rice.”


    Dazai put the small jar above the plate. He’s spraying MSGs like it’s snowing.


    “The only thing I can trust just in this world is MSG.”


    Perhaps he thinks the spray n’ pray is enough already. Dazai carefully closed the cap and put it in his sleeve.


    “Mishima-kun is thirsty, right? Let’s drink actual Japanese wine today.”


    Dazai clapped loudly. A girl filled with darkness suddenly appeared in the shadow of the candle-lit table. After seeing that, Mishima couldn’t help but put his hand on his saber knife.


    The shadow girl ignored him and took out a small porcelain wine bottle.


    “It took me a while for it to heat up. Well, let’s have a cup when it’s still warm.”


    Dazai handed his cup out. The shadow girl poured him some wine.


    The shadow girl turned the bottle toward Mishima. He grabbed his cup without showing much interest.


    “Mishima is unexpectedly careful.”


    “I feel like my wine is poured by a painting filled with ink. I can’t calm down.”


    Mishima finished his cup at once.


    “Of course, it’s impolite to be too cautious. Although I can’t see this lady’s eyes or nose and the silhouettes on her face, she looks unexpectedly beautiful.”


    Dazai put his hand on his face and licked the edge of the cup. Mishima was shocked at first, but he had perhaps gotten used to it. He started striking up a conversation with the shadow girl, who was still pouring wine.


    “Hey, can you change your form freely? For example, can you turn into those masculine men from Greek statues?”


    “Hey, don’t do that. Stop adding more trouble to the table.”


    Dazai finished his cup and rudely reached his hand out. The shadow girl just poured wine quietly.


    “Come to think of it, I got another exciting thing. You, take it out.”


    The shadow girl nodded and gradually sank into the floor.


    “Dazai-san, what is this thing you’re talking about?”


    “You’re lucky. It’s a crab. I’ve heard that there are something like hairy crabs here, so I asked for one.”


    In contrast to Dazai’s excitement, Mishima’s expression turned stiff.


    “What? You don’t like crabs?”


    “I like eating crab meat, but I don’t want to look at them. I always take off the label whenever I get canned crabs.”


    “You’re such a pussy. Alright, I’ll help you.”


    Dazai stood up calmly. He went around Mishima with drunken steps.


    ‘This is your bad habit again, Dazai-san. You’re trying to mess with me, right?”


    “Stop being so stubborn. I’ll let you witness elf magic.”


    Dazai took out a handkerchief from his chest and covered Mishima’s eyes.


    “How about now? You can’t see the crab anymore, right?”


    “Indeed, but I can’t see anything like this.”


    Mishima laughed and tried to take away the handkerchief, yet Dazai pressed on his hand from above.


    “You should be careful. This is a magical handkerchief. You’ll listen to anything the owner says after wearing it.”


    “Dazai-san, you’re trying to trick me, right? I won’t be so easily fooled. Your skill is <Lies>, right? A lie turns into reality whenever the person believes you. It surely fits your style.”


    “Hey, you saw through it. Kawabata-sensei really said something unnecessarily.”


    Dazai said that jokingly and let go of his hand.


    “But it’s for real this time. Look, please take off the handkerchief since it will be dangerous. The elf magic is about to activate.”


    Dazai yelled like a clown. Mishima started untying the handkerchief too.


    Suddenly, he seemed to have noticed something. His hands stopped.


    “Wait, Dazai-san said the magic was real and asked me to take off the handkerchief. However, doesn’t taking it off mean I have believed you?”


    Dazai’s usual expression disappeared.


    “You’re indeed smart. Wordplays like that activate my ability. Don’t you want to try it?”


    “I don’t even know what’s real and what isn’t anymore. I feel like the alcohol is working pretty fast today.”


    Mishima reached out his hand under total darkness. Dazai put down his cup. After that, Dazai put his hand on Mishima’s shoulder from behind.


    “You just said the alcohol was working fast, right? Is it because I’ve put something in it?”


    “Are you lying again? Where are your true feelings?”


    “Authors make a living by lying to people with words. Don’t we lie as easily as we breathe?”


    Dazai said that mockingly. He turned his arm to Mishima’s body.


    “So? Do you think me putting my arm on you is lying too?”


    “Ahh, I really still don’t like you.”


    “I don’t mind it. It’s because I know your sincere feelings.”


    The shadow girl silently appeared from the ground with a huge crabs plate. Dazai signaled her with his eyes. The shadow girl put down the plate and sank into the gaps on the floor without making a sound once again.


    Dazai untied the golden buttons on Mishima’s uniform as he whispered.


    “The person eating crabs and the person getting eaten don’t say unnecessary things. Isn’t that nice?”


    *


    Prez finished reading the draft and sighed in relief.


    “It looks like I don’t need a retrial using the president’s power.”


    “...Do you really think so?”


    Tsukinoki-senpai is slowly poisoning the third-year president of the Literature Club.


    “Come to think of it, are the preparations for Tsuwabuki Fest going well? The opening is on the day after tomorrow.”


    Prez asked worriedly.


    “The desserts will be done tonight. We still have a day to set up the place. I think we’ll be fine. The only thing left after that is the exhibition drafts.”


    Even though the answer was without much hesitation, anxiety remained overflowing in my heart.


    Indeed, the most critical exhibition draft still needs to be finished.


    “Komari-chan seems to be very tired from working on the draft.”


    “I offered to help her a couple of times, but she always answered it would be done by tomorrow and that we didn’t need to worry about her.”


    The final procedure is hand-copying the draft onto the mold paper. We still have to wait for that. Perhaps we may only finish this task tomorrow if we ask for senpai’s help.


    The printing of the club magazine is around halfway done. We folded the printed paper into halves.


    This club magazine is just a simple collection of bundled papers.


    I folded the papers silently as I observed the surroundings.


    Only Prez and I are in the printing room now. No one seems to be outside the room.


    “...Prez, you have already watched this week’s <Tendochi>, right?”


    “Yep, I rewatched it 3 times already.”


    The full name of <Tendochi> is <Innocent vs. Two-Faced, Which Side Are You Choosing?> (Ten’nen Yoshoku Dotchina no). This school rom-com anime centers around an innocent heroine and a scheming, two-faced heroine fighting for the MC. …The latest one is a comedy episode about the popular character Miku-chan forgetting her bra after she overslept.


    “Miku-chan has some plumpy assets, but will that Miku-chan really freak out enough to forget her bra? Will something like that actually happen?”


    Prez stopped folding the papers.


    “As Nukumizu’s senpai, I’ll be frank here.”


    Prez took a deep breath and spoke up solemnly.


    “A girl with such plumpy assets forgetting to wear her bra- is absolutely impossible.”


    I couldn’t help but stand up.


    “In other words, Miku-chan went to school without her bra on purpose. Is that what Prez is trying to say?”


    Prez nodded silently.


    My impression of the heroine is starting to fall apart. If Miku-chan is also a two-faced girl, then the bathroom jumpscare scene in Episode 2 and the over-the-glass confession scene in Episode 5 are all forged with calculations.


    “B-But I…still want to believe Miku-chan is an innocent and natural girl. …No, it’s more like I can only choose to believe that.”


    Did Prez acknowledge my sincere thoughts? He showed a mature smile.


    “I see. Well, continue to tread on your path of determination, Nukumizu. Also, my waifu is the flat-chested girl Alice.”


    “Prez…!”


    We exchanged looks instead of talking. Our passionate thoughts have been blended in silence. “Bam!” The door to the printing room was slammed open with a tremendous noise.


    “The two of you are here!”


    Tsukinoki-senpai dashed inside. Prez freaked out and stood up.


    “Listen to me, Koto! We weren’t talking about your bra-”


    “What are you talking about? Komari-chan is in trouble right now!”


    Tsukinoki-senpai grabbed Prez and shook his shoulders.


    “Hey, what’s wrong with Komari?”


    This time, senpai turned around and approached me with an impatient look.


    “I heard Komari-chan fell in the classroom! Did you two not know anything!?”


    …Ah? Komari fell?


    “Please calm down, senpai. If she collapsed in school-”


    I took out my phone. As expected, I received a message from our advisor Konuki-sensei.


    “Konuki-sensei texted me. She’s in the nurse’s office.”


    “Nurse’s office, right!? I’ll be there!”


    Prez immediately grabbed Tsukinoki-senpai’s hand when she tried to dash out of the room.


    “Wait, don’t you still have tutorial class today? You’ll really be held back a year if you don’t go.”


    “That doesn’t matter! I have to be with Komari-chan right now-”


    “Koto!”


    Prez forcefully grabbed Tsukinoki-senpai’s shoulders and turned her around to face him.


    “Calm down. Komari-chan won’t be happy if you just run around and get yourself held back a year.”


    “It’s because, …it’s because this wouldn’t have happened if I had stayed with her properly…”


    Tsukinoki-senpai is about to cry. Prez patted her head gently.


    “Believe in your kouhai a bit more.”


    “...Yeah.”


    Tsukinoki-senpai nodded earnestly. Prez gave me a serious look.


    “Nukumizu, you should go to Komari’s side first. We’ll be there later.”


    “Eh, can I?”


    I’m slightly anxious. Prez nodded.


    “Of course. Please, vice president.”


    *


    I opened the door to the nurse’s office. Konuki-sensei put her phone next to her ears as we exchanged looks.


    She waved at me after putting her phone into her white coat.


    “Welcome. The adorable knight-san is here.”


    “Sensei, is Komari-”


    Konuki-san put her finger on my lips.


    “The princess is still sleeping. Control your voice, alright?”


    “...Well, what happened to Komari?”


    Konuki-sensei turned around. She looked at the bed enveloped by the curtains.


    “She’s fine. It’s just exhaustion and sleep deprivation. No injuries.”


    “I see…”


    Glad to hear that. I quickly collapsed onto the chair.


    Of course, sleep deprivation is not something to be happy about, but at least there’s not a severe accident.


    I texted Prez. Then, for some reason, Konuki-sensei stood before me. This person surely gets really close every time.


    “Does Nukumizu-kun know why Komari-san isn’t getting enough sleep?”


    “I think she’s busy with preparing Tsuwabuki Fest. She must be exhausted, right?”


    “I see. Ah, teenagers.”


    Konuki-sensei dragged her chair next to mine and sat down. So close.


    “I’ve seen a lot of people like you two. I also have experience pushing myself to the extreme. Nukumizu-kun, do you want to hear about that story?”


    “Ah, no, thank you.”


    Please stop. Don’t look like you really want to tell me that too.


    With my lack of interest, Konuki-sensei crossed her legs regrettably.


    “Nukumizu-kun always looks cold, you know? Sensei thinks trying your best to accomplish something is incredible, okay?”


    “To create the so-called youthful memories?”


    There are thorns in my words.


    I regretted it after saying that. However, Konuki-sensei just gave me a gentle smile.


    “Yeah, it’s just memories. Nothing more, nothing less. However, this is something only you guys can create at this present.”


    Konuki-sensei looked at the ceiling nostalgically. I followed her and raised my head. There are a bunch of dirty marks on the roof.


    “Sensei has also left a bunch of beautiful memories in this school as well.”


    “...Left, right?”


    “Yeah, leaving my memories somewhere and getting all nostalgic about it sometimes. That’s all.”


    At this point, sensei suddenly stood up seriously.


    Komari’s head poked out from the curtains’ gap.


    “Komari-san, are you awake? You should actually rest more.”


    “L-Little sister. I have to pick her up at the kindergarten.”


    Komari walked forward with wobbly steps, yet her legs quickly gave in, and she was about to fall again. Luckily, Konuki-sensei promptly dashed to her and held her body.


    “Are you sure you’re okay? Nukumizu-kun, bring the chair here.”


    I hastily moved the chair after hearing that. Sensei made Komari sit down.


    …I couldn’t believe I didn’t do anything until my name was called. I suddenly feel like I’m a failure for not taking any action.


    “Sensei, how about we get Komari’s parents to pick her out?”


    “Both of them seem to be working. I can’t contact them, but I have left a voicemail.”


    Sensei looked at Komari’s face.


    “I’ll call your little sister’s kindergarten. Can you tell me where it is?”


    “M-My little brother is h-home alone too. I-I have to go back.”


    Komari tried her best to stand up, yet her legs wouldn’t stop shaking. Konuki-sensei supported her as she patted Komari’s back.


    “Got it. Well, sensei will give you a ride home and pick up your little sister too.”


    Glad to hear that. I’m relieved to leave this to sensei.


    “Nukumizu-kun, do you know where Komari-san’s house is at?”


    “Ah? Yeah, I guess.”


    Are we going to…? Konuki-sensei nodded as if she knew what I was thinking.


    “Well, you should come with me.”


    *


    It takes around 15 minutes to drive from Tsuwabuki High School to Komari’s house. It’s located in an old residential district.


    The street is full of identical houses. I pressed the doorbell after finding the door sign with Komari’s name.


    No one answered after a while. So, I could only unlock the door with the key in Komari’s wallet. I looked inside after getting in the entrance.


    “Hello…”


    Komari’s parents aren’t home yet, but I can sense someone’s here.


    Come to think of it, Komari said she has a little brother. I carefully stepped forward.


    Click. A switch opened, and the entrance lights turned on.


    “...Who is it?”


    A little boy is standing before the entrance. He seems to be still an early elementary student.


    “Well, I’m in the same school as your older sister-”


    “Nee-chan!”


    The boy ran out of the entrance with his socks on. He went past me.


    I turned around. Konuki-sensei is carrying Komari down from the car.


    The kid dashed over and supported Komari’s body from the other side.


    “Thank you, little boy. Komari-san, can you walk on your own?”


    Komari nodded with her eyes.


    The two held Komari from both sides and helped her walk. Uh, …then what should I do…?


    I remained still. Then, the boy gave me a disturbed look that would make a bully flinch.


    “Onii-san, can you get out of the way?”


    Ah, yes. I’m really causing trouble standing at the door. I promptly excused myself.


    *


    …How did this happen?


    This children’s room is separated from the living room with a sliding door. Right now, I’m sitting on the tatami in the room. Komari is sleeping in her blanket before me.


    Sensei and Komari’s little brother Susumu-kun went to pick up her little sister from kindergarten. So, right now, only Komari and I remain in the house.


    Konuki-sensei helped Komari change into her pajamas. It’s a pink shirt with star printings. At this moment, her subtle innocence is sending ripples throughout my heart. Only the ticking clock can be heard inside the tranquil room.


    I remembered what sensei whispered to my ears before she headed out.


    “Nukumizu-kun, never let Komari-san leave your sight, alright?”


    “Eh, but she’s already in bed? Shouldn’t I avoid bothering her?”


    “Should I say it’s a school nurse’s intuition? I feel like you should watch over her.”


    For some reason, sensei started sliding her fingertip across my chest.


    “Ah, no, well, sensei…”


    “Make sure you don’t let go of Komari-san’s every breath and heartbeat, okay…?”


    



    …The feeling of sensei’s whispers and breaths is still lingering around my ear.


    I started looking around the room to ease my anxiety.


    This is a 6-tatami Japanese room. Most of the room is occupied by two bookshelves and desks. The simple desk with a dictionary should be Komari’s, right? I stood up and approached it. The table is full of books and printed documents.


    Are these the materials for the exhibition at Tsuwabuki Fest? It’s full of sticky notes.


    I followed the notes and opened the book. There is some tiny handwriting next to the parts marked by a highlighter.


    Then, numerous flow charts on the unclosed notebook form an enormous configuration table. From the looks of it, it seems she has already planned out the general idea.


    However, it still takes quite the effort to turn these into an article…


    I looked above. There’s a photo next to the timetable.


    That’s the photo of the Literature Club’s summer trip to the beach.


    Komari can be found in a jacket with a displeased expression next to Yanami and Yakishio’s cheerful smiles in their swimsuits.


    This photo stands out a lot since the rest of the table is very plain.


    Komari always stubbornly rejects outside help, so this photo must be extraordinarily important to her-


    I can hear the noise of rustling blankets from behind.


    Is she feeling hot? Komari reached her hands from the blanket. Her tiny fingers are visible under the sleeves of her pajamas.


    Komari moved for a while. She soon returned to her regular breathing and continued sleeping.


    …Her body is as petite as Kaju’s. She looks like a child when she’s dotingly holding the sleeves of her pajamas. Inside her tiny head is an abundance of fantasies and stories.


    Right now, at this moment, is the evil villainess in her mind shining with brilliance with her modern knowledge? Or…


    Suddenly, a warm smile appeared on Komari’s lips.


    Did she see something in her dream? I can’t get my eyes off her face. Her lips trembled for a moment.


    “Nuku...mizu…”


    …? Nukumizu? Eh, wait, did this girl just say my name in her dream?


    I was startled. Komari mumbled something and turned her body around.


    “T-That’s cauliflower, dummy…”


    What is she even dreaming about?


    It looks like I’m worrying too much. I quickly relaxed after seeing Komari’s smiling, sleeping face.


    I glanced at the clock. Thirty minutes have passed since sensei headed out to pick up Komari’s little sister.


    That kindergarten is nearby. It’s almost time for them to come back, right?


    No, it’s more like it won’t be strange for them to be back here already.


    Suddenly, I felt someone’s gaze. I turned around and looked at the sliding door.


    “...Sensei, what are you doing?”


    Konuki-sensei is peeking at us from the door’s gap. Komari’s little brother Susumu-kun is below her. They are all doing the same thing.


    “Don’t mind us. Here, please continue.”


    “There’s nothing to continue. A child is watching as well.”


    “You’re right. Sensei didn’t think about this.”


    After that, Konuki-sensei gently covered Susumu-kun’s eyes. That’s not the problem, girl.


    I went to the living room and closed the sliding door.


    “I was watching her because sensei told me so.”


    “Ara, wasn’t that a good mood? Right, Susumu-kun?”


    On top of sensei’s kneecaps, Susumu-kun raised his head and looked at me.


    “Onii-san, are you nee-chan’s boyfriend?”


    “Eh, n-no.”


    “Are you two friends then?”


    “Well, even though I’m in the same club as your sister…”


    His clear eyes are full of innocence. I really wanted to look away.


    “...Yes, we are friends.”


    Susumu-kun’s face suddenly brightens up.


    “Hina! Come over here. He’s nee-chan’s friend! He’s not scary!”


    …Hina? Upon a closer look, a little girl who looks like a mini Komari shows her face at the entrance to the living room.


    She quickly lowered her head and ran away after our eyes met.


    …What kind of cute creature is that?


    “Ara, Nukumizu-kun. Hina-chan likes you.”


    “Didn’t she just run away?”


    Susumu-kun followed Hina-chan and ran out of the living room.


    “Right, I’ve contacted Komari-san’s mother. She seems to have already gotten off work early. She will be back shortly.”


    Glad to hear that. It’s better for her mother to take care of her instead of me, right?


    I felt relieved after getting rid of my anxiety. A cute creature showed her face before the door again during this time.


    I tried not to give off a frightening look as I smiled.


    “Hello, I’m your older sister’s friend Nukumizu.”


    “............”


    Hina-chan finally made up her mind and dashed toward me.


    After that, she twirled her hair braided in the same way as Komari’s.


    “...With nee-chan.”


    “Eh? Ahh, so cute.”


    Her head plopped in embarrassment, and she ran away again.


    …What’s happening. But she’s adorable.


    “Look, she likes you, right?”


    Konuki-sensei smiled at me. After that, she followed Komari’s siblings and left the living room.


    W-Was I liked…?


    It’s 5:30 PM right now. I’m glad that nothing severe happened to Komari. However, we’ve made next to no progress in our preparation today. Then, the door to the children’s room slowly opened when I was scrambling for a solution.


    Komari pulled the door open.


    Star-printed pajamas, messy hair, half-closed eyes, looking around dazedly.
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    “Komari, are you up?”


    “Toilet…”


    She nodded sluggishly. Then, her eyes bulged suddenly.


    “Wha!? W-Why is Nukumizu-!?”


    “Oh? You went unconscious in school. We brought you home.”


    Komari rolled into the room and glared at me from the door’s gap.


    After that, she lowered her head and looked at herself.


    “P-P-Pajamas!?”


    “Oh, if you’re talking about your pajamas, Konuki-sensei helped you with that.”


    “L-L-Little sister…”


    “Your little sister? Sensei and your little brother came back after picking her up. They are playing in the opposite room.”


    Komari went quiet.


    “W-Well, then what is Nukumizu doing here…?”


    I want to know that as well. Komari mumbled to herself as I searched for an answer internally.


    “I-I’ll be fine.”


    “Yeah, I see. That’s good.”


    …Honestly, it’s not good at all. Komari has been pushing herself for a while. Even though I can feel something’s going to happen, all I do is worry.


    The senpais have left Komari into my hands. Yet, right now, all I’ve created is a mess.


    I looked at Komari hiding behind the door again.


    “Well, Komari. Can you pass the unfinished exhibition draft to me?”


    “W-Why…?


    Caution is lingering in Komari’s voice.


    “Don’t push yourself if you have fallen already. Sorry for leaving such a difficult to you only.”


    “B-But Nukumizu.”


    “Komari should rest. You can leave the rest to me. It will be fine. The senpais are helping too. Relax-”


    “Nu! Nukumizu!”


    Silenced ensued after an unexpectedly loud voice.


    The voice continued to be squeezed out of the door’s gap.


    “I-I want to f-finish it.”


    Are you still going to keep writing it? I swallowed that sentence since I didn’t want to reject her determination.


    “...When can you finish?”


    “T-Tomorrow morning.”


    -She’s staying up the night and finishing it. That’s what Komari meant.


    She’ll definitely press on even if I stop her, anyway. I gave her a bitter smile. I’ve never seen this side of Komari before.


    “Sure, send it to everyone in the club after you’re done.”


    “S-Sorry.”


    “No need to apologize, but can you make a promise to me?”


    “P-Promise…?”


    “Leave everything other than the exhibition draft to us. You don’t come to school and take a break tomorrow. Don’t think about anything as well. This is my condition.”


    “B-But the preparation tomorrow.”


    “Well, at least let me act cool for once.”


    This is meant to cheer her up. I’m prepared for her to diss me. However, all I’ve heard is a quiet “yes”.


    I was overthinking. My shoulders relaxed.


    Well, I should contact Prez as soon as possible now that it’s decided- hmm?


    Komari still hasn’t returned to her room. She just keeps staring at me.


    “Komari, you should sleep for a while longer. Alright, go to bed.”


    “B-But…”


    “Sensei is looking after your siblings. You should rest until your parents get home. Go, don’t worry about us.”


    “I-I told you…!”


    Komari suddenly slammed the door open and threw a pillow to my face.


    “I-I need to go to the t-toilet!”


    I listened to her footsteps as I took off the pillow from my face.


    …This girl uses a buckwheat husk pillow.


    *


    It’s already completely dark outside when I return to school.


    The outer corridor of the atrium is filled with students who aren’t going home to prepare for Tsuwabuki Fest.


    I went past the dimly-lit atrium to avoid them and looked at the school building.


    The classroom windows surrounding the atrium are still very bright.


    -The excitement before the festival.


    Come to think of it, there are always sprawling night markets in Toyohashi during early summer.


    I love the time right before sunset. People are still setting up the stalls at that time. I remember crying to go out early when I was little. Those were hard times for my parents.


    “...What a shame.”


    I mumbled to myself to dissipate my restlessness away.


    I’m the one out of place. The glamorous festival is prepared for the protagonists.


    -I came to the depths of the west school building and opened the door to the club room. Prez is sitting there quietly on the chair.


    The table is piled with finished club magazines. He must have taken my quota for himself, too, right?


    “Welcome back. How’s Komari-chan doing?”


    “Much better after getting a nap. Is Tsukinoki-senpai still in her tutorial class?”


    “Koto’s over there.”


    Tsukinoki-senpai is sitting in the corner of the room silently. She wrapped her hands around her kneecaps.


    This person is unexpectedly sensitive. Has she been like this all day?


    “Uh, senpai, are you alright?”


    “Komari-chan isn’t hurt, right?”


    Senpai’s eyes look really fragile behind her glasses.


    “Yeah, she’s totally fine. Konuki-sensei is looking after her. Don’t worry about that.”


    “I see. …Glad to hear that the school nurse is there.”


    Tsukinoki-senpai mumbled to herself. She buried her face between her legs.


    “...We want her to be happy in school even after we’re gone. I once hoped that the Literature Club could be her home. That’s why I’ve been protecting her.”


    “You’ve said it before, right? You want Komari to grow stronger.”


    Komari is utterly filled with anxiety after being left behind. However, the ones leaving her are just as worried.


    “Does Komari-chan think we have abandoned her? If only I had communicated with her properly-”


    “That was my idea. Koto didn’t do anything wrong.”


    Prez said that and sat down next to Tsukinoki-senpai.


    Tsukinoki-senpai lowered her head and reached her hand out. Prez Tamaki grabbed it tightly.


    For some reason, this reminds me of Komari.


    “I don’t know what Komari is thinking, but I don’t think it’s that bad.”


    I can’t read people’s minds, not to mention a girl’s feelings.


    Even though I have a certain amount of interactions with Komari, I still have no idea what’s on her head.


    However-


    “That girl is more determined than you two think. I believe that.”


    The piled-up documents, the notebook full of sticky notes, her tiny handwriting…


    Komari’s effort has been deeply engraved into my eyes.


    Prez’s expression smoothened.


    “...Yeah, I believe in Komari-chan too.”


    With that, he patted Tsukinoki-senpai as she raised her head.


    “Also, about preparing for Tsuwabuki Fest.”


    It’s the day after tomorrow. It’s really close.


    We have to finish the exhibition tomorrow and set up the place.


    “About this. Nukumizu, I must apologize to you all again.”


    Prez bowed deeply.


    “Eh, why are you apologizing? Please raise your head.”


    “In the end, I threw all of Tsuwabuki Fest’s prep work to you guys. I’m responsible for Komari-chan collapsing as well.”


    …No one is at fault. Komari is just doing what she wants to do.


    I hesitated to convey this point to them. Prez raised his head in determination.


    “I’ll think about the exhibition draft. Komari-chan can’t push herself any further.”


    “Shintaro, I’ll do it! It’s my duty to help Komari-chan.”


    …Whether it’s Komari or the two senpais, they always think they are responsible for everything.


    The three of them are remarkably similar. I shook my head a bit joyfully.


    “Can we let Komari finish it this time?”


    “...Is this what Komari-chan wants?”


    “Yes, that’s what she hopes for.”


    “But Komari-chan is exhausted. If this continues…”


    “Komari will take a day off tomorrow. So, we should leave her be tonight.”


    Silence.


    Well, it’s natural for them to be speechless after hearing that Komari will stay up all night and finish the draft after collapsing.


    “...Is it because of us?”


    Tsukinoki-senpai broke the silence calmly.


    “Is it because we’re retiring? Or-”


    She stared at Prez Tamaki and continued.


    “Or is it because Shintaro is retiring? That’s why Komari-chan is forcing herself?”


    “...Perhaps. However, I can’t represent Komari, nor do I know how she feels.”


    Komari’s first love is already entirely over. Nothing will change at this point.


    Even so, she wants to turn that someone she loves into someone she has loved.


    Also, wanting to remember the irreplaceable days she has lived out with the three of them, a girl who’s a background character like me is trying her best to scream out her feelings.


    These are probably my own imagination. However, at this point, I want to let Komari do whatever she wants.


    “She’s the kouhai who senpai is proud of. Please believe in her.”


    Prez listened to me silently. He shrugged and seemed to have given up arguing.


    “...Got it. We’ll listen to you this time.”


    He put his hand on Tsukinoki-senpai’s shoulder, who seemed like she wanted to say something before shaking his head.


    “Well, Nukumizu, what should we do next?”


    “Uh, next…?”


    There’s no class tomorrow. We can use the whole day to prepare for Tsuwabuki Fest. The classroom we borrowed will be open tomorrow as well.


    “Can you two meet in that classroom after tomorrow morning’s homeroom? I’ll give a heads-up to Yanami-san and Yakishio.”


    “Very well, let’s fulfill our responsibilities before that. Nukumizu also has things to do, right?”


    “...Indeed.”


    Right now, Kaju must be making tons of desserts on her own.


    I’m afraid she probably feels abandoned right now and will soon start throwing a tantrum. I have to spoil her more after Tsuwabuki Fest.


    *


    The next day. Friday. A day before Tsuwabuki Fest.


    The time displayed on my watch is exactly 7:00 AM.


    I tried to hold my yawn in as I looked around an empty classroom on the second floor of the west school building.


    This is the exhibition venue of the Literature Club. Even though I say it’s an empty classroom, I’ve visited this place a few times since it’s always used for elective and tutorial classes.


    I came here at this time with one thing in mind. This is a so-called “headstart”. I want to look cool for once too.


    Everyone got Komari’s exhibition draft by midnight. It’s a gigantic masterpiece with over 50,000 words.


    I can check that later. Let’s set up the place first.


    I moved the table to the corridor. The back of the classroom finally freed up after repeating that tens of times.


    …By the way, this is exhausting.


    I paid attention to my waist, and I lifted another table. Eh, the table suddenly became lighter.


    “Nukkun, I told you you could leave all the physical work to me.”


    The refreshing voice reminds me of summer.


    Yakishio lifted the table around her chest. She seems to be showing off.


    “Eh, why is Yakishio here?”


    “What do you mean why? I’m a part of the Literature Club, too, right? I just need to move this to the corridor, right?”


    Yakishio easily lifted the table to the corridor.


    “I was thinking of texting you after homeroom.”


    “I’ve heard from Yana-chan. Nukkun wants to do it yourself, right?”


    Yakishio dashed back from the corridor. She then stacked the tables into two layers.


    “Komari-chan got sick after pushing herself too hard. Nukkun shouldn’t do the same.”


    “I’m not pushing myself. I just want to do whatever I can.”


    “Utilizing the power you have around you is also one of the things you can do.”


    Yakishio gave me a cheerful smile as she quickly raised the stacked tables.


    “It’s not the so-called returning a favor. Instead, I simply want to help out.”


    …The “favor” Yakishio talked about must be referring to what happened at the end of the summer holiday, right?


    I’m a person who goes with the flow. Therefore, I still don’t even know what I can and cannot do right now.


    “I didn’t do anything if you’re talking about what happened during the summer holiday. Yakishio doesn’t need to return anything.”


    Yakishio put down the desks she had been hugging.


    “...Nukkun, even though you say that, I felt really happy back then.”


    With a slightly serious expression, Yakishio looked at me and repeated.


    “I felt really happy.”


    Yakishio’s eyes gazed into me. I couldn’t help but feel attracted to her dark-colored pupils.


    “...Thanks, then can you help me out here?”


    “Of course. Actually, Nukkun can rely on me more!”


    With that, she smacked my back. It hurts.


    Yakishio gave a charming smile and moved the stacked tables at once.


    I tried stacking the desks together and lifting them as well, but I quickly gave up. They are so heavy.


    “Right. Did you just say you heard about me from Yanami-san?”


    “Yeah, yesterday, Yana-chan told everyone that-”


    Yakishio returned from the corridor promptly. She suddenly paused.


    I looked in her direction. Yanami is standing at the classroom’s door.


    She showed a confident smile as she peeled off the packaging paper of a convenience store rice ball.


    “Tuna egg yolk filling is the accumulation of peak human wisdom. The person who invented it deserves the Yanami Award.”


    A sudden breeze stroked Yanami’s hair. She’s sparkling under the sun.


    The packaging paper is flying around like petals.


    “Good morning, Yana-chan!”


    Yakishio ran toward Yanami. They high-fived each other energetically.


    “Hello, Remon-chan. Also, Nukumizu-kun must want to cry out joy from seeing me here, right?”


    “Nope, I just want you to pick up your trash right now.”


    “...I was going to pick them out later.”


    Yanami made a fuss and picked up her trash at the same time.


    Yakishio knew what happened to me from Yanami. Now I know that. However…


    “Yanami-san, how did you know I would come in the morning?”


    “Imouto-chan told me that, you know? Nukumizu-kun, your explanation of what happened yesterday was a total mess. You just said you were good even after I offered my help. That’s why the only person I could ask is Imouto-chan.”


    Yanami took a bite of the rice ball. I could hear her chewing the dry seaweed.


    “Wait, when did you exchange contact with Kaju…?”


    “We are friends, you know? All of us are also part of the Literature Club, and we are also worried about Komari-chan. Right, Remon-chan?”


    Yanami ignored me and started eating her second rice ball. This girl eats really quickly.


    “Yeah, Nukkun. We aren’t strangers.”


    “Uh, I can apologize to you two about this. Well, since when did you exchange contacts with Kaju-”


    “Nukumizu-kun, did you forget about us too?”


    A familiar voice interrupted me.


    I turned around. Tsukinoki-senpai and Prez are standing shoulder to shoulder.


    “Senpais are arriving this early too?”


    “Yanami-san asked us to meet up. We can’t just let Nukumizu steal all of the spotlights.”


    Next to him, Tsukinoki-senpai’s glasses are reflecting light.


    “Come to think of it, this is like a club preparing for a doujin expo. In a sense, this is my field.”


    “...Senpai, this is just an exhibition for the Literature Club. No weird books.”


    “Relax, I’m already 18 years old. It’s fine for me to sell those books.”


    “Please wait until graduation for that.”


    I’m relieved to see the usual senpai.


    “What’s wrong? You’re looking at my face and smiling.”


    “No, how should I put it…? I’m glad to see that you’re unexpectedly energetic.”


    Tsukinoki-senpai showed a mature smile.


    “Thanks for worrying about me. A lot happened with Shintaro yesterday. I’ve calmed down by now. I’m 18 years old, after all.”


    “...Koto, come here for a second.”


    “What’s wrong, Shintaro? You look scary.”


    “Now’s not the time for that. Come over here.”


    Prez brought Tsukinoki-senpai to the corridor.


    What on Earth happened yesterday? I should stop thinking about it…


    “Yeah, …anyway, thanks for coming, everyone.”


    After that, Yakishio gave me a meaningful blink.


    “Nukkun, don’t forget that there are more people.”


    Eh, who else? Aside from Komari, all Literature Club members are already present.


    Then, a tiny face appeared from the corridor’s window.


    “Oh, everyone is here. Mitsuki-san, here they are.”


    What is she doing here? Next, Asagumo-san and Ayano walked into the classroom together.


    I dropped my jaws. Ayano showed me his usual friendly smile.


    “I’ve said we’re willing to help you anytime, right? It’s time for us to do something.”


    Ayano looked at Asagumo-san. The latter took out a notebook and opened it.


    “Remon-san has already sent me the exhibition draft. I read it once while on my way to school. Also, I already made a design plan.”


    “Read it once, …eh, this has 50,000 words, you know?”


    Asagumo-san nodded. Her forehead is sparkling.


    “Yes, I’m thrilled. This is a fantastic article full of the author’s unique analysis. The most intriguing part, in my opinion, is the author’s reevaluation of the relationship between Soseki and his disciples.


    Asagumo-san continued her monologue.


    This draft is almost half of a light novel. Reading it is fine, but I can’t believe she can implement it into her design plan…


    I took the notebook with a tinge of disbelief.


    “Considering that we want the guests to have an easier time reading, I’ve decided to put all content onto 8 mold papers. After referencing newspaper layouts, the framework also has notes for including illustrations for children.”


    “You referenced newspaper?”


    “Indeed, it’s impossible for the guests to finish reading all 50,000 words. That’s why we should let them understand the summary of the article through the title and photographs. Then we can let them choose to read the part they are interested in.”


    I opened the notebook. There are already rough designs of the 8 mold papers. Indeed, the design reminds people of a newspaper.”


    “Is this made while thinking about the association between articles?”


    “Yes, of course. I’ve already memorized the draft in my brain.”


    Asagumo-san said calmly.


    Upon a closer look, there are even notes of the number of pages and lines of the draft.


    I’m overwhelmed by my admiration for Asagumo-san’s capabilities. Yanami gave me a thumbs-up as she drank a carton of coffee milk.


    “Yeah, that’s how it feels. So, please relax.”


    Why are you the one acting so arrogant?


    Ayano pointed at the notebook.


    “It seems the draft intends to be designed in a newspaper format. I’m planning to borrow computers from the IT Room and make the actual layout.”


    It should be possible if these two say so. I have more confidence in Tsuwabuki students who aren’t in the Literature Club.


    However, there’s still one issue.


    “Do we have time to copy all that onto the mold papers? We still have other preparations. The workload could be too much.”


    “I have an idea about this. Can I take a look at the notebook?”


    Prez came back from the corridor and took the notebook.


    Behind him, Tsukinoki-senpai is looking at his back with a dreamy expression.


    …Please tell me these two didn’t do anything weird in the corridor.


    “I’ve found a store that has large printers. We are planning to give them the draft before noon. Ayano-kun and I will help settle the layout, and we’ll take back the product before the deadline.”


    …Oh, these two.


    “Do Prez and Ayano know each other?”


    “This is my first time meeting Ayano-kun in real life, but we introduced ourselves to each other yesterday night.”


    Yesterday night?


    At this point, Yakishio took out her phone and showed it to me.


    “Yana-chan made a Line group yesterday night. She invited Mitsuki, Chi-chan, and me, you know?”


    “...I wasn’t invited.”


    I started throwing a tantrum. Yanami looked over.


    “Well, it’s because Komari-chan and Nukumizu-kun always want to bear everything alone. So, this is a group created to help you two in secret. Of course, Komari-chan wasn’t invited as well.”


    I know, but I still feel lonely.


    Prez looked at everyone with a serious expression.


    “Ayano-kun, Asagumo-san, and I will handle the exhibition. Nukumizu and Koto will set up the place and do any prep work. I hope Yanami-san and Yakishio-san can help Nukumizu out when you two have spare time during class preparations. Please, everyone?”


    Yanami put out her hand first. Then, Yakishio and Asagumo-san put theirs on top.


    “Come here, Nukumizu-kun. Put your hand on top.”


    Yanami raised her head and urged me.


    I put my hand there tremblingly. Suddenly, Prez raised his voice.


    “Well, let’s work together the day before Tsuwabuki Fest!”


    “Oh!”


    “O-Oh…”


    I voiced out too late. I really wanted to dig a hole and hide there. During this time, Yanami patted my shoulder.


    “Eh, what…?”


    “How was it? How did your super attractive advisor Yanami-chan do?”


    Right. I still haven’t fired her yet.


    “Well, let’s continue the contract next season.”


    “Alright, I’ll be in your care from now on.”


    Yanami patted my shoulder once again. She chuckled and wiped the rice grain off her lips.


    *


    The classroom setup is already taking shape after moving all unused desks to the corridor.


    Yanami and Yakishio are writing guiding messages on the blackboard.


    “Nukumizu-kun, what are we doing next?”


    Tsukinoki-senpai pushed her glasses. She seems prepared.


    “Let me think. Sticking the exhibits after setting up the place, we need to put the desserts and club magazines in the right place. That’s all.”


    “...Do we not have a billboard of some sort? We should have a menu if we’re selling desserts.”


    “Those two are writing that on the blackboard.”


    “The guests can’t see those on the blackboard if they don’t enter the classroom. Also, it will be too plain without any decorations. Where are we putting the club magazines?”


    “Well, on the table?”


    Tsukinoki-senpai took out a piece of cloth from her school bag.


    She covered the table with it and put the club magazines above.


    “Look, doesn’t it look much better with a tablecloth? Also, we need this as well.”


    With that, she put a “New Release” sign on it.


    “What’s this?”


    “It’s like <Hiyashi Chuka Hajimemashita>. Something like the sugidama hanging in front of a sake shop. [TL: <Hiyashi Chuka Hajimemashita> translates to “Chinese Cold Ramen Is On Sale”. This is a song made by the comedian Amemiya after seeing the exact slogan in front of a ramen shop. Sugidama are those cedar balls made by sake makers.]


    Heh, it’s all suddenly looking pretty good.


    “We still need posters. ‘The Literature Club Magazine includes novels written by members. Free copies are available to those who are interested.’ We at least need to convey this message to them. Don’t tell me you’re just planning to write that in the corner of the classroom?”


    Yes.


    Tsukinoki-senpai started looking around.


    “Also, Nukumizu-kun, where are the decoration materials and posters?”


    “Ah? We didn’t prepare those in particular.”


    Tsukinoki-senpai’s face turned dark.


    “Hold on, Nukumizu-kun. How were you planning to set up this classroom?”


    “Hmm, we first put our exhibits in the classroom’s 4 directions, then we’ll put some related desserts and stamp desks next to those.”


    “Alright, what’s next?”


    What’s next? I don’t…


    “Nope. That’s all.”


    “...Alright, gather up, everyone! Those two over there too.”


    Tsukinoki-senpai clapped loudly.


    Yanami and Yakishio wiped off the chalk dust as they gathered around.


    “Since this is worse than imagined, I’ll be taking over the general command of setting up the place.”


    My command has been usurped.


    “We need posters, leaflets, and decorations for the opening tomorrow. First, let’s come up with a list of required materials.”


    Tsukinoki-senpai took out a notebook and started writing something quickly.


    “We must have a set of colored papers and double-faced tape. A coin box and ledger should be prepared for transactions too. There’s a portable coin box in my house. I’ll bring that here later. We only need a stack of coins for changes, right? That needs to be prepared beforehand as well. Also, we don’t seem to have baskets for desserts. Nukumizu-kun, have you prepared the stamps and cards already?”


    “I’m planning to buy them once I have time-”


    “Well, let’s prepare all of that together. Is anyone going on a shopping trip?”


    “Sure, I’ll go!”


    Yakishio raised her hand energetically. Tsukinoki-senpai tore off a page from her notebook and handed it to her.


    “Get these if the 100-yen shop nearby is open. Don’t forget the receipt. Also, there are too many things. Can Yanami-san help too?”


    “Sure, but we still have our tasks in the class. We can’t stay for too long.”


    “Understood. Leave the rest to Nukumizu-kun and me after finishing shopping in the morning.”


    …What happened? She’s not the Tsukinoki-senpai I know?


    Isn’t she an IQ conversationist aside from BL conversations?


    “Well, there is a mountain of things to do. Let’s work until the bell rings.”


    Senpai clapped her hands again. Yanami and Yakishio returned to the blackboard.


    Well, I’m making the leaflets and posters, right? I looked around the classroom again. Then, Tsukinoki-senpai put her watch before my eyes.


    “Nukumizu-kun’s middle school is lending tatamis to us, right? The car has been prepared. We’ll head out before noon.”


    “Well, I studied there, but I don’t know anyone except my little sister.”


    It’s been only a few months since the end of my three-year middle school life, yet I already feel like I’ve gone a long way.


    It’s going to be a long day before Tsuwabuki Fest-


    *


    I stopped, raised my head, and looked at the clock. It’s already past 2 PM.


    The exhibition draft was handed to the printing store right before the deadline. Prez went there after being notified that it was finished.


    As for me, I’ve been making posters and leaflets since morning. I just put down the tatamis I had borrowed in the classroom.


    Ayano patted my back after helping me out.


    “Well, it’s time for us to head back.”


    “Good luck, Nukumizu-san.”


    “Thanks for the help.”


    After thanking and bidding farewell to Ayano and Asagumo-san, I’m the only one left in the classroom.


    Tsukinoki-senpai went to return the delivery trolley used for the tatamis.


    Yanami and Yakishio have to participate in the play rehearsal for Street Halloween.


    …I guess I did a great job. I praised myself and lay down on the tatamis.


    I thought the exhibition and desserts were all I needed. It wasn’t until then that I realized the workload was kind of overwhelming.


    Tsukinoki-senpai drove me there too. I can’t do anything alone, right…?


    “Oh, I’m feeling it. This classroom is looking nice.”


    Tsukinoki-senpai entered the classroom. She looks unprecedentedly reliable right now.


    “Thank you very much. I didn’t expect you to show up in a truck.”


    “My house runs a business. I only need a regular license to drive that.”


    Tsukinoki-senpai is in her PE clothes. She laughed and sat next to me with her legs crossed.


    “But it was quite a surprise. I thought this school didn’t allow students to drive.”


    “You’re right. I would’ve been suspended if people saw me.”


    …Wait, what did this person just say?


    “I was sitting next to you.”


    “We would’ve been suspended if people saw.”


    Senpai pinched her PE uniform and showed it to me.


    “Why else would I show up in a jersey? I also know driving a truck in my uniform would cause trouble.”


    …How about you stop walking on a tightrope if you fully understand the potential consequence?


    Senpai took out a plastic bottle filled with tea.


    “But I’m surprised. Your little sister is very adorable. She’s popular too. Are those boys who have helped me move the tatamis members of her fan club?


    “No, you misunderstood. Those are just kind students who happened to pass by. First of all, it’s still too early to talk about love in middle school.”


    To my strong and concrete argument, Tsukinoki-senpai showed a surprised look.


    “...Is Nukumizu-kun a siscon? Come to think of it, you seemed to have brought little sister-themed light novels into the club room.”


    It’s because I can’t put those at home.


    “Fiction and reality are two separate matters. Senpai also writes BL stuff, but you don’t want Prez to have a boyfriend, right?”


    “I’ll gladly accept it if I can watch. No, it’s more like I’ll be boiling.”


    Eh, …really?


    “Well, you still care about her even if you’re not a siscon. She’s so popular, after all.”


    “My little sister was a normal student when I was in middle school. No, it’s more like she was the complete opposite of being popular.”


    “Really? That’s unexpected.”


    …I remembered what happened last year when Kaju first entered middle school.


    “It was because she kept telling everyone she was in the same school with the best older brother in the world. That’s why there were rumors in the first-year girls about a super handsome third-year boy named Nukumizu.”


    “Eh, then, was Nukumizu-kun very popular in middle school as well?”


    “The next rumor quickly popped out. There isn’t a third-year student like that. While Kaju Nukumizu is very cute, she’s always saying nonsense.”


    I twisted the cap of the plastic bottle open.


    “She still looked a bit innocent in her first year, but it was relieving to know she was having fun with everyone today.”


    However, as her older brother, I shall never acknowledge the existence of her fan club.


    For some reason, Tsukinoki-senpai’s face suddenly switched from her smile to one of confusion.


    “Right. Have I met your little sister before? She looks familiar to me.”


    “I think this is your first time meeting her.”


    -Hold on. Kaju was staring at us during the Literature Club’s July trip. It’s not strange for her to have bumped into senpai.


    But it will be troublesome if I tell her…


    “It must be your imagination. I don’t think you have ever met my little sister before.”


    “I see. Imagination.”


    Tsukinoki-senpai looked at the ceiling. I took a sip of tea next to her quietly.


    *


    I walked into 1C’s classroom right before 4 PM. It already looks completely different than in the morning.


    There are curtains full of decorations on the walls. “Happy Halloween” is written on the blackboard. This is totally looking like a Halloween party right now.


    My seat seems to have disappeared as well. I had nowhere to go but to stand still. Then, a gentle flower scent surrounded me as someone’s BGM started playing in my mind.


    “Trick or treat!”


    The demon girl Karen Himemiya appeared before me. She pointed at me with one of her legs raised. What a weird pose.


    …Hmm, am I blocking the path here?


    I quickly hid my presence and attempted to leave silently. However, Himemiya-san dashed toward me.


    “W-Wait! Nukumizu-kun, give me a reaction!”


    Ah, she was trying to talk to me?


    “Uh, well, even though I want to pick ‘treat’, I don’t have any snacks right now. I can give you that later.”


    “O-Oh, …Nukumizu-kun, it’s better for you to relax. ‘Oh, no! I’m going to get pranked because I don’t have snacks!’ At least give me a reaction like that.”


    Why does that sound a bit lewd?


    “Ah, I have Black Thunder Chocolate. How about this?”


    “Thank you very much. Please allow me to take that.”


    Himemiya-san accepted the treat with a serious look. She suddenly burst into laughter.


    “Sheesh, Nukumizu-kun, you’re so stiff. It’s almost like I’m bullying you. Alright, let’s give this to Anna.”


    “Yanami-san?”


    Himemiya pointed. Yanami is lying on a cardboard paper in the corner.


    She’s in a white kimono with a triangular white cloth on her head. She crossed her fingers and put her hand on her stomach.


    -Is she finally dead?


    “Anna seems to be hungry and tired. I also think she’s really hungry.”


    She said “hungry” twice. I guess so.


    I went to Yanami with my chocolate in hand.


    “Yanami-san, do you want this?”


    Yanami immediately recovered from her dazedness and got up.


    “...Nukumizu-kun?”


    Yanami took the chocolate sleepily before chewing on it ravenously.


    “You saved me. The kiosk ran out of bread. The school canteen is closed today too.”


    “Did you not have lunch?”


    Yanami nodded.


    “Yeah, I only ate cup noodles.”


    Doesn’t that mean you have eaten lunch?


    “Right, right. The classroom looks very different now, right? We helped to decorate the classroom too, you know?”


    “Isn’t Street Halloween supposed to be an outdoor activity?”


    “We have to do all kinds of stuff in the classroom, okay? Like taking pictures. Nukumizu-kun, did you not look at the proposal?”


    I only read the part I was responsible for. I fell silent. Yanami gave me a dumbfounded look.


    “Please put more effort into your in-class activity!”


    This time, she’s right. I nodded earnestly.


    “Also, is the Literature Club doing alright? I didn’t help much.”


    “It’s basically finished. We just need to wait for Prez to come back.”


    The prep work for the Literature Club went unbelievably well. Tsukinoki-senpai’s awakening was a happy miscalculation.


    “I’ll go after I’m done with class- ah, there’s chocolate on my clothes!”


    I left Yanami while she was wiping and increasing the affected area and went to the notice board. If I remember correctly, our class’s plan should be out already.


    I paid attention to the proposal before the board.


    -There are 7 plays for Street Halloween. Not all members will take part in every play. Yanami will be starring 3 times.


    At other times, it seems she will be patrolling around the school, giving children snacks, and taking photos.


    “Is onii-sama not dressing up? I think you will look great in a prince’s outfit.”


    “I’ll be working backstage in the Literature Club, so…”


    …Hmm? What was that voice?


    “Kaju!? What are you doing here!?”


    “Hehe, I’m here.”


    I see. She’s here…


    My little sister Kaju is brimming with a smile. I feel complicated.


    “You can’t just come to our high school. Here. I’ll walk you back.”


    Kaju ignored my intention to bring her out of the classroom. She skillfully fixed my tie.


    “Onii-sama, your tie isn’t straight. Did you eat lunch properly?”


    “Ah, yeah. Anyway, you should head-”


    “Nukumizu-kun, you can’t act like that. Imouto-chan took the effort and brought us gifts, after all.”


    Yanami interrupted us. She’s holding a giant bag right now.


    “Gifts? Did Kaju bring it here?”


    “Yes, I made tons of inari sushi for everyone, you know?”


    Yanami’s eyes sparkled upon hearing inari sushi.


    “Everyone! Nukumizu-kun’s little sister has brought us gifts!”


    Everyone looked here after Yanami said that.


    Alright, let’s smuggle Kaju out when everyone’s paying attention to the inari sushi.


    However, unexpectedly, the girls surrounded Kaju.


    “Who’s kid is this? So cute.” “Nukumizu-kun’s little sister.” “Nukumizu?” “Her uniform is so cute. Where is she studying?”


    Kaju was slightly startled at first, but she quickly recovered and smiled.


    “I’m Kaju Nukumizu. Thanks for looking after my older brother!”


    Kaju slightly bowed. The girls screamed in joy.


    …This can’t be helped. Light novels say a girl’s weak spots are cute things and sweets. I should just look forward to Kaju’s performance here.


    I watched from afar. Yakishio approached me.


    “That’s Momozono Middle School’s uniform, right? Your little sister is in the same middle school as we did.”


    “Of course, she’s my little sister.”


    Yakishio is still in her mummy cosplay, yet her exposure has been contained. It covered her body curves properly as well. The conscience of the girls has defeated the dreams of the boys.


    Kaju noticed our conversation. She went past the crowd and came to us.


    “Hello, are you Yakishio-san? I’ve heard of you since a long time ago!”


    Upon hearing that, Yakishio chuckled and poked me with her elbow.


    “Nukkun, you’ve been talking about me in your home too? Sheesh, you can’t be helped.”


    Have I ever talked about Yakishio back home…?


    “Anyway, Kaju, it’s time for you to go home. You can’t just barge into our high school.”


    “But I’ve already acquired the permission of onii-sama’s class teacher. What a gentle and brilliant teacher.”


    Gentle and brilliant. …I won’t be so sure.


    I started searching my memory to retort. Then, the person in question appeared from behind Kaju.


    “Nukumizu, your little sister has sharp eyes. You can learn a thing or two from her.”


    After that, Amanatsu-sensei clapped her hands.


    “Hey, is everyone here? Even though it’s getting late, the class assembly is about to start.”


    Kaju’s still here. Are we sure we want to be this chill?


    “School time tomorrow will remain the same. We’re closing at 8 PM tonight. Tell me if you want to stay longer. That’s all.”


    Amanatsu-sensei put her hand on Kaju’s hand.


    “I’ve received inari sushi from Nukumizu’s little sister. It’s first come, first serve, so- ah, hey, Yanami! You can’t just start eating on your own!”


    The battle for the inari sushi has begun. Kaju stood next to me.


    “What a lively class, onii-sama.”


    Really? …Even though I’m not sure, I guess it’s true if Kaju says so.


    “Alright, Kaju. Nii-san still has work to do. I’ll walk you to the school gate.”


    “Let’s go to the south gate then. Mom is waiting in her car.”


    We’re walking together in the corridor after exiting the classroom. Kaju hugged my arm.


    “Ehehe, going to the school gate sounds like a school date.”


    “Hey, we shouldn’t stick together in front of people.”


    I took out my arm. Kaju pouted in dissatisfaction.


    “I can settle with handholding too. If that’s not alright, please borrow me your jacket, onii-sama.”


    “Jacket? Are you feeling chilly?”


    I took off my jacket and handed it to her. Kaju quickly put it on. She seems pleased.


    “Yes, it’s warm. Hehe, it’s warm.”
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    Kaju looked at me and stepped backward with floaty steps. She almost bumped into an incoming student.


    I held Kaju’s shoulders and kept her by my side.


    “Hey, it’s dangerous to walk like that. Stay close to onii-chan.”


    “...Yes, onii-sama.”


    Kaju seems to be reflecting. She stayed by my side obediently.


    Sigh, this can’t be helped. Kaju still looks like a child, after all. She must be excited to come to our high school for the first time.


    “Kaju, onii-chan isn’t mad at you.”


    “I know, onii-sama. I made assorted inari sushi and wasabi inari sushi. Please try them out. There are a lot.”


    “Ho, I look forward to it.”


    Even though I bet the inari sushi will be gone by the time I get back.


    We have Yanami in Class 1C, after all-


    *


    7:30 PM. A day before the opening. The Literature Club’s exhibition for Tsuwabuki Fest, <Food and Reading>.


    It’s finally complete.


    The senpais, Yakishio, and I looked at the venue throbbingly.


    “Perfect! Everyone did an excellent job!”


    Tsukinoki-senpai gave us a thumbs-up.


    I’m relieved. Yakishio smacked my back again. It hurts, girl.


    “Nukkun, you should be happier!”


    Eh, …it’s exhausting to force yourself to laugh.


    Prez smiled bitterly.


    “We still have the opening. Let’s get some well-deserved rest today, everyone. Prepare yourself.”


    “Yes!” (x4)


    Indeed, Tsuwabuki Fest hasn’t begun yet. We have to head back earlier to prepare for tomorrow…


    “I have to send Koto back. It’s time for us to go.”


    “Well, I’ll wait to be eaten by the wolf sending me home. See you.”


    “Please don’t say strange things in front of your kouhais…”


    The two flirted as they made their departure. Yakishio flung the schoolbag on her shoulder.


    “We should go back as well, Nukkun.”


    “Yeah, well…”


    I glanced at the corridor. No one is there.


    Yanami’s class prep work is keeping her. She doesn’t seem to be coming soon.


    “I still need to take some photos of the venue for the student council. I’ll be here a little longer.”


    “I see. Well, I’ll be leaving first!”


    “Thanks for the work. See you tomorrow.”


    Yakishio dashed away from the classroom. I looked around the place.


    The third-year people have left already. I’m the only person in this spacious classroom now.


    There are 4 types of exhibitions and desserts and all sorts of small decorations.


    Even though we didn’t go according to the plan, the result was excellent.


    The showcase is completed by the trio headed by Asagumo-san. Yanami and Yakishio called for help. Tsukinoki-senpai commanded the decorations and miscellaneous.


    Kaju made the desserts and arranged the tatami. As for me, …I guess I worked hard enough, right? Yep.


    I’m about to be enveloped by a sense of emptiness. Then, Yanami popped into the classroom in her uniform.


    “Thanks for the work, Nukumizu-kun.”


    “You’re late, Yanami-san.”


    “I spent too much time washing the stains on my clothes. Oh, the exhibition feels great.”


    Yanami approached the exhibits. As for me, I walked away from the dessert table silently.


    “That’s a showcase about Dazai. It’s an in-depth discussion about Dazai’s friendships and his family view, with his short novel <Cherries> as the theme. It’s quite interesting.”


    “Cherries. …I’ve never read this book before, but from the title alone, is it a fluffy story?”


    “I guess. It starts with the protagonist leaving his family and going to a bar filled with women.”


    “...That’s not what I thought.”


    “He eats cherries in the bar as he thinks adulthood is more important yet more agonizing than childhood. …It’s a story about such troubles.”


    “Why did we pick such a story for our school festival exhibition?”


    Yeah, I wonder why?


    “It’s because it’s a well-known story. That’s why there are tons of anecdotes. For example, Dazai’s death day is when we should avoid eating cherries.”


    “Shouldn’t we not bring up this story at all if it’s his death day…?”


    I think there will be endless questions. Please refer to the exhibition for more details.


    Yanami mumbled as she read the texts on the wall, but she slowly went silent.


    “...No, I can’t just look at it normally.”


    “What’s wrong?”


    “Look, I’m supposed to be the complaining character in the Literature Club, right? Accepting information silently doesn’t make me useful.”


    “Complaining character…?”


    I have a dozen things I want to complain about that, but I should bear with her for now.


    “Oh, the tatami is done.”


    Yanami suddenly said that before running to the tatami and lying down.


    “I really like the smell of tatami, you know? Did you get this from the Tea Ceremony Club or Kado Club?” [TL: Club for arranging flowers.]


    “Well, close.”


    It’s one word away from Judo Club. I guess she’s close.


    Yanami got up and searched for something in her pocket.


    “I bought some bread when I sneaked out in the evening. Lucky. I got the last two cream buns.”


    I gave her a half-assed reply. Yanami patted next to herself several times.


    “Sit with me. I’ll give you one. Let’s eat together.”


    With that, she handed me a cream bun.


    “You’re giving me that? Wait, you mean you’re giving me food!?”


    “Yeah, why did you say it twice…?”


    It’s because I can’t believe it. I took the bun and sat next to her.


    This bun is painted full of fresh cream. It’s Yanami’s favorite. The sweetness radiates through my exhausted body upon taking a bite. Even though this is my first time eating, the taste is so good…


    “This is amazing when I look at it again-”


    Yanami looked around the classroom as she licked the cream on her fingertips.


    “Yeah, I could’ve never imagined we could make such an amazing exhibition.”


    My words don’t seem like it, but I’m throbbing right now.


    The Literature Club is weak. Even though it’s good that we have a classroom, I once worried about whether setting up the place would be difficult.


    If she sees this right now, she will definitely-


    “She’ll definitely be very pleased, Komari-chan.”


    “...Yeah, that girl is also working very hard as well.”


    Yanami seemed to have read my mind. It’s kind of embarrassing.


    The exhibition contains 50,000 words. I don’t know how many people will read them. I don’t even think anyone can finish reading everything. Even so, Komari has still poured her heart and soul into these 8 medium mold papers.


    Yanami put the final bits into her mouth and spoke up calmly.


    “These are Komari-chan’s love letters, right?”


    It’s for the person she loves, the one she bids farewell to- this entire house full of love letters.


    That’s how it seems to Yanami.


    “...I guess you’re right.”


    I gave a vague answer and took a bite of the bun.


    “Don’t you think so, Nukumizu-kun?”


    Yanami gave me a bewildered look.


    It indeed contains her feelings for Prez.


    However, the days Komari has spent with the senpais after getting into the Literature Club are much more important than we think-


    “This exhibition is full of Komari’s memories, appreciation, and her determination to be the next president and protect the Literature Club, …I guess.”


    “I see. That’s what Nukumizu-kun thinks.”


    Unexpectedly, she answered me with a warm voice.


    My most sincere answer is revealed under that calm demeanor.


    “...It’s because I feel kind of sad if I don’t think so.”


    Not sleeping and spending several days writing a love letter that can’t and won’t be delivered.


    The image of Komari sitting before the desk in the gloomy children’s room appeared.


    I’m deeply entrenched in indescribable thoughts. Yanami sits next to me quietly.


    “...I’m starting to understand Komari-chan’s feelings.”


    She seems to be mumbling. Yanami slowly continued.


    “As Nukumizu-kun has said, I know Komari-chan treasures her senpais and the Literature Club a lot.”


    “Well, yeah.”


    “However, it’s fine even if she loses something that important. Komari-chan confessed during the trip with such determination.”


    Even if she has no chance of winning, even if she’s going to lose everything, that’s fine. It’s okay as long as she gets all of her feelings across.


    “She said she had already made up her mind. She said she had already decided to give up. However, the once deeply engraved feelings won’t go away.”


    Yanami hugged her legs. Her eyes seem to be staring into the distance.


    “...She can’t make up her words of love, and it’s too late already. Even so, she still hopes to vent out all the feelings she has been holding on to. That’s why Komari-chan picked up her pen, and Remon-chan chased after the wind…”


    Yanami stopped. She fell silent.


    Quietness permeated the classroom that was painted white by sunlight.


    I looked at the room in the same way Yanami did. A strange sense of emptiness surfaced.


    “I was also slightly worried when the senpais said they were retiring. That’s why I understand how Komari wants to present everything she has.”


    I put the unfinished bun into the package and left it on the tatami.


    “The third-year students can start deciding whether they want to come to school freely at the start of the year. We have less than 2 months of days like this left.”


    -Even without doing anything, the person will disappear before your eyes.


    I remained speechless. Yanami tilted her head in confusion.


    “Less than 2 months, and then?”


    “So, waiting for it to be over is the correct choice when giving something up, right?”


    At least, that’s how I live. It’s the easiest way out, from what I know.


    “...Yeah, that’s what I did. However, Komari-chan is a determined young maiden.”


    “Young maiden?”


    “Indeed, that’s why Komari-chan wants to vent her feelings properly. She wants to put a stop to it, even if it means pushing herself in preparation for her next love.”


    Her next love. I started suspecting my ears with such unexpected words.


    “...Someone has a crush on Komari?”


    “Who knows? Komari-chan is very adorable too. Nukumizu-kun, someone may get a headstart before you if you keep dilly-dallying around, okay?”


    Yanami seemed to be provoking me. She leaned toward me.


    “Headstart? I’m not competing with Komari to see who’s getting loved first.”


    “Eh, …that’s what you think?”


    Yanami shrugged helplessly.


    “Ah, that’s how Nukumizu-kun feels. It’s Nukumizu-kun, after all.”


    I don’t know what she’s saying, but she’s clearly dissing me.


    “Well, what about you, Yanami-san? Right, there’s a guy in a Shinsengumi costume.”


    “Nishikawa-kun? Why did you bring him up?”


    He interrupted my conversation with Yanami in the classroom. Even though this is trivial, I can subtly feel his intention.


    “That guy is probably-”


    I was about to say it, yet I hesitated.


    “What?”


    “Uh, well, …is he close to Yanami-san?”


    “Hmm, how should I put it? I’ve been talking to him more lately. What’s wrong?”


    She said as she chewed the bun.


    Eh, didn’t this girl just finish her bun?


    “That’s mine…”


    Yanami ignored my feeble protest. Suddenly, her eyes brightened up. She seemed to have realized something.


    “Eh? Don’t tell me, don’t tell me-?”


    “W-What…?”


    Yanami looks at my face. She is very interested.


    “Don’t tell me…are you jealous of Nishikawa-kun? For real?”


    Wha!? What is this girl saying?


    “N-Nope-”


    Yanami’s body shook around cheerfully.


    “I see. Were you trying to cover your embarrassment when you subtly asked me whether I had a boyfriend? Also, people usually won’t talk about boyfriend stuff, right?”


    This was the first thing this girl brought up during the entrance ceremony. I still remember that.


    “You’ll feel lonely if I have a boyfriend, right? Nukumizu-kun, aren’t you looking adorable?”


    “I-I told you that’s not true. I’m just a bit curious.”
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    “It’s fine. It’s fine. I’ll properly introduce him to you if I find someone I like. Nukumizu-kun, don’t get a headstart before me either, okay?”


    “It’s…it’s not…”


    I couldn’t hand but wrap my hands around my head. As for Yanami, she hummed a song as she took bites out of the bun.


    Suddenly, I realized the strangeness of the silence around us.


    It’s already past 8 PM. I can sense the gradual decrease of people in the school.


    I slowly raised my head.


    “...Be quiet.”


    “Eh? What’s wrong?”


    I gently put my finger on my lips and approached Yanami.


    “Yanami-san.”


    “Eh!? W-Wait…!”


    Yanami started stuttering and backing up.


    “I told you to be quiet.”


    “Nukumizu-kun, it’s still too early for the school festival magic! Tomorrow! Let’s talk about this tomorrow, okay!?” [TL: Magic as in students quickly becoming couples.]


    What is this girl saying?


    “Shh. Konuki-sensei is recording us with a camera. Don’t say anything weird, alright?”


    “...Ah?”


    Yanami turned around stiffly. At this point, Konuki-sensei faces a camera toward us behind the corridor’s window.


    She smiled and waved after realizing we had discovered her.


    “Please think of sensei as the stains on the ceiling, you two. Don’t worry about these things. Here. Please continue.”


    “There’s nothing to continue. Also, please say hi to us if sensei’s here.”


    I patted my jacket as I stood up.


    “Sensei thinks it’s bad to bother others. Let’s go back if it’s over. The school is about to close up.”


    “It wasn’t even starting, alright? Well, Yanami-san, let’s go.”


    Yanami stared at my face dazedly on the tatami.


    “...Eh?”


    “What ‘eh’? The school gate has already closed. Can you stand up?”


    Yanami nodded silently and slowly stood up.


    We followed sensei to the gate. Yanami was uncharacteristically quiet.


    “You don’t seem energetic. Are you okay?”


    “Y-Yeah, I guess.”


    “Right. Yanami-san, why were you freaking out back then?”


    “Ha!? Wasn’t that Nukumizu-kun’s fault!?”


    “Ouch!?”


    Yanami brutally poked my side. She left me behind and flew away like a meteor.


    …She’s not a violent heroine. Why is she so angry?


    “Ara ara, things are pretty heated between you two. Are you guys always so worked up?”


    I don’t really understand what she meant, but sometimes, it’s better not to know.


    I ignored sensei and picked up the pace to chase after Yanami and whatever that was in her head.

  


  
    Intermission: Don’t Bother Your Neighbors Too Much


    Just before sunrise, Chika Komari is adjusting her bowties before the mirror in a gloomy room.


    Her elementary school little brother is still sleeping.


    She gently got on her jacket to avoid waking him up. The cold air in the morning is stroking her skin through her shirt.


    



    Koto-senpai called her yesterday night.


    She heard that the preparation for the exhibition had been fully completed. Relief and dissatisfaction lingered in her heart.


    She wasn’t there, nor did she hold on until the very last moment.


    Komari looked at her little brother’s sleeping face again before pulling open the door.


    It’s Tsuwabuki Fest. Today’s the last day she can be with the senpais in the Literature Club.


    



    Komari quietly locked the door. She was catching her breath as she left before anyone found out.


    Going out this early is guaranteed to raise concerns for her family.


    She held her yawn in. Then, a seemingly familiar van stopped before her house.


    There’s a Tsuwabuki student in it. Her glasses are sparkling under the morning rays.


    “Hello, Komari-chan.”


    “Eh!? W-Why is s-senpai here…!?”


    “I felt like you were planning something when I called you yesterday. It looks like I’m right.”


    Koto Tsukinoki raised her arm and pointed at the van with her thumb.


    “I won’t allow Komari-chan to go to school alone when you’re so sleepy. Here. Please get on the van.”


    “B-But I slept for a very long time yesterday. S-Senpai will be scolded if people see you driving…”


    “You’re right, but I’m going to pretend I don’t know anything about that! Alright, let’s go!”


    Koto forced Komari to sit next to her and turned on the engine.


    The speakers are playing a CD about young men confessing their love to each other loudly.


    “S-Senpai…”


    “This is great, right? I only put this CD in on memorable occasions.”


    “I-It’s close to my house, so p-please turn it down…”


    Komari’s suggestion is reasonable. Koto quickly lowered the volume with a serious expression.


    “You’re right. We can’t bother our neighbors too much.”


    “Y-Yeah…”

  


  Chapter 3: Too Early to Say Goodbye


  
    It’s the morning of Tsuwabuki Fest. I quickly headed toward the student council room. The photos of the final venue setup need to be submitted before the opening.


    I adjusted my breathing as I opened the door to the student council room.


    “Excuse me.”


    “Eek!?”


    A girl is standing in the room stiffly in a maid outfit with cat ears. Her face is twitching.


    …This is the student council room, right?


    Upon a closer look, the maid with cat ears is the first-year vice president, Teiara Basori-san.


    “W-Why did you just barge in here!?”


    “Uh, I want to submit something.”


    During this time, two pale arms reached out from behind her. They tangled and wrapped around Teiara-san.


    It’s Shikiya-san in her mini-skirt nurse costume.


    “Teiara-chan, …make sure you add…’meow’...at the end of your sentence, …okay?”


    “Ha!? Even though it’s senpai’s order, t-this is too-!”


    Shikiya-san leaned on Teiara-san tightly.


    “Do you…hate…Prez’s…suggestion?”


    “T-That’s not the case! But Prez has to dress up as well, right? Prez didn’t even say-”


    “Are you…suspecting Prez?”


    “That’s impossible! I’ll do it properly!”


    “...Meow.”


    “I’ll be going- meow!”


    Teiara-san’s cheeks flared up. She gave up and meowed.


    I hope you girls could’ve finished this conversation before I got here…


    I remained still. Teiara-san turned her head around robotically.


    “W-Well, what are you submitting? …Meow.”


    Even Teiara-san’s ears are red too. She lowered her head. Her entire body is trembling.


    “Well, it’s the final venue setup photos. Are these alright?”


    “Sure, got it.”


    “Teiara-chan…?”


    “Got it, meow!”


    What am I looking at here?


    Ah, there’s even a tail behind her cat ear maid costume. I wonder what the root of the tail looks like…


    I pondered about it as I prepared to leave.


    “Young man…”


    Shikiya-san called me. Her voice is quieter than a mosquito’s.


    “Eh, what’s wrong?”


    Shikiya-san put her chin on Teiara-san’s shoulder and stared at me with her white pupils.


    “I’ll…be there…”


    *


    The Literature Club’s exhibition venue is in the 2/F classroom of the west school building.


    I returned from the student council room. Komari is standing next to the wall alone.


    “T-Too late, Nukumizu. It’s a-almost time to start.”


    This girl’s rudeness means that she has recovered already. I checked my watch in relief. There are 10 minutes left until the opening.


    “You’re really early today, Komari.”


    “T-Tsukinoki-senpai gave me a ride.”


    “Well, the senpais are key. Where did they go?”


    “T-Third-year students have been in the assembly since this morning.


    Come to think of it, they have been listening to that graduation stuff since morning. Even though today’s the school festival. I feel bad for them.


    Yanami and Yakishio have things to do in class. Only Komari and I are here right now.


    “Well, we’re done with the preparation. Those two should be fine.”


    Komari nodded. She’s rubbing the tip of her fingers with an awkward look. Is she embarrassed or mad?


    “N-Nukumizu.”


    “Hmm? What’s wrong?”


    “Well, uh, …t-thanks.”


    “...Eh?”


    …Did this girl just appreciate me?


    “T-Thanks for showing what I’ve w-written in such a fantastic way.”


    It’s rare to see Komari being this honest. I scratched my cheeks to cover my embarrassment.


    “Praise Asagumo-san instead- uh, Yakishio’s friend, I mean. She helped me design the layout.”


    “I-I see. Well, but I’m glad that it’s printed so beautifully.”


    “That was by my friend and Prez as well. Isn’t that amazing?”


    Komari tilted her head.


    “...W-What about the decorations in the classroom?”


    “Those are Tsukinoki-senpai’s ideas. Yanami and Yakishio gathered everyone around.”


    “C-Can you at least do something p-praiseworthy?”


    Komari raised her head. Her eyes glared at me between her hair.


    “Eh, what’s wrong? Do you want to praise me? Sure, don’t hold back. Praise me as much as you want.”


    “...G-Go die.”


    She’s not praising me.


    This corner of the west school building fell silent. We looked around the classroom quietly.


    “Yanami-san has some time afternoon. She will replace me.”


    Komari nodded slightly.


    “T-The senpais will be here too after the a-assembly.”


    “I see.”


    …Our conversation ended quickly. However, this silence isn’t that suffocating.


    I thought about that. Then, some noises can be heard from the speaker on the wall.


    “Good morning, everyone. This is the student council of Tsuwabuki High School.


    This mature voice…must be the council’s president.


    I looked at the speaker subconsciously. This must be a human instinct.


    Has everyone completed their preparations? A lot of guests will be here today. ‘Independence with rely’ is our motto. All students should be aware that they represent Tsuwabuki High School. Please don’t embarrass yourself and others.”


    Honestly, I’m a bit relieved to hear such a serious speech.


    I thought our student council was filled with weird people, but Prez was amazing. She’s very earnest.


    Even though I felt something was wrong with her when we first met, she’s still the student council president, after all-


    “Did I sound a bit arrogant? I still felt like the first option was better.”


    “It’s fine. …No one’s going to listen, anyway…”


    “Prez, the mic is still on! Please continue- meow!”


    Noise can be heard from the other side of the mic. Then, Prez’s voice came up again as if nothing had happened.


    “Well, the 98th Tsuwabuki Fest starts now!”


    After a moment, cheers and claps can be heard from afar.


    Komari and I exchanged looks. We started clapping as a polite gesture as well.


    
 

    With that, our Tsuwabuki Fest has begun.


    *


    Fifteen minutes after the opening.


    No one showed up aside from students carrying stuff over the corridor.


    I don’t know whether she’s getting restless. Komari lowered her head and kept scratching her fingernails.


    The empty classroom adds to the loneliness. It feels exceptionally spacious now.


    Baskets with desserts and stamp desks are placed next to the 4 exhibits.


    There are club magazines piled up near the entrance. I don’t know if anyone wants them.


    Also, who put Dazai and Mishima’s posters there…?


    “The west school building is at the periphery. I don’t think anyone will be coming right at the start.”


    “I-I see.”


    “So, please relax. Since we’re handing out cookies to preschool kids, the stamp cards need to…”


    A boy around 5 years old appeared at the classroom door and stared at us while I searched my pocket.


    With a smile that I had practiced yesterday, I took out a stamp card.


    “Hello, free desserts after collecting all of the stamps in here. Do you want to try it out?”


    The boy dashed into the classroom after getting the card. A woman who looked like his mother nodded gently before following him.


    They probably spent less than 3 minutes here. Guest no.1 carefully hugged the cookies before running out again.


    Komari waved at that boy. I handed her the stamp card.


    “Komari, take the stickers and card together.”


    “S-Stickers?”


    “Stick one on the card after they have received the desserts. We won’t forget who has gotten them already this way.”


    Komari frowned after getting the stickers.


    “W-Why is it Pokemon?”


    “Yakishio said kids like Pokemon.”


    “I love it, so it must be popular.” That’s what she said. I guess it’s true.


    Well, we have 2 guests already. I tallied on the notebook.


    Guests showed up from time to time afterward. Two full tallies have been completed in no time.


    “T-The child just then r-read the article about picture books.”


    “He bought an egg cupcake too.”


    I started throwing this 100-yen coin up for fun. The silver coin is shining under the LED lights-


    “W-What are you doing? You couldn’t even catch it. Don’t tell me you lost it too.”


    “No worries. I think it’s here somewhere.”


    A few minutes later, I took a 100-yen coin out of my wallet before asking her something I had been thinking about for a while.


    “Komari, you’re good at handling customers. I thought you were bad at it.”


    “C-Children are fine.”


    Komari got my 100-yen coin and put it into the portable coin box.


    “I have a little sister in second-year middle school, so I guess I can deal with children as well.”


    “I-Isn’t she just a little younger than you?”


    “She still looks like 5 in my eyes. My little sister.”


    …The stream of guests seems to have ended early.


    I was chilling dazedly. Then, a tall girl stood before the classroom’s entrance.


    “An event mixing literature and food? How interesting.”


    -The student council president, Hibari Hokobaru.


    She entered the classroom with her long swaying hair.


    “Excuse me. Can I take a look?”


    “Oh, sure. Are you here to review us?”


    “You’re realistic. It’s fine for you to think so.”


    Prez chuckled.


    Eh, come to think of it, Prez is in her uniform. I heard that she was supposed to dress up. Did she give up?


    “...Excellent exhibition.”


    Prez crossed her arms as she watched. She mumbled to herself.


    “I want to finish all of them if I have time. Unfortunately, my schedule is full. Well, I’ll buy one of these.”


    Prez grabbed a bag of cookies.


    “Ah, sure, that will be 100 yen.”


    I collected the money as I started observing Prez.


    “Is there something on my face?”


    “Ah, no. Well, I thought the student council was very strict with the Literature Club. …It doesn’t seem to be the case now. I’m slightly surprised.”


    “...Didn’t you know?”


    Prez’s mood suddenly changed. Komari had been suppressing her presence. She started backing up in fear.


    “There were several disputes with the Literature Club in the past. If it happens again-”


    Prez stared at me with cold eyes.


    “We’ll be disbanded, …right?”


    Gulp. I couldn’t help but do that.


    Prez frowned as she was about to nod.


    “Disbandment- is a bit much, right? Temporary disbandment, how about that?”


    “Eh, what’s temporary disbandment?”


    “I still haven’t figured out the details. I guess you’ll be out once you are temporarily disbanded thrice. Not sure.”


    …This girl feels very useless too.


    I hesitated to answer her. Then, a maid with cat ears suddenly barged into the classroom.


    “Prez! Your schedule is stacked, meow! Please move to the next one…!?”


    Did she finally notice I’m here as well? Teiara-san quickly blushed.


    “W-W-What are you doing here!? Meow!”


    “Uh, this is the venue of the Literature Club.”


    “Ah, …really? Meow.”


    Yes, really.


    Teiara-san looked around with a serious look. She then took Prez’s hand and walked outside.


    “If you’ll excuse us, meow. Prez, the next one is the Astronomy Club, meow.”


    “Fine, fine. Well, we’ll be leaving.”


    Their conversation can be heard from the corridor as they make their departure.


    “By the way, Prez, when are you planning to change into your costume? Meow.”


    “Me? No, I’m not doing that.”


    “Meow!? But Shikiya-senpai said Prez will be dressing up as a prince, meow!?”


    …Even though I don’t know what is up with them, it looks like Teiara-san is used to saying “meow” every time. Congratulations.


    Come to think of it, Shikiya-san isn’t here. I hope she didn’t run out of strength and collapse somewhere-


    “Great…exhibtion…”


    When did she come here? The nurse Shikiya-san slowly appeared from the shadows.


    Komari moaned and ran away.


    “Have you been staying there? Prez is already gone, you know?”


    Shikiya-san slowly took out a 100-yen coin.


    “Please give me the…best…and the cutest one.”


    Uh, does she want desserts? A cute one, too.


    I handed her a cupcake. Shikiya-san nodded.


    “Very adorable. …Excellent…”


    “Glad you like it. Well, the exit is over there.”


    But she’s not leaving. Instead, she’s standing there and wobbling.


    Senpai’s nurse outfit is still exposing her chest a lot. I don’t know where to look.


    However, …I guess it can’t be helped if they enter my sight-


    “Right, Prez is in her uniform. She’s not dressing up.”


    Shikiya-san’s lips flinched. Her face remained emotionless.


    “Teiara-chan…is cute and easy…”


    Shikiya-san left tremblingly after saying that.


    …Well, it’s time to come out.


    I searched for Komari. She’s playing with a baguenaudier in the corner of the room.


    “Aren’t you used to Shikiya-senpai already?”


    “B-But that was t-too sudden.”


    Komari looked up. There are tears in her eyes.


    “A-Are the scary people gone…?”


    “Yes, relax. Everyone has left already.”


    I guess. I’m actually a little scared as well, but let’s keep this a secret.


    By the way, Prez also said something interesting. What did the Literature Club do in the past…?


    Well, whatever. It was definitely Tsukinoki-senpai’s fault, anyway.


    I concluded before quickly throwing it to the corner of my mind.


    *


    It’s been an hour after the opening. More and more students came to visit us.


    I caught a break to sneak out and buy drinks after counting 5 tallies.


    “I wonder if Komari likes iced tea or not.”


    After returning, I saw the same-age duo Amanatsu-sensei and Konuki-sensei browsing the exhibitions.


    “Oh, Nukumizu? This cherry cake is delicious.”


    “Sensei, that will be 100 yen.”


    “The first thing you ask is money? Here, miser.”


    Don’t say that to me when you’re trying to get free food, sensei.


    “Komari, I bought drinks. Is tea okay?”


    Komari dashed over. She reached her hand out silently.


    Yet her fingers went past the plastic bottle I handed her. Instead, she just pinched my jacket.


    “What’s wrong? Did Amanatsu-sensei bully you?”


    “Y-Yes, s-she talked to me.”


    “What a disaster.”


    No wonder Komari is scared. Amanatsu-sensei should reflect on herself.


    “...Konuki-chan, they seem to be pretty mean to me.”


    “...Konami, a teacher’s responsibility is to add to students’ romance. Many things that grow in the garden were never sown there in the first place.”


    A teacher’s responsibility is to educate people.


    Oh, Amanatsu-sensei is waving at me. She wants me to come over.


    After confirming Komari was gulping the tea, I came next to sensei.


    “Can I ask what’s wrong?”


    “Nukumizu, this peanut is tasty as well. Did you make it?”


    “Nope, my little sister did. One hundred yen, please.”


    “Right, your little sister made the inari sushi from yesterday, too, right…?”


    Amanatsu-sensei handed over the money as she turned around.


    “Nukumizu, do you have an older brother who’s like your little sister?”


    “Eh, are you referring to me?”


    “No, not you. If possible, I hope he’s a man around 30 years old with a stable job.”


    I don’t. What are you going to do even if I have one?


    “I’m not going to hope at this point. If even the cat I’ve just gotten doesn’t like me too…”


    “Well, I’ll pay attention to any elite people during the next relatives gathering.”


    Did Amanatsu-sensei get a cat…? I hope she doesn’t miss her marriage.


    Konuki-sensei clapped and put her hands before her chest. She chuckled and joined the conversation.


    “Glad to hear that. If there’s someone who suits Konami, I want to taste- no, meet him.”


    “I’ll never let Konuki-chan meet him. The wedding, as well. You can participate online.”


    “What if it’s over frosted glass?”


    “Barely acceptable.”


    What are these two doing here?


    This is very bad for children. Can you two please head out…?


    *


    I’ve acquired much experience with reception near noon.


    Handing kids their stamp cards with a smile and looking for an opportunity to give them desserts.


    Greeting a guest if they are interested in the club magazine-


    “...I guess I can talk to people who aren’t my age quite well.”


    The technique is to repeat your lines robotically and avoid eye contact upon seeing a middle or high school student.


    There are 3 Tsuwabuki students in the classroom right now. I’m already ignoring them.


    Komari is dazing out with stamp cards in her hand. She suddenly yanked my sleeve worriedly.


    “S-Something is coming…”


    Yanami entered the classroom in her white kimono.


    I’ve seen her costume before. However, she has an extra headband since she has to get on stage for real today.


    There are two springs extended from there. Each has a soul-shaped cardboard wobbling at the front.


    …This headband is used for cosplaying aliens, right?


    “How are things going? Oh, we have a bunch of guests.”


    Yanami sat on the chair next to the wall. She took out a mitarashi dango from the pocket hanging on her arm. [TL: It’s a type of sweet rice dumpling skewered onto bamboo sticks.]


    “Look, it’s from Yakumo Dango. I didn’t expect to find this in the school festival.”


    “That’s nice, but what are those things on your head?”


    “These are the souls Nukumizu-kun gave me, alright? Don’t I feel more like a ghost now?”


    “Is that how you use those…?”


    “I made the right decision to add souls. You know, I’m the most popular among the children. This is the first time since Shichi-Go-San-” [TL: Shichi-Go-San means “Seven-Five-Three”. It’s a festival where 3 years olds (boys and girls), 5 years old (boys), and 7 years old (girls) visit the shrine and pray for health on November 15. Many photography and dress companies look for girls since they are the most important in the festival.]


    Since Shichi-Go-San, …I should be nicer to Yanami starting tomorrow. [TL: In case you aren’t aware, this means Yanami hasn’t been popular ever since she passed 7 years old.]


    “Is that why your clothes are so dirty?”


    She must have been in close contact with the children, right? Yanami’s white kimono is stained, …I guess?


    “...These are chocolate, right?”


    “For some reason, kids who look for me always have their hands stained with chocolate. Either that or they have bits of snacks on their lips. I keep getting half-finished snacks from them.”


    I don’t really get it, but I seem to understand.


    “But children who go to Karen-chan always have flowers and clover leaves in their hands. How come we are so different?”


    “Yeah, …I wonder why.”


    Kids are honest and cruel, man.


    “I should take a break before the next show. Sit down, too, Nukumizu-kun.”


    I sat next to Yanami and observed her.


    Yanami is enjoying the dango. Her appetite seems to be great, as usual.


    “What’s wrong? Does Nukumizu-kun want some as well?”


    “Ah, no, I just think Yanami-san’s eating tons as usual.”


    “Eh, what does that mean? Are you dissing me?”


    Yanami gave me a dissatisfied look.


    “That’s not it. Himemiya-san was worried about you a few days ago. She said Yanami-san lacks appetite.”


    “Oh, that’s probably because I’ve been trying to lose weight. I paid attention to my meals.”


    She said that as she ate a dango in one bite.


    “Lose weight…?”


    This seems to be different than losing weight in my mind.


    “Nukumizu-kun, losing weight doesn’t mean not eating anything blindly. Some say that even if you consume the same amount of calories daily, you can still lose weight by compensating with less food but more meals.”


    Yanami took out a second dango.


    “In other words, I’m losing weight right now.”


    “Aren’t you supposed to eat less…? You can’t just have more meals.”


    “I’m already trying not to add extra rice when eating. I don’t even ask for extra noodles when eating ramen, too, you know? The effect is slowly appearing.”


    Yanami looked around the classroom. There is still dango sauce on her lips.


    “There are not as many people now. I’ll watch for a bit. You two should go rest.”


    Thank you very much. I gave a heads-up to Komari and planned to leave the classroom.


    “...Wait, Nukumizu-kun, where are you going on your own?”


    “Uh, I want to rest in the club room.”


    “Won’t you get worried about leaving Komari-chan alone? Nukumizu-kun, you have to be with her, okay?”


    “Eh, me?”


    But Komari doesn’t want to hang out with me at the festival, right? Also, there’s the possibility that Komari will be hanging out with someone, …I think that’s impossible.


    Yanami yelled at Komari, who was looking at her phone.


    “Komari-chan, where are you going next?”


    “Eh? R-Reading in the club room.”


    “Ah, …Komari too?”


    Now you understand? Socially awkward people like us don’t have a spot in the grandeur stage that is the school festival. We are already using all our strength to breathe in a desolate corner at the west school building.


    During this time, Yanami raised her dango and stood up.


    “You two are banned from entering the club room today! Please enjoy Tsuwabuki Fest!”


    “But the book I haven’t finished is still in the club room.”


    “I’ll burn that book later. Forget about it.”


    Eh, …this is tyranny.


    Komari couldn’t seem to follow our conversation. She freaked out and looked at Yanami and me repeatedly.


    “W-Well, what should I do then…?”


    “Komari-chan, follow Nukumizu-kun and take a look around Tsuwabuki Fest. Despite everything, he’s still a guy, after all.”


    “Eh? B-But I don’t want to go that much…”


    “All Literature Club girls require at least one boy to look after them.”


    Yanami took out the third dango and winked at me.


    “So, Nukumizu-kun, you’ll be Komari-chan’s knight today.”


    *


    The boulevard that extends from the east gate is filled with stalls.


    Here is packed full of Tsuwabuki students and incoming guests. Komari and I avoided the crowd until we reached the end of the boulevard.


    “...Uh, we are at the end.”


    “R-Really? W-Well, I’ll go back to the classroom.”


    Komari hid behind me. She buried her face into the brochure, unwilling to raise her head. Indeed, she’s still poorly equipped to deal with crowds.


    I can barely face them, either. I don’t know what to do. However, going back like this guarantees a lecture from Yanami, right…?


    “Let’s get lunch on our way back. What does Komari want?”


    “W-Well, …I-I want udon.”


    The choice is utterly depraved of festivity. Amazing, Komari.


    I looked at the menu from afar while waiting in line before the udon shop opened by the Karate Club.


    The menu has white belt, brown belt, and black belt udon. By the way, is there not a normal menu…?


    “Limited. Bull-Chopping Udon. There is even something like that. What do you think, Komari?” [TL: The bull-chopping refers to the rumor about the famous karate master Masutatsu Oyama killing a bull with his bare hands.]


    “It’s definitely an l-landmine i-if they can’t sell it, e-even though it’s limited.”


    This girl is sharp. So, Komari and I decided on the medium-priced brown belt udon.


    “Right, Komari, you have enough money, right?”


    Komari smiled gently.


    “I-I got pocket money because of Tsuwabuki Fest.”


    Upon receiving the bowl, we realize that the so-called brown belt udon is actually oily fried tofu udon.


    The scent of the bonito soup has absorbed the heat from the udon. The noodles seem to be kneaded by the club members themselves as well. This is pretty good.


    If that’s the case, I wonder what the other items on the menu are. If white belt means plain udon, what does black belt udon mean? Come to think of it, I think I have seen someone pouring an entire bottle of spices into the bowl. Is that the so-called Bull-Chopping Udon…?


    I slurped the udon as I thought about that. Then, Komari put down her chopsticks.


    “H-Hey, Nukumizu.”


    “Hmm? What’s wrong?”


    “I-In the classroom. Someone said, ‘I-I want to look at the exhibits. Can I take photos?’ to me.”


    Komari’s lips curled up joyfully.


    “Really? Glad to hear that.”


    “Y-Yes.”


    Komari tried sipping some udon soup. She quietly mumbled, “Hot.”


    …I picked up some noodles as I watched the crowd.


    There aren’t just Tsuwabuki students. A lot of locals from Toyohashi are here too.


    They are either residents who have brought their families or students from other schools. It feels refreshing to see them mixing in with people from our school.


    Compared to this bustling boulevard, only a few people have visited the Literature Club. Even so, Komari still made an exhibition that belonged to her and had acquired acknowledgment from some people.


    Yesterday, Yanami said that was Komari’s love letter.


    Even though it’s clumsy and indirect, those are Komari’s most sincere feelings-


    “Where are we going next?”


    I said that to stop myself from thinking about it.


    I suddenly felt it was rude for me to get involved with Komari’s feelings like this.


    “I-I don’t really mind. Whatever you like, Nukumizu.”


    Komari pinched some noodles to cool them down as she answered. She doesn’t seem interested.


    Let’s go check out Asagumo-san’s Class F, then. I think they have a temple fair.


    Also, she has provided us with much-needed assistance during the Literature Club’s preparation. We should say hi to her.


    I picked up a thin piece of fish cake. From the lights, I can see a local couple flirting as they go past us.


    …They can’t be helped. I shook my head helplessly.


    Even though it’s the school festival, this is supposed to be a regular class written in the schedule. In other words, going on a date and flirting in the festival is like letting a girl sit on your lap during lessons.


    “W-What’s wrong? Y-You look so serious.”


    “Ahh, I’m thinking about the proper image of a high school student.”


    …Wait, hold on. Komari and I are eating on the same bench. Won’t people who have no idea what’s going on think we are on a school festival date?


    Even though she’s indeed a girl, in a sense, she seems more like a little sister. I really want to avoid unnecessary misunderstandings…


    “Komari, I have an idea.”


    “W-What’s up?”


    “Can you try calling me onii-chan?”


    Pfft. Komari choked. She’s coughing non-stop.


    “Uwah, what’s wrong, Komari? Are you okay?”


    “Y-You- have you finally gone crazy…?”


    “Wait, I didn’t mean anything weird with that. Listen to me.”


    “A-Alright. Y-You can die after making your excuse.”


    I quickly pulled out some paper tissues, yet Komari robbed the package away as well.


    “What I mean is that people may misunderstand us sitting together and eating like this.


    “M-Misunderstand…?”


    “Yes. People who don’t know what’s happening may think we’re on a school festival date-”


    Pfft. Komari choked again.


    “Are you okay? Go to the hospital if you have a sore throat.”


    “...I-It’s all because of you.”


    My my, it’s not a good habit to blame everything on others.


    Whatever, no one thinks a girl is on a date when she’s choking on udon, anyway.


    I chugged the udon soup at once. The spices at the bottom made me gag and cough brutally.


    *


    1F’s classroom is located on 3/F of the new building. After passing through the warm curtains, I see this place is packed with people.


    The classroom is filled with minigames like hoops and superballs. Students in Chinese jackets are tending the shop.


    Komari and I are being swallowed by this atmosphere. Then, a short girl in a Chinese jacket dashed toward us.


    “Nukumizu-san, you’re here!”


    It’s Asagumo-san. She turned around in front of me before I could even greet her back.


    “How is it? I made Chinese jackets for the class. Please take one too if Nukumizu-san likes it.”


    What’s the point of me taking a Chinese jacket from another class?


    “No, thanks. Uh, well, this is Komari. We are in the same club.


    However, Komari wasn’t behind me anymore when I turned around. Instead, she’s staring at the superballs floating on the water in the inflatable pool.


    “Hey, Komari, this is Asagumo-san. She helped us finish our exhibition.”


    “Eh? W-Well…”


    Komari freaked out and stood up. Asagumo-san quickly approached her.


    “Are you Komari-san? I really like your exhibition draft.”


    “Eh, w-well. The same goes for me. T-Thanks for helping me.”


    Komari mumbled. Asagumo-san held her hand tightly.


    “No worries. Moreover, your draft is fascinating. Associating relationships between men with sexual intercourse has left a deep impression. In other words, Komari-san is a fujoshi!”


    “Wha!?”


    Komari couldn’t resist the urge to run away. However, Asagumo-san isn’t planning to let go of her hand.


    “I’ve never had a fujoshi friend before. That’s why I’m really interested in this! Please give me some much-needed guidance in BL from now on!”


    Asagumo-san approached Komari with her sparking, squirrel-like eyes.


    “W…Well…”


    Shit, Komari’s about to faint.


    “That’s enough, Asagumo-san. Komari isn’t good at dealing with such intense attacks.”


    “Ara, I’m terribly sorry about that. Please take a seat here, Komari-san.”


    Asagumo-san led us to the shooting range.


    The range is built with cardboard boxes. The prizes are snacks and plush toys.


    She let Komari sit on the chair nearby. After that, she put a turban on her forehead.


    “Welcome! Nukumizu-san, why don’t you try a few shots?”


    Eh, are we getting solicited…?


    “Uh, well, I’ll try once. Is this where I pick the guns?”


    There’s a bunch of rubber guns made from wooden chopsticks on the table.


    I grabbed the largest gun. Asagumo-san chuckled and gave me a thumbs-up.


    “You have great taste, my guest. This was designed by me specifically. You can even shoot through an aluminum can with that.”


    That’s already a weapon.


    “Why did you make something like this? I can listen to your trouble.”


    “I was too invested with modifications. This is the result. Also, the prizes will break if you hit them directly. That’s why I recommend using wind pressure to blow over the prizes.”


    Uh, …I picked something annoying.


    I aimed at the pack of cigarette candy on the stand. By the way, I should avoid a direct hit, right?


    I shot right next to the target. In the end, even the walls were tumbling behind. A bunch of prizes was thrown away under the intense wind pressure.


    “It’s a hit!”


    Asagumo-san clapped joyfully.


    …I should stop using this. People might get hurt.


    “Please continue, Nukumizu-san. You still have two shots left.”


    Asagumo-san laughed as she handed me a mountain of prizes.


    Please stop. I don’t want to open fire anymore. I was thinking about a way to reject her. Then, Komari resurrected and poked my shoulder.


    “T-The senpais seem to be going to the Literature Club’s venue. They switched with Yanami. I-I should go back.”


    Thank god. Also, I think I got a text on my phone as well.


    “Asagumo-san, it’s time for us to leave since we got a text. I’ll take one prize.”


    “Ara, that’s a shame. Please greet them for me.”


    I took the cigarette candy pack from the pile of prizes and chased after Komari, who had already left the classroom.


    “Don’t just leave on your own. I’ll go too if Prez is there.”


    I walked next to Komari and checked my phone. However, unexpectedly, the sender of the message is Yakishio.


    The Track and Field Club is now holding an event on the playground. So, she texted me an invitation.


    “Yakishio just texted me. What do you think? Should we go check her out?”


    “I-I got one too, b-but there are so many people outside…”


    Komari sighed exhaustedly.


    But I don’t think we should ignore Yakishio’s invitation…


    “Well, I’ll drop by alone. Komari can go back to the Literature Club’s venue first, hmm?”


    We bid farewell to each other. I went to the playground.


    Trivial matters like this seem to grow as I interact with people.


    “...This isn’t like me.”


    I couldn’t help but mumble to myself.


    However, recently, I think this isn’t so bad, after all.


    *


    Several clubs are putting up a show on the playground with the sports clubs as the lead.


    After some walking, I saw the Track and Field Club’s reception desk.


    The banner says, “Duel against the Mask of the Track and Field and win great prizes!”


    Mask of the Track and Field? I have a bad feeling about this…


    “You’re here, Nukkun. Are you alone?”


    I turned around upon hearing that voice. Yakishio stands there in her Track and Field Club uniform. The golden foil mask on her face reminds me of masquerade parties. What a wild combination.


    “What’s with your outfit, Yakishio?”


    “Right, I’m the Mask of the Track and Field now. Also, here’s the challenge menu.”


    Yakishio handed me a leaflet. The Track and Field Club members seem to be holding a 100-meter handicap race. You get prizes for winning.


    Hmm, high school boys don’t get handicaps when challenging the Mask of the Track and Field…?


    “There’s no way I can win this.”


    “You won’t know if you don’t try. Nukkun has longer legs- I guess we aren’t that different.”


    How should I put it? I feel a little sad after hearing that.


    “I’ll sit this one out. I’ll be in bed for 3 days if I run.”


    “-Well, can I challenge you then?”


    A voice interrupted us suddenly. Upon a closer look, he’s a guy in another school’s uniform.


    Yakishio looks shocked as well.


    “Eh, Takabo, you’re here too.”


    Yakishio turned around and looked at me.


    “Do you remember him? He’s Takahashi from Monozono Middle School Track and Field Club’s sprint team. That lazy demon.”


    Why would you think I know him?


    After that, Yakishio knocked Takabo’s chest.


    “It’s been a long time. Are you still doing track and field stuff?”


    “Yeah, I’ve been practicing properly too. I’m confident that I won’t lose to you in a 100-meter race.”


    “Nice! Well, are you challenging me then? There will be great prizes, you know?”


    Takabo nodded as he took off his jacket.


    “I’ll give up the prize. Can you go watch a movie with me if I win?”


    “A movie? With Takabo?”


    Eh, this means…


    The female audience screamed and cheered.


    Yakishio’s eyes bulged. She then chuckled and answered gently.


    “Hmm, sure!”


    …Yakishio- accepted.


    As tough as Yakishio is, her opponent is a guy in a Track and Field Club. Also, short sprints are…


    Am I about to witness the birth of a new love? My heart pounded as I watched. Yakishio started stretching.


    “Well, let’s go for a 1,500-meter race.”


    “Eh? It’s not 100 meters?”


    “Takabo will definitely be faster in a 100-meter race, right? Wouldn’t it be boring if we already knew who would win?”


    “But I-”


    “You tied your shoelaces, right? Done stretching? Alright, get ready!”


    No point in talking. The 1,500-meter race that decides the date started.


    …A few minutes later, I witnessed the end of one’s love.


    *


    I thought about that Takabo guy on my way back to the west building.


    “That’s guaranteed to leave psychological trauma, right…?”


    Yakishio dashed through the finish line half a lap before he did. I wonder how he felt during that last lap…


    Well, I guess that happens when you suddenly go for a public confession.


    Hmm, in the end, it’s Takabo's fault. Even though we have something called “school festival magic”, magic needs time to prepare.


    At this time, cheers can be heard from the corridor’s window. Upon a glance, some people are standing out in the courtyard.


    It’s Yanami in her white kimono and her dressed-up classmates.


    Class 1C’s Street Halloween. Their little shows seem to have started already.


    While I can’t hear the lines here, the story's protagonists seem to be Yanami’s ghost and that Nishikawa guy in our class playing Okita Souji.


    Yanami will nag me if I don’t watch them.


    I put my elbows on the window and started watching Yanami’s drama.


    -It seems to be a story about a ghost and a human loving each other, yet ultimately unable to stay together.


    Yanami held her tears in as she tried to leave. Nishikawa grabbed her hand and pulled her to him.


    Finally, Nishikawa hugged Yanami as she passed away.


    …How can a ghost die again?


    “The script is bad.”


    For some reason, I mumbled frustratedly. After that, I made my way to the Literature Club’s venue.


    I can see the classroom. At the same time, I saw Tsukinoki-senpai waving at me.


    “Oh, Nukumizu-kun, we’re waiting for you! Come help us!”


    Upon entering the room, I realized it was totally different than the start. There are many customers inside now.


    Prez is distributing desserts to children who have gathered around him. As for Komari, she’s coming back and forth with stamp cards in her hands.


    After seeing me, Komari sighed in relief and approached me.


    “T-Too late. C-Come help.”


    “It can’t be helped. A lot had happened. I just saw someone’s crush getting crushed and a ghost dying twice in a row.”


    “A-Anyway, get to work. A lot of guests are still waiting for desserts.”


    A line of guests with desserts in their hands was already in line before Komari even pushed me over. This amount of people takes a heavy toll on Komari since she burns a lot of energy from talking to strangers alone.


    After I’m done dealing with the guests, Prez opens the lid of the portable coin box.


    “We did pretty well in the end. I think we have sold around 30.”


    “That’s pretty big. Did we solicit guests here?”


    “Ayano-kun helped hand out leaflets. Many elementary school students ran here for the desserts. Also, some guests wanted to take a break with their preschool children.”


    Prez looked forward. A child is eating desserts on his mother’s lap inside the tatami space.


    Next to them, a kid who’s barely able to walk is trying to stamp with his tiny hand. His limbs are flailing around. Komari promptly appeared and helped him.


    Then, it’s Tsukinoki-senpai. For some reason, she’s very popular among elementary schoolers.


    The young people are immersed in senpai’s exhibition lecture.


    “Don’t underestimate picture books, you guys. They are filled with friendship, care, and adventurous spirit. Even though I’ve already explored all possibilities, this isn’t a place I can intervene-”


    …Are we sure we want to let her keep up with that? I have to use violence to stop her when necessary.


    Prez talked to me when I was observing senpai.


    “Nukumizu, are you done touring Tsuwabuki Fest?”


    “I felt like I already toured through 3 years' worth of stuff. You too, Prez. Are you sure you don’t want to have fun with your girlfriend?”


    After that, Prez gazed at Tsukinoki-senpai gently.


    He put a coin into the box and opened a pack of peanuts.


    “Until now, the Literature Club never had large-scale events at Tsuwabuki Fest. I’m thrilled we can present such a brilliant exhibition with everyone. Thank you so much, Nukumizu. We would’ve had nothing if it was just Koto and me.”


    Prez patted my shoulder throbbingly.


    “...The person who worked the hardest is Komari, you know?”


    Komari’s ideas are poured into this 50,000-word exhibit, along with the person’s feelings when he receives such thoughts.


    All of these are shoved into this lively atmosphere and turned into a memory.


    Today is extraordinary.


    During this time, an elementary boy sneaked around the classroom with a leaflet in his hand. He seems to be observing the situation.


    Alright, let’s get to work.


    I smiled sincerely and waved at the boy.


    *


    After seeing a Tsuwabuki student couple leaving, only the senpais, Komari, and I are left in the classroom.


    It’s less than 10 minutes left from the closing time of 4 PM. The crowd in the west building slowly faded away.


    “Well, that’s all of the 40 desserts for sale. How about the ones used for distribution?”


    Tsukinoki-senpai turned around and closed the coin box.


    “We still have some cookies left. No guests will be coming anymore. I think that’s enough.”


    Around half of the club magazines were gone. Even though people who got it may not finish it, it’s delightful to hand these to them.


    The end of the festival is approaching.


    It feels weird. It’s a mixture of regret and comfort.


    Komari and Tsukinoki-senpai are having an intense discussion about the relationship between Soseki and his disciples. Why are they so worked up about a fictional short story…?


    It’s almost like we’re back to our leisure time in the club room.


    The speaker plays a soothing song.


    This is the song that plays in shops that are about to close. I checked the watch. We only have 5 minutes left.


    “It feels everything is over whenever I hear <Hotaru no Hikari>.”


    I mumbled to myself. Komari suddenly shot me suspecting gazes.


    “T-This is <Parting Waltz>.” [TL: Their melodies are pretty similar. Both are used on the same occasion.]


    “Eh? But we’ve sung this at graduation ceremonies, right? They have different names.”


    “T-That’s…”


    Tsukinoki-senpai joined our conversation when we were arguing about our fuzzy memories.


    “Whether it’s <Hotaru no Hikari> or <Parting Waltz>, both of them are based on Scottish folk songs. Think about it. The setup of each doujin is different based on their audience despite all being second creations.”


    I don’t think they are the same, but let’s leave it there.


    We fell silent subconsciously and listened to the music from the speaker.


    Including the prep work, this marks the end of the long Tsuwabuki Fest.


    Tsukinoki-senpai hugged Komari’s head.


    After that, Komari put her head on senpai’s shoulder.


    “...Thank you, everyone.”


    Prez’s mumbles broke the silence.


    “I’m not a very passionate president. I’ve always been causing everyone trouble.”


    Prez bowed at us deeply.


    “Thank you. Thank you…for putting up the best exhibition ever.”


    -Clap, clap, clap, clap.


    Tsukinoki-senpai started clapping.


    Komari and I followed soon.


    “...What’s wrong, Shintaro? Why did you turn away from us?”


    Tsukinoki-senpai loves tricking people. However, her smile today looks unprecedently mature.


    “Nothing. …It’s nothing.”


    
 

    Literature Club’s Tsuwabuki Fest Exhibition <Food and Reading>.


    Number of Attendees: 117. Dessert Sold: 40. Club Magazines Distributed: 14.


    
 

    Compared to popular clubs, this is a depressing result.


    This doesn’t mean the Literature Club will change either. It’s just a sense of self-satisfaction.


    I wanted to help Komari at the start. In the end, I’m already doing this for myself. That’s how it feels.


    
 

    The student council president’s calming voice can be heard from the speaker.


    
 

    “It’s 4 PM. I hereby announce this is the end of the 98th Tsuwabuki Fest!”


    *


    Tsukinoki-senpai and I are waiting for the car at the south gate of Tsuwabuki High School.


    Senpai’s parents are helping to move the borrowed tatamis. Prez and I helped with the loading.


    …Eh, speaking of Prez, where did he go?


    “Senpai, do you know where Prez is?”


    “I asked him to take my school bag from the venue. My wallet and phone are in there.”


    “Komari is still there as well. You could’ve asked her.”


    “It’s not good to ask your kouhai to run errands for you, right?”


    But a boyfriend is okay?


    I wanted to complain, but then I suddenly realized we wouldn’t have many interactions like this left.


    “...The senpais are retiring from the Literature Club. It feels kind of lonely.”


    I mumbled to myself as I watched the cars passing the road.


    “Ara, you’ll say things like this too? I thought you would say these two troublemakers were finally gone.”


    “Talking good is a lubricant in interpersonal relationships, after all.”


    “Oh, Nukumizu-kun. You’re getting smart-”


    Tsukinoki-senpai and I exchanged looks and smiled. We then stopped talking.


    While that conversation sounded like social manners, it just conveyed our loneliness.


    I broke this sudden silence forcefully.


    “Komari seems to be very stressed about being the next president.”


    “...I guess.”


    “The president's meeting is at next weekend, right? She has to introduce herself and talk about the activity report there. Even though she just has to read from the script-”


    However, it’s not so easy for Komari.


    “Just for a little while. Can you continue to support her?”


    “...If only I can.”


    The mood feels forlorn. However, a smile appeared on Tsukinoki-senpai’s face.


    “But that’s already Nukumizu-kun’s mission. I don’t mean anything love-related. No matter how worried I am, only you can continue staying with her. The time has come.”


    The senpais’ high school life is coming to an end.


    They are seeing different places and treading on a different path than us.


    “I feel like I don’t truly know Komari.”


    “Really? I think Komari-chan still relies on Nukumizu-kun a lot, right? That’s why I want you to become the vice president and support Komari-chan in my place.”


    “But I’m…still different from you two.”


    -I’m saying discouraging things now.


    It’s not for anyone else. She’s the only person who can hear these pathetic words.


    “It’s the same during Tsuwabuki Fest as well. That girl put everything on her shoulders. Only Tsukinoki-senpai and that other person can approach the place that matters to her the most and is locked off from anyone else.”


    I turned around and looked at the school.


    Prez is going to the empty classroom on the second floor of the west building, the venue of the Literature Club.


    He’s alone with Komari in the same classroom.


    “...Prez is getting late. Should I go back to the classroom too?”


    Upon hearing that, Tsukinoki-senpai showed a mocking smile.


    “Nukumizu-kun, you actually want to talk about Shintaro and Komari-chan, right?”


    “Ah, no, but…”


    I stuttered.


    “If we are here, it means the two of them are in the classroom, okay?”


    Tsukinoki-senpai remained silent.


    Feeling awkward, I reached my hand into my pocket. I touched a small box.


    It’s the cigarette candies I got from the shooting range. I took out one and put it in my mouth before handing the box to Tsukinoki-senpai.


    “Senpai, do you want one?”


    “Sure.”


    Tsukinoki-senpai smiled and took out one from the box.


    “-You know, I’m actually a bad woman who only looks calm on the surface.”


    “Oh.”


    Tsukinoki-senpai pinched the candy between her fingers. She put it between her lips as if she was really smoking.
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    “I already knew Komari-chan liked Shintaro before she even confessed. ‘But that girl wouldn’t do anything, right?’ ‘She would let it end as a sweet and sour memory, right?’ That was what I thought at the time.”


    Senpai shrugged jokingly.


    “Don’t get the wrong idea. I love Komari-chan the most. However, I must have underestimated that girl. As a woman, I’m closer to Shintaro. I thought that I wouldn’t lose.”


    “Well, …then that happened in the end.”


    Senpai gazed at my face behind her glasses.


    “During the night of the trip, if Komari-chan didn’t muster her courage, if Shintaro and I continued misunderstanding each other, the result afterward would’ve probably been different.”


    “That’s…”


    I couldn’t finish my sentence.


    -Senpai thinks she should be the one to protect Komari. She thought Komari was a sensitive girl.


    In a sense, she’s right. However, this cute kouhai seems a little stronger than the senpai thought.


    “...In the end, I managed to find my way toward happiness by stepping on Komari-chan.”


    “So, that’s why you purposefully let those two have some time to be alone?”


    Guilt is still lingering in Tsukinoki-senpai’s heart.


    I more or less understand that. It’s like what senpai said. Interpersonal relationships are constantly changing. Losing a hoof nail at the start may mean giving up an entire country in the end.


    Sometimes, your eternal feelings may not be rewarded, either. I’ve been witnessing scenes like that everywhere recently.


    “...He’ll get taken by someone one day if you keep causing trouble.”


    I reminded her. Senpai answered with her usual confident smile.


    “I’ll force him to fall for me again if that happens. I’m 18 years old, after all.”


    Tsukinoki-senpai chewed the cigarette candy between her fingers.


    Senpai laughed for a while. Then, she suddenly looked anxious and glanced at the school building.


    “...But they are indeed a bit late.”


    “I thought you allowed them.”


    “There’s a limit on everything, right?”


    Eh, …this person is quite selfish, even though I knew that already.


    “I’ll call Prez and ask him, okay?”


    “Probably not. I don’t want him to feel like I’m suspecting him. So…”


    Senpai promptly put her hand on my shoulder.


    “Nukumizu-kun, can you secretly go check up on them?”


    …This person is so selfish.


    *


    Evening, west building.


    The slanted sunlight pierced through the window and stained the corridor yellow.


    All rooms seem to have finished removing items related to Tsuwabuki Fest. There’s no one around.


    We’ve almost finished cleaning the classroom the Literature Club used as the venue. The only thing left is taking off the exhibits on the wall.


    I arrived and looked into the classroom. Only Komari remains. Prez seems to be gone. I don’t know whether I missed him or not.


    I wanted to leave, but I stopped upon seeing Komari’s face.


    Komari is gazing at the exhibits on the wall alone in the evening classroom.
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    After a while, Komari finally decided to walk over. She made up her mind and reached her hand out.


    She still couldn’t reach it even after straightening her body. Komari stood on tiptoes, yet her fingertips only slit across thin air.


    I entered the classroom and reached my hand over Komari’s head.


    “N-Nukumizu…!”


    “Komari, we can take this down, right?”


    Komari nodded gently. I paid attention to not breaking it as I peeled off the paper and put it before us.


    “Even I think it’s pretty well-made. It’s too much of a shame to throw it away.”


    “D-Did you even do anything?”


    Komari complained as she turned around and observed the classroom under the sunset.


    Influenced by her, I also turned around. The empty tables extend to the other side of the classroom.


    “...I-It’s all over.”


    Komari muttered.


    I wanted to say something, yet nothing came out of my lips. I could only maintain the silence.


    If Prez’s here, perhaps he can say something that suits the mood.


    At times like this, that person will show a slightly troubled expression and search for words that are considerate of her feelings.


    “Right, did Prez not come? He should be taking Tsukinoki-senpai’s school bag here.”


    “H-He did and left already.”


    I still missed him, after all. I tidily put the peeled papers on the table to avoid creases before glancing at the clock.


    “It’s time for me to go back. I have to help move the tatami.”


    Komari didn’t answer. She just stares at the stacked papers.


    I feel like I can’t excuse myself from this place.


    “Did you talk to Prez?”


    …Why am I asking this?


    My heart grew turbulent. Komari looked at me in surprise.


    The silence is awkward. I quickly pieced my words together as if I was making an excuse.


    “Uh, well, it’s because you don’t have many opportunities left to talk to Prez, right? So, you…”


    Komari sighed and nodded.


    “I-I thanked him properly.”


    “I-I see. He has looked after me a lot as well. I have to express my gratitude to the senpais again afterward properly.”


    “N-Nukumizu only joined the Literature Club recently, right?”


    Hey, is this girl trying to put on airs with her experience?


    I crossed my arms chicly.


    “Actually, I’m your senpai on paper. I showed up on the first day of the visit period. It’s just that I didn’t realize I was already in the club after signing it.”


    “D-Don’t forget I was the one who dug you out of the grave, you ghost member.”


    “I didn’t know I was buried…”


    A suspicious girl suddenly talked to me during a lesson break in July. That girl was Komari.


    I feel like that happened very recently, yet it seemed so far ago.


    “Komari joined the club in April, right? Did anyone else come to visit?”


    “I-It was the last day of the visit when I went for the first time. I-I was the only one there.”


    Komari’s eyes squinted as she looked outside the window.


    The evening sky is growing darker and darker.


    Komari crossed her fingers and tightly clenched them together.


    “...I-I was really happy after j-joining the Literature Club. I-I really appreciated the senpais too.”


    Is she mumbling to herself, or does she want me to hear her out? She continues vaguely.


    “P-Prez really appreciated me as well. H-He said the Literature Club could only go so far because of me.”


    “...That’s great.”


    “Y-Yeah.”


    Three months before I was dug out of my grave.


    The time that Komari had spent with the senpais must have been peaceful and full of sunshine.


    I wonder about Komari’s view of the ripples caused by our participation afterward.


    However, it’s unavoidable that those two will disappear one day. If we didn’t show up-


    The image of Komari sitting alone in the club room came to my mind.


    “...T-The senpais are retiring too.”


    “Yeah, they probably won’t visit the club room frequently, right?”


    Komari slowly nodded in agreement.


    “A-After the new year, they probably won’t even come to school because of the exam. The moment they have decided their f-future…is when they graduate.”


    It will be November tomorrow.


    The second semester will be over after the final exam. I feel lonely whenever I think of how much time we have left.


    “S-Slowly, I will be seeing Prez less and less. A-As for the Prez in my heart, his image will get blurrier and blurrier. I-I don’t like that very much…”


    Her voice gradually disappeared. Komari lowered her head. Her bangs covered her eyes.


    -The days full of sunshine will eventually set. Her feelings for Prez will turn into a memory bit by bit.


    Komari must feel lonely, right?


    “...Isn’t that nice too?”


    I mumbled to myself.


    Komari frowned and glared at me.


    “W-What…is so nice about this?”


    “How should I put it? Even though I don’t like the saying that anything can be solved with time, I feel some things can only end over time.”


    “Hmph, even though you aren’t rejected at all.”


    Eh, …you can brag about being rejected as well?


    If that’s the case, I was denied by a girl who I haven’t fallen in with love yet. I’m not planning to confess to her, either.


    “I-I do understand what Nukumizu is trying to say. It’s just that-”


    Komari sat on the table.


    “H-Holding onto these feelings while I wait for it to be over is agonizing. I-I’m so glad that I told him how I felt slightly today.”


    …? What does that mean?


    Feeling lighter after displaying something she has been holding onto means…


    “Wait, did you confess again?”


    “Wha!? N-No way.”


    Glad to hear that. Prez didn’t reject the same girl twice. I sighed in relief.


    “I-I just asked whether there was a possibility of him liking me.”


    Komari fiddled with her fingers in a slightly awkward manner.


    “What does that mean?”


    “W-Would he fall in love with me if Tsukinoki-senpai wasn’t there? That’s what I asked.”


    Ha!? Is something wrong with this girl?


    However, I resisted my urge to question Komari and took a deep breath.


    “Then? How did Prez answer?”


    “...P-Prez is really kind, so-”


    After that, Komari smiled forlornly.


    This smile is Komari trying her best to act tough. The sunset during the evening overwhelmed her feelings.


    Whichever answer it might be, everything is already over.


    No matter how much consideration or comfort she got, no matter how this ending would be called.


    Prez’s kindness has slit a minuscule wound on Komari’s heart like a soft thorn-


    I sat silently on the table next to Komari. Komari whispered to herself.


    “W-Would it be different i-if I had never confessed?”


    Komari’s red hair is swaying under the sunset.


    I was attracted. I nodded vaguely.


    “...Maybe.”


    A different future. In that world, I wonder who will stay with Komari day and night and who will slowly grow distant from her.


    Komari pondered about it for a while. She slowly squeezed her words out.


    “I-Including Tsukinoki-senpai, I love the time the three of us have spent together. H-However, I-I felt I would be okay with all of these collapsing during the night of the trip. I-It’s because just l-leaving beautiful memories…isn’t something I want.


    Komari came off the table. She turned away from me with her hands behind her.


    Facing the disappearing sunset, Komari turned around and faced me.


    
 

    “-I’m so glad that I fell in love with Prez.”


    
 

    She carried a sincere smile. For some reason, I stopped breathing for a moment.


    “I see.”


    I finally squeezed that sentence out.


    Komari nodded embarrassedly.


    Suddenly, Komari seems to have realized something. She quickly started pulling the bottom of her uniform.


    “W-What am I saying to Nukumizu…?”


    “Well, I’m the best person you got if you want to talk to someone. I have few friends, after all.”


    I jumped down from the table and looked at my watch on purpose.


    “I totally forgot about senpai. I should leave.”


    “M-Me too…”


    I looked back at the classroom as we were about to leave. Komari followed soon. She slightly bowed before dashing through the corridor.


    I lowered my head to the classroom before walking shoulder-to-shoulder with Komari.


    Komari glanced at my face.


    “P-Prez and Tsukinoki-senpai left the Literature Club to me because they believed me. T-That’s why I want to answer their expectations.”


    “Tsuwabuki Fest only went so well thanks to Komari’s effort. I think you’ve already worked hard enough.”


    Komari shook her head.


    “T-This is thanks to everyone. I-I have to do that alone next time. Otherwise-”


    Komari exhaled deeply. She repeated.


    “Otherwise, I-I won’t be able to defend the Literature Club.”


    Her appreciation for the senpais and the responsibility for being asked to protect the club.


    It’s not bad that Komari wants to move forward, yet I feel a tinge of pain in my chest…


    “...Sure, do your best. But we’re with you as well. So, don’t push yourself too hard.”


    “T-Thank you, Nukumizu. B-But-”


    Komari said that sincerely. She smiled nonchalantly.


    “I’ll be fine.”


    Komari’s smile is so refreshing that it hurts.


    Until the end, I still don’t know how to answer her smile.

  


  
    Intermission: Older Brother and Little Sister


    Afternoon, Tsuwabuki High School.


    Belonging to Class 2-3 of Momozono High School, Asami Gonto, affectionately nicknamed Gon-chan, is peeking at the photos in the camera over her friend’s shoulders.


    What is displayed on the screen is her friend’s brother, Kazuhiko Nukumizu’s snapshots- or sneak shots.


    As for her friend, Kaju Nukumizu continued checking these photos joyfully.


    Gon-chan took a piece of her rainbow cotton candy and handed it to Kaju’s mouth.


    “That’s a beautiful shot. Anyway, Nuku-chan, I’m glad you can see your brother.”


    Nuku-chan, which is Kaju, ate the cotton candy handed by Gon-chan. She showed a satisfied smile.


    “I didn’t show my face. That’s how I got these natural shots of onii-sama. Look, Gon-chan. This is onii-sama choking over udon! This is a rare SSR shot!”


    “Oh, I see. That’s great.”


    Gon-chan said that as she took off the yellow part of the cotton candy.


    …Her friend Kaju is a brocon. At least, that’s how Gon-chan sees it.


    Of course, she has seen situations that surpass this limit. However, if “brocon” already exists in the world as such a convenient term, it’s better to classify Kaju in this category.


    “Well, that’s your main goal, right? Let’s decide where we’re going next.”


    Kaju didn’t answer. Instead, she kept staring at the photos on her camera.


    This is a high school girl in white clothes. She’s pointing her skewered dango at onii-sama.


    “...Hey, how does Gon-chan think about onii-sama and Yanami-san?”


    “The Yanami-san you’re talking about is this gorgeous girl in the photo. If that’s the case…”


    Ignoring her ghost costume, she seems to be a brilliant, cheerful, and popular girl.


    Gon-chan attempted to balance out friendship and reality in her mind as she thought of an answer. Kaju continued.


    “...Actually, Kaju is planning to confirm these two’s relationship today.”


    Kaju switched between photos on her camera.


    The next one is a petite girl with a small pigtail next to her head.


    She lowered her head. Her pupils undoubtedly arouse a boy’s desire to protect her.


    “However, after I came here, I witnessed Komari-san going on a savage attack. Onii-sama is very kind. That’s why he may be attracted by a protection-seeking girl. Also, there’s another one-”


    Kaju couldn’t keep her cool anymore. She frowned.


    “Basori-san from the student council was an absolute blind spot. Maid costume with cat ears. She’s hitting all of the correct places of onii-sama, including 2D and 3D. I can clearly tell from him saving 72 images of that alone.”


    She suddenly exposed her brother’s fetish.


    “Onii-sama will slowly cultivate their relationship after meeting someone sincerely considerate of him. …However, a maid with cat ears suddenly intrudes on the scene. This is absolutely not part of Kaju’s scenario. How about I just-”


    …How about what?


    Gon-chan felt something was wrong. She tore off the red part of the cotton candy and shoved it into Kaju’s mouth.


    As for Kaju, she swallowed a mouthful of cotton candy with intense emotions.


    Gon-chan attempted to change the topic by putting the brochure in front of Kaju.


    “Nuku-chan. Forget about that. Let’s check out the Judo Club. They are doing cross-dressing competitions for all years.”


    “...Even though Kaju doesn’t mind, I don’t expect Gon-chan to like this. That’s a surprise.”


    “A man’s body is more attractive the bigger it is, right?”


    “More attractive the bigger it is…?”


    Kaju is confused, yet she nods at her friend gently.


    “Gon-chan’s tastes are weird, but Kaju thinks it’s good as long as you’re happy.


    …Is she being honest, or does she just don’t want to ruin their friendship?


    Gon-chan judged in her heart before nodding with a smile.


    

  


  Chapter 4: Let's Talk About Accountability


  It’s been 3 days since Tsuwabuki Fest ended.


  The aftertaste of the festival has disappeared completely as well. You can get a subtle feel of winter after school.


  Right now, I’m facing Komari in the club room.


  “Well, Komari. Let’s try it from the start one more time, alright?”


  Komari nodded and started reading from the notes on her phone.


  “I-I-I! I-I’m the p-president of the Literature Club, …K-Komari!”


  She finally finished reading it. Komari wiped the sweat off her forehead and showed a cheerful smile.


  “I-I finally managed to s-say it properly!”


  Does this count as saying it properly…?


  I swallowed what I was about to say back down.


  In situations like this, accumulating small successful experiences is essential.


  “Yeah, I can feel that you’re getting better. I guess you’ll be fine at the president’s meeting this weekend, right?”


  I said that irresponsibly before sitting on a chair and opening my book.


  “B-But I-I’m still not c-confident enough to s-speak when others are l-looking.”


  Is she not satisfied? Komari mumbled quietly. I closed the book after shoving a bookmark in it.


  …Komari has been practicing her self-introduction for the president’s meeting this weekend.


  Unfortunately, this week is also the Literature Club’s turn for an activity report.


  “I can go in your place if you don’t want to.”


  “Y-You can’t!”


  Komari lowered her head. It’s like she was surprised by how loud her voice was.


  “I-I have to go, so…”


  Komari repeatedly quietly before dropping herself on the chair.


  …Objectively, Komari is extremely bad at talking to an unfamiliar person.


  Also, the presidents there will mostly be second-year students. I don’t think Komari can speak normally around a bunch of older, unfamiliar students.


  “Then, at least let me do the activity report.”


  “T-This will be meaningless if you do that.”


  We repeated the same conversation several times.


  Accepting the position equals preparing yourself to be on the stage, right? However-


  “The meeting will be in this weekend. It’s fine for me to go in your place for once, right?”


  With a stiff face, Komari attempted to retort. Then, at that moment, the club room’s door was slammed open.


  “-Stop fighting, you two. I’ve heard everything.”


  Yanami appeared. She sat on the chair after putting her school bag on the table.


  “Yanami-san, did you hear everything?”


  “Oh, sorry. I just said that because the mood felt like it. What were you two talking about?”


  Ah, sheesh, stop causing more trouble.


  I quickly explained what had happened.


  “Hmm, practice then.”


  Straightforward.


  “We are practicing. But social anxiety can’t be cured suddenly. That’s what I want to go-”


  “This is why I don’t like this part of you, Nukumizu-kun.”


  Yanami shrugged dumbfoundedly.


  “The new president is already trying so hard. Why are you saying that? Right, Komari-chan?”


  Komari repeatedly nodded as if she deeply understood.


  ‘F-Forgive him. N-Nukumizu is a man of t-this level, after all.”


  When did these girls get so close?


  Yanami leaned toward Komari.


  “Well, let’s practice in front of other people. We’ll train you until you’re used to it. How about Toyohashi Station in the evening?”


  You think this is Sparta or what?


  “I-If we can find a place that no one can see.”


  Komari rivaled Yanami by saying comparably utter nonsense as well. During this time, Yanami clapped her hands.


  “We have a day off tomorrow because of Tsuwabuki Fest, right? I have an idea. How about the three of us go out together?”


  “I-Idea…?”


  Komari grew cautious. She curled her back like a hamster.


  “Hmm, even though I haven’t figured out the details yet, leave it to me.”


  Yanami said that quickly and started humming. She’s on her phone now.


  Eh, …although I’m not really interested, I don’t think I can sit this one out.


  It’s a rare day off, after all. This is such a pain, but I guess it can’t be helped if it’s for the Literature Club.


  “Uh, if Komari looks so excited, then…”


  Ah, Komari is glaring at me with a very, very disgusted expression. She’s staring daggers at me.


  In other words, she doesn’t want to go, right? However, Yanami is very troublesome at times like this…


  “Oh, the weather will be nice too. Well, you two, make yourselves free tomorrow morning.”


  “Ah, sure. Got it.”


  I decided to obey her.


  …So, please stop glaring at me like this, Komari.


  *


  Herds of clouds can be seen in the blue sky upon raising your head.


  Yanami, Komari, and I utilized the day off for Tsuwabuki Fest. We’re at Toyohashi City Zoo and Botanical Park.


  According to Yanami’s “idea”, getting used to people means starting with animals. Her plan is for Komari to practice reading to animals first.


  After going around the zoo, we’re at the feeding area.


  A herd of sheep is stocking around. This place is filled with realism. I can really feel myself belonging in this place.


  The sheep leisurely ate the hay I handed over. Everything is so real.


  “Oh, Nukumizu-kun. The sheep like you.”


  Yanami kept her distance from the herd as she took photo after photo.


  “This is just because I’m feeding them. Look, that’s what we call being brutally loved by animals.”


  I pointed at Komari. Sheep are surrounding her.


  Also, there’s no way for her to break out of the encirclement.


  “Nukumizu-kun, aren’t you going to help her?”


  “These sheep are huge. I get nervous from watching them. Also, their pitch-black pupils are rectangular.”


  “Well, it’s a zoo, after all.”


  Yanami slowly approached a sheep and buried her hand into the fur.


  “Uwah, sheep fur feels warm.”


  “Hey, does this still count as practicing? I feel like we’re just here to have fun.”


  We were watching a family of elephants and red pandas standing up. No training was done at all.


  Ignoring my worries, Yanami chuckled refreshingly.


  “Komari-chan has been very nervous, right? Isn’t it nice to change the mood and go to another place?”


  “I think staying home is a better option for her.”


  “Being alone makes you overthink when troubled. Komari-chan is a sensitive girl like I do.”


  A sensitive girl. …Is she trying to make me diss her on purpose?


  The herd went to Komari’s side when I hesitated.


  “Komari-chan will be fine, right? The sheep won’t squeeze her into a corner, right?”


  “Komari said she wanted to touch cute little animals. That’s why we brought her to the feeding area. We shouldn’t bother her.”


  I snapped out of it. All of the sheep have gathered around Komari.


  Komari raised her hand and attempted to escape from the herd fighting over food.


  -This is a terrible reaction. The herd will only be more intense if you don’t feed them quickly.


  “Little animals. …Doesn’t Komari-chan want to touch things like rabbits and guinea pigs? There’s a feeding area for rabbits nearby.”


  Oh, there is? I looked at the map again. Indeed, the rabbit feeding area is right next to us.


  …I see. I messed up.


  After looking up from the map, Komari is about to be swallowed by the sea of fluffy sheep.


  This girl’s moans are as adorable as always. I thought about that as I promptly headed there to save Komari.


  *


  Komari’s mood didn’t improve even after I saved her from the herd of sheep.


  “Y-You cold-hearted guy. Y-You just left me to die there…


  “I can’t help it. Their dark eyes are rectangular, you know?”


  Also, I was the one who saved you in the end. You should appreciate me.


  Well, but today is a reward for Komari, I guess. We comforted her as we observed cute animals. Her mood gradually turned better.


  Yanami walked between Komari and me as she opened the map.


  “Seeing sun bears really makes me excited and nervous, you know? Well, where are we going next?”


  We have conquered the ostrich zone and the small-clawed otter zone. Hmm, the only one left is-


  “How about the nocturnal zone? Forest dormice are cute, hmm?”


  “W-We have to check out anteaters there. Y-You’re so tasteless.”


  Yeah, my hobbies don’t match this girl at all.


  Yanami swayed her fingers before me chicly. “Tch, tch.”


  “Nukumizu-kun, ladies go first in this case. Komari-chan, where do you actually want to go?”


  “Eh? F-For me, …I want to go to the b-botanical park.”


  Yanami tilted her head confusedly.


  “The botanical park? But you can’t eat any fruit there, you know? Are you sure it’s fine?”


  It’s fine.


  Komari and I nodded silently yet forcefully.


  *


  The botanical section is located at the northwestern corner of the park.


  Komari looked around as we strolled on the outdoor promenade.


  “B-By the way, where did Yanami go?”


  “Yanami said she’s getting snacks to lose weight.”


  “Heh? W-What does that mean?”


  “Eating more means going thinner for her. Don’t worry about her reasoning behind it.”


  “A-Ah, …I-I see.”


  That’s right. I’m so glad that you understand.


  I raised my head. A Japanese tit is flying around in the forest.


  “I don’t really come here since I used to visit the greenhouses in the past, but this feels peaceful.”


  “I-I like here more too. The botanical park is tranquil outside.”


  It’s November. The warm sunlight is pleasing.


  Komari is stepping on the stone stairs. She’s secretly making rhythms with her feet.


  “Camellias are blossoming? Aren’t those supposed to blossom during winter?”


  “Those are sasanqua.”


  Eh, are they different flowers? Komari looked at me dumbfoundedly.


  “T-Totally different. L-Look at the shape of the leaves and the structure of the pedals.”


  I don’t get it at all. I’m pretty confident in identifying hamsters, though…


  We continued walking dazedly along the promenade decorated with autumn roses. Komari suddenly stopped.


  “H-Hey, …c-can you practice with me for a bit?”


  “Here?”


  “Y-Yeah, …I-I want to raise the difficulty a little since we are always in the club room.”


  Komari pointed at a bench next to the tree roots.


  She’s right. The botanical park isn’t a crowded place. It’s okay for her to practice here.


  I promptly sat down. Komari took out a piece of crumbled paper from her pocket.


  “W-Well, I-I’ll start.”


  Komari stood before me and coughed.


  “I-I’m the n-new president of the L-Literature Club, C-Chika Komari. N-Nice to meet you!”


  She’s running out of breath at the end there.


  “H-How did I do…?”


  “Eh? Yeah, it’s much better than before.”


  “I-I see.”


  Komari is overjoyed. She sat on the other side of the bench.


  “I-I’ll take a short break.”


  …Indeed, it’s much better than before. While that’s good-


  “Komari can speak normally to Yanami-san and me, right? How come you start stuttering during practice?”


  “I-It’s because there will be a lot of p-people I don’t know. I-I’m about to faint just from imagining it….”


  Komari held the paper tightly. She quickly snapped out of it and tried to smoothen the wrinkles.


  “T-There’s also the activity report. S-So, I have to keep it up.”


  Komari started reading from the draft in her hand quietly.


  …Next to her, I looked at the leaves above my head.


  Peeking from the foliage, the sky above is endless with thin pieces of clouds. Summer has passed without a trace.


  The third-year senpais have departed. They left four first-year kouhais in the club.


  Even though this still doesn’t feel realistic, honestly, I’m anxious.


  -Sha. The tree branches are shaking in the wind.


  Birds are gently chirping as if they are answering Komari’s voice.


  The atmosphere is unusually tranquil. I saw Komari’s struggling side profile.


  Come to think of it, this is the only expression Komari has displayed recently.


  The senpais entrusted the Literature Club to Komari.


  Then, they entrusted the responsibility of supporting Komari to me. Yet, I wasn’t able to do anything until Komari fainted.


  -Komari tiptoed and reached her hand out in the evening classroom.


  That image blew across my brain for some reason.


  Komari has always been alone in my memory.


  Even though she knows she can’t reach it, she’s still trying her best to reach her hand out.


  “...Alright, please let me do the activity report, okay?”


  I said it.


  Komari raised her head tremblingly.


  “I-I told you I w-would do it…”


  “The meeting is the day after tomorrow, right?”


  Frustration mounted.


  But this isn’t because of Komari, instead-


  “I-I know, b-but…”


  “This won’t work out in the end. I’m not good at doing things like this either, but can’t you let me do something for you?”


  Komari hesitated to speak up. I continued before she could.


  “The activity report is just reading from the draft. Don’t push yourself. Leave it to me-”


  At this point, I finally realized I had made a mistake.


  Komari’s eyes turned gloomy.


  “P-Pushing yourself, …w-why do you always say things l-like that?”


  Komari glared at the paper. She tried her best to muster her voice.


  “No, that’s not what I meant…”


  “I-I know this is easy for Nukumizu, b-but I’ve been trying my best to practice j-just to say it bit by bit.”


  Her petite body is shivering.


  “I’m not rejecting everything Komari has ever done. I know Komari has been working hard to become a proper president too, but at least let me-”


  “I-I don’t want to be the president at all!”


  Komari sprung up.


  “I-I’ve always been calling Tamaki-senpai as Prez. E-Even though I did everything I could to let them become memories. B-But, r-right now, m-my brain feels dizzy whenever people call me Prez…”


  Komari’s tears fell next to her legs.


  I get the hallucination that Komari’s body is slowly growing smaller and smaller with every drop of tears.


  “...Komari. We can discuss this with everyone if you think being the president is too much of a burden.”


  “I-I’m the only one who can do it, right!?”


  She cried.


  I was speechless after hearing her heartbreaking voice.


  Her shoulders are trembling. Komari took several deep breaths before turning around and leaving.


  I stood up and tried to follow her. Komari yelled without turning her back.


  “D-Don’t follow me!”


  Her clear rejection petrified my legs.


  I stood still until Komari disappeared before me.


  “Thanks for the wait. You’re here, Nukumizu-kun.”


  The usual cheerful voice pulled me back to reality.


  I looked at Yanami’s face as if I had just woken up.


  “Yanami-san. A-Actually…”


  “Eh, where did Komari-chan go?”


  Yanami looked around with fritters in her hand.


  “...Sorry, I messed up.”


  I collapsed onto the bench helplessly and lowered my head.


  Yanami gave me a confused look and sat next to me.


  “It looks like a big deal.”


  Yanami chewed her fritters as she looked up to the sky. Her eyes squinted.


  “No, well, …sorry, I…”


  “You don’t have to say it, you know? Is there anything I can do?”


  I just shook my head silently.


  Yanami mumbled, “I see.” She took another bite.


  



  …I wonder how much time has passed.


  I slowly opened my eyes to escape from my abyssal thoughts.


  The sky is still bright. The sunlight permeates through the peaceful forest.


  Yanami must have left, right?


  I looked next to me with that in mind. Yanami is still sitting on the bench silently.


  She noticed me looking at her. Her usual smile appeared.


  For some reason, my eyes seem a bit moist.


  *


  It’s the day after we visited the zoo and botanical park.


  The class ended successfully. It’s assembly time.


  Amanatsu-sensei wiped the chalk dust from her hands as she yelled.


  “Alright, that’s all. Look at sensei. I can’t go back without working late. You guys need to treasure the after-school freedom you have. Alright, disbanded!”


  The classmates chatted as they left in groups.


  I remained in my seat as I pondered.


  Going to the club room with what happened yesterday will be awkward. Even so, burying my head in the sand solves nothing.


  I’m trapped in an endless maze of thoughts. Suddenly, a flower-like scent surrounds me.


  A familiar BGM played in my head.


  “Nukumizu-kun, you seem to be troubled?”


  It’s Karen Himemiya. I didn’t expect her to talk to me.


  She’s as glamorous as usual. My eyes squinted upon seeing such dazzling lights.


  “Eh, …what…?”


  “It’s okay even if you don’t tell me. Let your friend Karen Himemiya make a guess, alright?”


  Himemiya-san put her finger on her forehead and pretended to be thinking.


  “Well, it’s nothing.”


  After that, Himemiya-san’s big eyes sparkled and pointed at me.


  “Tada, I bet you’re hungry!”


  “No, I’m not…”


  “Huh? I’m always right whenever it’s Anna.”


  Being lumped with Yanami, this is one of the darkest moments in my life.


  “Hmm, …Himemiya-san, is something the matter?”


  She bent down and put her elbows on my table.


  “I’m searching for the common points between Nukumizu-kun and Anna. Why did the two of you become friends?”


  At this time, Yanami is nowhere to be seen in the classroom.


  Why did Himemiya-san ask me such a question? Honestly, I don’t feel like dealing with her right now…


  I tried to think of a respectable way to answer her.


  “That’s probably because we’re both in the Literature Club, right?”


  “Really? But I can sense that you and Anna already know each other before she has even joined the Literature Club, you know?”


  Himemiya-san leaned her body on the table. She looked up to me.


  “I’ll go ahead and say this is just my opinion. I can feel that girl’s emotions are connected with yours.”


  I think people will misunderstand what she just said.


  “It’s just a coincidence. Also, why do you care about that?”


  “Anna seems a bit strange today. I definitely want to know the reason if something is on my dear friend’s mind, right?”


  Yanami’s strangeness must be because she’s worried about what happened yesterday, right?


  Also, now I knew the dear friend setting wasn’t just Yanami’s fantasy…


  “Anna’s novel in the club magazine is about you as well, right?”


  “Eh, what does that mean?”


  How come our conversation is suddenly taking off at jet speed?


  How does Yanami’s eating-at-convenience-store novel relate to me in any way?


  “All of the characters in her novel are classmates, you know? Anna must be writing those I-novels, right?”


  “That’s from a first-person perspective, but it has nothing to do with reality.”


  “Really?”


  If it’s really like what Himemiya-san mentioned, if that I-novel is really the author’s personal experience, then I should be a very popular guy. [TL: I’ve added an explanation below if you’re confused about this part.]


  …At least I won’t hurt my club partner and get kicked out of the scene.


  I hesitated to come out with an explanation. Then-


  “Thanks for waiting, Karen-chan.”


  Yanami appeared. She looks as relaxed as usual. Himemiya-san chuckled and stood up.


  “I’ve waited so long, you know. I’m about to become a ghost if I wait any longer.”


  “Sorry, sorry. …By the way, Nukumizu-kun, aren’t you going to the Literature Club today?”


  “Well…”


  Yanami looked at me seriously when I remained silent.


  “Sorry, Karen-chan. You should go shopping with Sosuke alone today.”


  Himemiya-san looks surprised. She looked at Yanami and me.


  “I can wait until Nukumizu-kun and you are finished if there’s something between you two, okay?”


  “We’ll be fine. Relax. It’s just that it may take longer.”


  “Sure. Well, see you tomorrow.”


  Himemiya-san and Yanami high-fived. She then winked at me before leaving the classroom.


  …I feel like the progress seems a bit lackluster.


  Yanami put her hands on her waist while I silently observed all this. She spoke up.


  “Nukumizu-kun, can you come with me?”


  *


  Literature Club Report - Autumn Edition


  <I Told You I Won’t Give Up> by Anna Yanami


  



  I’m a bit different this morning. I’ve formulated the perfect plan to say “good morning” to him.


  I headed out home slightly earlier. On my way to school, I got a good position in the 7-Eleven convenience store’s eating corner. I’m trying to order more snacks at the cashier. If I choose a hotdog, he will leave before the staff member can finish heating it.


  That’s why my conclusion is to buy riceball takoyaki.


  Riceball takoyaki can be immediately consumed right after purchase. This way, I can immediately chase after him upon sight.


  The roasted takoyaki with salty and sweet sauce and mayo is absolutely perfect. It tastes as good without heating.


  Also, the milk foam of the hot latte I ordered tastes very good too. I’ve been completely attracted to it recently.


  Someone seemed to have lined up behind me while I was listening to the coffee machine grinding the beans.


  “Eh, Ako-san? I didn’t know you would drink something other than sweetened juice.”


  The person who talks to me is my classmate XX-kun.


  His mouth is ass. He always says things that piss me off.


  He’s holding a cup of iced coffee. Poor guy. He probably still doesn’t know how good a latte is, right?


  I ignored XX-kun and looked outside the window.


  I jolted. “He” and his friends are already waiting for the traffic lights at the crossroad.


  I was utterly unaware because I thought I would be safe by heading out earlier.


  I hastily tried to open the coffee machine’s lid, yet I couldn’t. It was automatically locked for safety purposes.


  I could only stomp my feet around as I waited anxiously. At this time, I heard a “dododo” sound. The latte is finally ready.


  Open the lid, pour the coffee, and close the lid. Done.


  The traffic lights at the crossroad coincidentally turned green. I can still probably catch up if I’m quick.


  I hastily dashed out of the automatic doors, but then I quickly headed back inside.


  Indeed, I just remembered that I needed to add sugar.


  During this time, XX-kun threw a pack of something at me. I caught it mid-air. It’s sugar. He must have noticed that I forgot to put it in, right?


  However, I still returned to the eating corner like this.


  “Ako-san, don’t you need sugar?”


  I didn’t say anything and continued opening the coffee cup’s lid.


  XX-kun, you won’t understand, anyway.


  My principle is to put two packs of sugar in my latte…


  [TL: Nukumizu and Himemiya’s conversation is a bit confusing. Nukumizu has read the Summer Edition of Yanami’s novel. He thinks the MC is the guy with his friends. Meanwhile, Himemiya has read the Autumn Edition. She thinks the MC is XX-kun, who’s based on Nukumizu. That’s why when Himemiya says it’s about Nukumizu. He thinks he can’t be the popular guy in the novel, so he doesn’t think Yanami’s writing an I-novel. If you have no idea what I’m talking about here, read Vol.2 Epilogue first.]


  *


  The fried udon put before me is steaming.


  Yanami and I are sitting next to each other on the counter seat. We are in an udon shop near the school.


  “Why are we ordering fried udon here…?”


  I thought she would scold me when she asked me to come with her. In the end, she brought me to an udon shop.


  My question is justified, yet Yanami’s answer is, “Let’s eat.”


  “Ah, yes, let’s eat.”


  “Before enjoying our meals, I actually have something important that I want to tell Nukumizu-kun.”


  Yanami stabbed the chopsticks into the plate and pinched the noodles with bold manners.


  “You know, I’ve lost two kilograms in these two months.


  “Ha, you’re lying, right?”


  The faster I complain, the better.


  Yanami opened her mouth and glared at me.


  “I’ve dropped two of the three kilograms I’ve picked up during the summer, okay? Isn’t this amazing?”


  She still grew fatter in the end.


  “Even though it’s incredible, how come you managed to lose weight with that eating habit of yours? Should you go to the hospital?”


  “It’s because I’ve been paying much attention to my meals. I don’t ask for extra rice or bigger bowls. Right now, I’m living a life of temperance with that in my mind, you know?”


  After that, she started slurping the noodles with wild manners.


  If she can lose weight with a method like this, how much did she eat at this point…?


  We just ate udon silently for a while after that. Yanami put down her chopsticks halfway through.


  “Well, did you talk to Komari-chan after that?”


  “...No.”


  I’m prepared to be scolded. Yet, Yanami just said ”hmm” gently and took a sip of water.


  “Nothing at all?”


  “Nothing at all. Also, you’re here to scold me, right?”


  I couldn’t continue for the time being. Yanami slammed her cup down.


  “Wanting to feel lighter after being scolded, you can’t be like this, Nukumizu-kun.”


  “...Maybe.”


  She has finally brought this up. I shoved some fried udon into my mouth.


  “The Nukumizu-kun I know always likes taking the worst of the lot. You should just face this in your own way.”


  I don’t take them because I like them.


  “I said something very mean to Komari yesterday. I’ve been reflecting on myself too.”


  “Ah, then that’s Nukumizu-kun’s fault. You don’t understand a girl’s heart at all.”


  Yanami picked up her chopsticks again.


  “You can’t just keep talking on your own, right? Have you properly chatted with Komari-chan?”


  “Properly chatted…”


  I stopped my hand from reaching the glass.


  I was just pushing my thoughts onto Komari.


  How much do I understand Komari’s feelings?


  “Sending your thoughts alone doesn’t count as a conversation. You have to lead out that person’s feelings and words too.”


  “Feelings and words…”


  That’s something I’m not good at. In this web of interpersonal relationships where everyone is constantly putting up an act, I’ve hurt Komari.


  I pretended I didn’t see what I did with “reflecting on myself” as an excuse. I’m such a coward.


  My train of thought is taking me away again. Yanami’s smile dragged me back to reality.


  “Well, no use in overthinking it. You should just chill and follow your heart.”


  “Look at where I ended up when I followed my so-called heart.”


  “This is just one of your lowest points in life. Leave it to me if you want to know how to climb back up, okay?”


  Leave it to Yanami…? But isn’t this girl still at her lowest point, …I guess?


  Even so, people say that every cloud always has a silver lining.


  “With the rare opportunity, please tell me, alright?”


  “She hates you, right? Let’s figure out Komari-chan’s feelings first and have a proper chat with her. Finally, as usual, you can just stick your nose into her business.”


  “I may think things even worse if I do that.”


  Yanami’s plate is empty. She smiled. There’s still skipjack powder on her lips.


  “Don’t worry about it. Just go. I’ll deal with the aftermath.”


  …She’s saying that like I won’t come back.


  I decided to slurp the remaining fried udon ravenously with a momentum comparable to that of Yanami.


  *


  I looked outside the window dazedly at the train.


  What Yanami said was right.


  I stopped my helping hand midway and even tried to take it back due to unsuccessful progress.


  I’ve never considered the person’s feelings. I always only realize my mistakes after hurting them.


  



  The street is growing darker and darker. Drops of water begin spreading throughout the glass pane.


  At the next moment, the street is covered by the sudden rainfall.


  I didn’t have an umbrella. Should I run back from the station to my house, get soaked, or just walk and get wet?


  “I’m getting wet, anyway. I should just walk…”


  I made up my mind as I exited the train. However, the rain seems to be impatient. It’s getting worse.


  I thought about running back for a split second. Then, an umbrella appeared above my head.


  I stopped in surprise. Kaju appeared with a smile.


  For some reason, I wanted to avoid her bright eyes. I looked away.


  “Are you here for me?”


  “Yes, Kaju was worried.”


  I took the umbrella she handed to me.


  “Eh, there’s only one?”


  “Well, Kaju forgot to take mine since I was in a rush.”


  Kaju knocked her head. She’s careless as usual.


  We siblings cuddled as we walked home under the same umbrella.


  “How did you know which train I was on?”


  “Hehe, it’s the power of love.”


  I ignored Kaju’s joke. Instead, I just looked at the blurry rainy scenes.


  A group of middle school girls forgot their umbrellas. They ran past us while screaming cheerfully.


  My eyes subconsciously chased after them. During this time, Kaju put both hands on my cheeks and forced me to turn to her.


  “Onii-sama, what happened yesterday?”


  “Eh, …that’s sudden.”


  “You seem absent-minded ever since you have come back. Kaju is very worried about you.”


  Even though I had already attempted to conceal my emotions, Kaju still picked it up and got worried.


  “It’s because I angered an acquaintance…”


  …No, that’s not it. The correct answer should be I’ve hurt her.


  I’m still trying to make excuses even at this moment. Guilt and regret are drowning me.


  I continued walking without saying a single word. Kaju slightly picked up the pace and walked next to me.


  I subconsciously walked faster. Then, I snapped out of it and quickly slowed down. Kaju started chuckling.


  “Onii-sama loves Kaju the most, right?”


  Eh? That’s unexpected. I couldn’t help but stop.


  It’s more like Kaju is more of a brocon, right…?


  “Even so, this is just within the limit of siblings, you know?”


  “Really? Onii-sama always worried about whether Kaju would fall when Kaju barely knew how to walk. You’ve always been protecting Kaju. For a time, Kaju even thought onii-sama was my father.”


  I think Kaju is assigning more importance to this than necessary.


  “Right, Kaju was a year old when you started walking, right? How can you remember that?”


  “Indeed, all of my memories are fresh as long as it’s related to onii-sama.”


  Kaju always guarantees that this is natural.


  “It’s the same in the kindergarten. Onii-sama immediately came over whenever Kaju cried.”


  “I’m your brother, after all. This is normal, right?”


  “Indeed, this is very normal between onii-sama and Kaju.”


  Kaju strolled around cheerfully. I reached out my arm with the umbrella and quickly chased after her.


  “A lot has happened in elementary school too. Onii-sama had always stayed next to Kaju instead of playing with friends.”


  That’s because I don’t have friends.


  “You were still worried about Kaju after getting into middle school and taught Kaju many things. Remember that hand-drawn map of the school’s water tap location? Kaju is still keeping it in a plastic film.”


  Did I give you something like that?


  Black history is causing a tsunami in my head. Kaju quietly grabbed my hand.


  “Onii-sama is always worried about Kaju. You sometimes scold Kaju too. However, you have never tried to force your ideals onto Kaju.”


  “...It’s because I hope Kaju can always be yourself.”


  With that, Kaju chuckled mischievously.


  “But Kaju doesn’t mind being stained with onii-sama’s color, you know?”


  “Please don’t.”


  I couldn’t hold my laughter in.


  “Onii-sama is finally laughing.”


  Kaju continued with a smile several times more charming than mine.


  Come to think of it, I’ve been carrying such a gloomy expression since yesterday. Yanami, she was actually willing to stay with such a depressed guy.


  I showed a bitter smile. Kaju looked at me and continued warmly.


  “Kaju hopes that onii-sama can always smile. Then, staying next to onii-sama when you’re smiling is Kaju’s wish.”


  “Always smile, right? That’s a bit much.”


  “It’s because Kaju is very greedy. …Well, what’s onii-sama’s wish then?”


  I stopped again upon hearing that question.


  Kaju looked at me seriously.


  “Onii-sama told Kaju that you want Kaju to be me. Well, as for the person who onii-sama has hurt, what does onii-sama want her to be?”


  “That’s…”


  The image of Komari’s petite body in the botanical park surfaced in my mind. She had rejected everything around her.


  At that time, what I said was definitely correct.


  However, at that time, I just chose the quickest shortcut for myself. That’s all.


  Perhaps I indeed wanted to change Komari’s thoughts.


  That was simply selfishness.


  If I’m going to be selfish, what I should really do is-


  I looked away and scratched my nose to cover up my embarrassment.


  “...Thanks.”


  “Did Kaju help onii-sama?”


  “Yes, I think I understand what I want to do.”


  “Glad to hear that. Kaju hopes things go well between you and her.”


  “I’ll do everything I can.”


  The rain had stopped before I even knew it.


  I put away the umbrella. The bright and elegant moon is visible between the cracking clouds.


  “Onii-sama, the moon is beautiful.”


  Kaju whispered before running away.


  …Ah, come to think of it.


  “When did I say she was a girl?”


  Kaju stopped. After that, she glanced at me. Her eyes look like she’s throwing a tantrum. Kaju rolled out her tongue cutely.


  “It’s a woman’s instinct.”


  *


  It’s the next day after school.


  After Tsuwabuki Fest, the first president’s meeting under the new system is about to start.


  Yanami and I watched the passing students in the corridor before the conference room.


  Komari still hasn’t shown up yet.


  “...Right, I still haven’t talked to Komari.”


  Yanami shot me dumbfounded gazes. I looked away.


  “There are many chances to talk. It’s like putting a light novel away for a while after buying it.”


  “Why would you buy a book you won’t read?”


  It’s because I want it.


  “Anyway, I’ll talk to Komari if she happens to go by. I’ve brought a box of desserts as well.”


  “...Desserts? We aren’t in the working class.”


  Really? But Chiebukuro says you should bring sweets when apologizing. [TL: It’s a Q&A website run by Yahoo Japan.]


  Yanami gazed at the paper bag in my hand.


  “Ah, aren’t these financier cakes? You can’t be helped. Let me keep them for you, okay?”


  “Why? Hey, Yanami-san, don’t pull it. It’s not the time to open it yet.”


  Is this girl one of those big vicious dogs?


  Just as we fought over the paper bag, a pair of white eyes sparkled lazily between us.


  “Be quiet…in the corridor…”


  “Nya!?”


  Yanami and I jolted at Shikiya-san’s sudden appearance.


  “Senpai, why are you here…?”


  Right, this girl is a student council member. The president’s meeting is the council’s job, after all.


  “Sorry, have you seen Komari from our club? She should be attending the meeting.”


  “Komari…? That tiny girl…?”


  “Yes, she’s still not used to occasions like this. I hope you can help her out if something happens.”


  “Help her out…”


  For some reason, Shikiya-san glanced toward Yanami and nodded.


  “There are…all sorts of…struggles…between…guys and girls…too…”


  There aren’t.


  Shikiya-san patted my shoulder before wobbling into the conference room.


  Did she really understand…? I guess not, right…?


  Yanami had remained silent until now. She mumbled.


  “That person seems a bit scary.”


  You should be less upfront about it. She’s our senpai, after all.


  …The starting time is closing in. All the students participating in the meeting are rushing into the conference room.


  There’s a petite girl mixed between them. It’s Komari. I dashed before her. Komari freaked out and stopped.


  “Komari, can you please wait for a moment?”


  “W-What…?”


  Komari is hugging a stack of papers before her chest. She looked at me with startled eyes.


  “Uh, well, …I want to say sorry for what happened.”


  “I-I’m going to the meeting now. L-Leave this later.”


  Komari left me behind and charged into the conference room.


  “Ho, you’re rejected. Komari-chan is still mad.”


  Yanami shrugged as she enjoyed the sweets.


  “...Yanami-san, what are you eating? Did you open the dessert box?”


  “It’s fine. I just took one.”


  “Ah- you can’t just-”


  Suddenly, Komari’s scared face flashed in my mind.


  What’s the point of giving Komari desserts if she’s afraid?


  Did Yanami gobble up the desserts because she wanted to tell me that…?


  “Why are you looking at me? Are you about to cry? Do you want me to let you sob in my chest?”


  Bits of the cake are still sticking on Yanami’s lips. She took a second one and tilted her head.


  …Yep, I’m overthinking.


  Our conversation stopped when the door to the conference room closed.


  The president’s meeting is starting.


  *


  It’s been 15 minutes since the start.


  I raised my ears at the conference room door and carefully listened to the noises inside.


  The student council has finished reporting, and it’s the clubs’ turn. It’s almost time for the Literature Club to speak.


  It’s nerve-wracking. Yet, I suddenly heard rustling noises.


  Yanami reached her hand into the paper bag with desserts.


  “Yanami-san, this is really the last one. I’m being serious, okay?”


  “Alright, alright. Don’t talk to me like I’m a foodie.”


  Inside the room, the Handball Club has just finished their report.


  “Well, the Literature Club is next. Please present your activity report.”


  The voice is the vice president of the student council, Teiara Basori.


  I slightly pushed the door and peeked inside.


  “Hey, lower your head a little more.”


  Yanami leaned on my back. She’s hot and heavy.


  Ignoring the touch behind me, I turned my attention back to the conference room.


  Komari stood up clumsily inside the room. She almost knocked the foldable chair on the ground.


  Looking at the notes in her palm, she’s running out of breath with every word she speaks.


  “I-I’m K-Komari from the L-Literature C-Club…”


  …Nice, do your best. I subconsciously clenched my fists.


  She couldn’t continue. Komari started coughing quietly. There are bottles of water on the table. She tried to take and drink one, yet she dropped the cap amidst the haste.


  The plastic bottle cap is rolling on the ground at the center of the room. It’s surrounded by a square of tables.


  Chika Komari- fell into complete silence. This is bad.


  During this time, Shikiya-san snapped out of her dazedness and spoke up.


  “Chika Komari…from the Literature Club. …Nice to..meet you…”


  Is she trying to bail her out? Komari repeatedly nodded with a pale face.


  Vice president Teiara-san glanced at the clock on the wall.


  “Well, please continue with the report.”


  “Ah, y-yes…!”


  Komari hastily grabbed her stack of papers, yet she lost her grip under sheer nervousness.


  The papers were scattered across the ground. Komari froze once more.


  Teiara-san spoke up again.


  “Literature Club, are you okay?”


  “Eh, ah, yes, well.”


  “Please sit down if you can’t continue with the report.”


  Upon hearing that, Komari immediately attempted to pick up the papers.


  “No, well, p-please wait…”


  “Sorry, time’s running short. Well, the next one is the Broadcast Club-”


  …I couldn’t help but close my eyes.


  Regrettably, Komari’s challenge failed.


  The other participants may find this slightly puzzling. That’s all.


  This scene will be swept to the corner of their memories after a few days, possibly even forgotten by everyone-


  



  However, …this isn’t the case for Komari.


  I’m afraid this will forever be engraved into Komari as a painful memory.


  



  I opened my eyes. Komari is still standing there quietly.


  Yet, I can feel something is about to collapse within the petrified girl.


  Of course, this could be just my unilateral opinion.


  However, seeing Komari being like this before everyone is the absolute last thing I want.


  



  At that time, I forced Komari to come to a compromise.


  It’s just in case. I thought I wouldn’t be wrong compared to Komari.


  



  -I was wrong. Sorry, Komari.


  



  At the next second, I opened the door determinedly.


  All eyes within the conference room gathered upon me.


  I entered the room and stood next to Komari without thinking anything else.


  Komari looked at me upon my sudden appearance. She’s bewildered.


  



  Obviously, I didn’t consider any consequences.


  After that, I yelled the following sentence out.


  



  “-Sorry, I’m late. I’m the president of the Literature Club, Kazuhiko Nukumizu.”


  



  Confusion enveloped the room.


  Teiara-san frowned. She glanced at the document in her hand.


  “Your name isn’t on our list. Have you completed the procedure for replacing presidents?”


  She glared at me without even attempting to hide her extreme hostility.


  During this time, the silent student council president spoke up.


  “We can take care of that later. Please continue.”


  “Yes, thank you very much.”


  I sighed in relief. However, Komari is glaring at me this time.


  “...N-Nukumizu, w-why are you here?”


  “Anyway, leave this to me for now. Borrow me your draft.”


  I reached my hand out. However, Komari just lowered her head. She’s trembling.


  “...Komari?”


  “A-Are you kidding me!?”


  Suddenly, Komari threw the draft to my face.


  “Hey, wait-”


  “T-Then how should I f-feel about this t-then!?”


  She threw the plastic bottle at me afterward before barging out of the conference room.


  The whole crowd went silent upon seeing this.


  I picked up the plastic bottle on the ground as I stroked my wet hair upward.


  At least throw it to my face after closing the cap…


  “Are you…alright?”


  Even Teiara-san gave me sympathetic looks.


  “I’m fine. I’m starting the Literature Club’s activity report.”


  I smiled again and clenched the draft dripping with water tightly in my hands.


  *


  The president’s meeting is over.


  I don’t even have the strength to stand up. I’m just sitting alone in the empty conference room dazedly.


  “You messed up, Nukumizu-kun.”


  Clack. Yanami put a foldable chair next to me and sat down.


  …Yeah, I messed up again, right?


  I leaned on the table. Yanami patted my back.


  “But this can’t be helped, right? Here. I’ve left the last one for Nukumizu-kun.”


  “...Why is there only one cake left?”


  Yanami started opening the package when she sensed I wouldn’t take it.


  “Komari-chan’s failure is swept away if Nukumizu-kun becomes the bad guy. Also, I guess that girl’s resentment toward Nukumizu-kun more or less covers up her agony.”


  Yanami held the cake with her lips and tore it into two.


  “But Komari-chan must feel very upset from Nukumizu-kun forcing yourself to be the bad guy. Alright, there’s half left.”


  After saying that, she shoved the remaining half of the cake into my hand.


  …Why did this girl push her half-finished food on me?


  I remained still. Yanami gave me a mischievous look.


  “Nukumizu-kun, you don’t need to feel ‘Yanami-san ate half of this…’ right now, you know?”


  Uhh, …I simply don’t like tasting other people’s saliva.


  Ah, sheesh, it’s too much of a pain to think about everything. I shoved the cake into my mouth.


  “Anyway, let’s chase after Komari first. Where did she go?”


  “She ran away too quickly. I didn’t see her.”


  “Got it. Well, let’s search for clues together now…”


  “Wait, Nukumizu-kun. Aren’t we splitting? You’re going with me?”


  “Uh, but I really don’t know what to talk about when I’m alone with Komari. So…”


  Yanami shot me cold gazes without saying anything.


  “Well, …actually, I was just hesitating for a bit. Yeah, alright, I’ll do my best.”


  I stood up determinedly to avert her eyes.


  *


  The sun is setting. Darkness is consuming the evening.


  I stepped outside the west building and looked at the moon above the sky.


  Club room, Komari’s classroom, library, possible sink locations…


  I’ve searched everywhere, yet Komari is nowhere to be found.


  Her bicycle is still in the parking lot. She should still be somewhere in the school. The only spot left is-


  “...The girls’ toilet?”


  It will be bad if she’s there. No, don’t tell me now’s the time to cross the boundary…?


  I’m growing restless. A tall boy appeared from the corner of the school building.


  It’s the previous president Tamaki-senpai. He raised his hand and dashed toward me.


  “Senpai. Actually, well-”


  Tamaki-senpai nodded to signal that I didn’t need to continue.


  “I’ve heard the details from Yanami-san already. Koto and Yakishio-san are helping out as well. Don’t worry too much about it.”


  “Yes, sure…”


  I couldn’t face his pupils. I lowered my head subconsciously. Tamaki-senpai gently put his fist on my chest.


  “Thanks, you have done well.”


  Did I do well…? Like that?


  Perhaps he just said that to comfort me. But either way, I feel much calmer right now.


  “...I’ll go look for Komari.”


  “Sure, I’ll search for clues as well.”


  After bidding farewell to Tamaki-senpai, I headed to the outskirts of the west building.


  Right there, the old building is standing in the darkness.


  …How did I forget about this place?


  Perhaps I subconsciously avoided this place due to my fear of facing Komari.


  I took a deep breath and entered the emergency stairs of the old building.


  *


  The first time I came here was to eat Yanami’s handmade bento.


  After that, I always come here whenever I want to chill alone. Komari started showing up every few days sometime after.


  By the way, why does she always come to the same floor as I do if she keeps dissing me?


  



  Upon entering the stairs, the fluorescent lamps lighted up with a “ka-chak” sound.


  These are the only light sources within this gloomy corner near the old building.


  I slowly walked up, step by step.


  “...You’re here.”


  Komari appeared on the second floor’s platform.


  Her petite body is standing there alone under the cold fluorescent lights.


  “W-Why are you here…?”


  “I want to talk to Komari.”


  I stopped approaching Komari.


  There seems to be an invisible barrier that prevents me from getting any closer.


  “Komari, that was…”


  “W-Why did you do that…?”


  She lowered her head. Her voice barely squeezed out.


  “Sorry, even though I was probably being nosy, I…”


  “Y-You are!”


  Komari raised her head. She shortened the distance that I wasn’t able to step in.


  “W-What was that!? I-I could’ve done that alone! H-How would I know if I-I didn’t try!?”


  Komari’s cheeks look pale. She’s shaking and running out of breath.


  “W-Why is it always N-Nukumizu-”


  Her voice is coarse. She’s choking. Komari took out her phone.


  Without recovering her breathing, Komari stopped tapping the screen wholeheartedly.


  A refreshing notification sound that doesn’t match the current mood at all plays from my phone. I took it out. The screen shows Komari’s message on Line.


  Why is she texting if she’s in front of me? I couldn’t hide my confusion as I opened the app.


  



  <I was the only first-year student ever since I joined the Literature Club in April.>


  



  Komari’s holding her phone tightly with her trembling hands. Her eyes are filled with tears. Her fingers swept around the screen as she kept clicking it.


  Komari’s words flooded the Line chat.


  



  <There aren’t any second-year students. Only the three of us are in the club. I don’t know when the club will disappear. The happier I’m right now, the more I’m afraid of loneliness after the senpais have graduated.>


  



  -Komari wasn’t trying to avoid it by using her phone.


  Instead, she decided to convey her feelings with words and face me with her sincere side.


  



  <Nukumizu only came to the club after I reminded you, right? Even though there are 4 first-year students right now, everyone actually has other places to be. I don’t know when you guys will leave!>


  



  The messages popping out of the screen is purer than her words. It’s Komari’s sincere feelings.


  



  <I have nothing besides the Literature Club! Even though the senpais aren’t here anymore, even though I’ll be the only one left, I have to protect it!>


  



  Come to think of it, this girl is only ever really mean to me.


  



  She always looks displeased, yet she immediately holds the bottom of her clothes whenever she’s worried.


  She likes eating cheap bread during lunch. She always gives me her feedback every time she reads my novel-


  



  <I have to bear everything if I want to become something!>


  



  …She sometimes chuckles cheerfully.


  



  Although she’s a petite girl filled with anxiety, she works very hard.


  



  <I’m not good at dealing with other people, nor do I have many friends. I can’t do anything. I’m always afraid. Even so, I’ve finally found somewhere I belong.>


  



  Komari’s finger stopped.


  Her parched lips mustered up a very faint voice.


  



  “I-If we will be saying goodbye sooner or later, …p-please stop being so nice to me.”


  



  -I’m an idiot.


  I misunderstood. I thought Komari and I were the same.


  I’m okay with being alone. It’s more like I enjoy being by myself.


  



  But she’s not. She’s very lonely when there’s no one with her. She wants to be with someone else.


  Not being together upset her. She’s an ordinary girl like this.


  She’s just a girl holding her phone tightly as her tiny shoulders shiver like that.


  I wanted to say something. My finger is wandering on my phone.


  I’m not responding to Komari verbally.


  Komari wiped her tears with her sleeve after my message slipped into the chat. She looked at it.


  Komari stood still for half a beat. She raised her head and looked at me sheepishly.


  “W-Well, what does t-this mean…?”


  …Eh? What do you mean by what does this mean?


  It seems that some explanations are necessary. I cleared my throat and faced Komari again.


  “In other words, hmm, well, …I guess I quite love it.”


  “Fueh!?”


  What’s with her surprised voice? Is she trying to be cute?


  “Ah, no, I mean, well, I quite love Komari’s novels.”


  “N-Novels…?”


  Komari suddenly dropped her jaw deflatedly.


  “Well, yeah. Look, I’m not good at writing novels. The Literature Club’s activities can’t go on without Komari. As long as you’re creating, I’ll be on your side, even though I’m not very reliable. So, Komari…”


  I remembered Komari’s words again.


  



  “Don’t say you’re alone anymore.”


  



  Silence ensued for a long time.


  Komari lowered her head quietly. She put her hands with the phone before her chest.


  “...R-Really?”


  “Hmm?”


  “I-I mean w-what you just said…”


  At this moment, light footsteps can be heard downstairs.


  Is something coming up? A tanned body flashed from the corner of my eyes when I thought about that.


  “This is what you get for bullying Komari-chan!”


  “Eh!?”


  My body didn’t even have time to prepare. That person suddenly flashed behind me and wrapped her arms around my neck.


  My body still remembers. This way of strangling is-


  “Y-Yakishio! L-Let go…”


  “I can’t believe you’re bullying Komari-chan! Nukkun, I’m disappointed in you!”


  Shit, I can’t breathe. I prepared myself to face death. Then, Komari hastily came and stopped her.


  “N-No, …I-I wasn’t bullied.”


  “Eh, you weren’t?”


  Yakishio let go of her arms. I finally slipped out.


  “Y-You…almost choked me to death.”


  “It’s because I heard Nukkun and Komari-chan were arguing. Also, I thought you did something to Komari-chan after seeing you two’s conversation on Line.”


  I felt like somebody threw a bucket of sewage onto my head.


  …Hmm? Hold on. What did Yakishio just say?


  During this time, Yanami appeared from the stairs as she was catching her breath.


  “Remon-chan, …listen to me properly…”


  Yanami was shaking. She leaned on Yakishio.


  “Sorry, sorry. I couldn’t wait for another second after hearing their voices.”


  “Please hold on for a moment. How did you two know about our conversation on the phone…?”


  Yakishio showed me the screen of her phone confusedly.


  “It’s because you two have been chatting in the Literature Club’s group.”


  “Fueh?”


  Komari screamed again.


  She freaked out and clicked on her phone. Yakishio immediately hugged her tightly.


  “Komari-chan has always been worried. It’s okay now. You won’t be alone anymore. We’ll forever be your friends!”


  “Ugh, well, it hurts…”


  Komari is struggling before Yakishio’s chest. I feel like a burden has been taken off my shoulders.


  “...It looks like you two have talked properly.”


  Yanami tidied her messy hair as she stood next to me.


  “I guess. Even though I don’t know whether Komari has accepted it, I guess we have told each other what we need to.”


  Komari isn’t left behind for the Literature Club.


  Instead, the Literature Club is left behind for Komari. This feeling is entrusted to me.


  …We have caused such a stir just by conveying our thoughts to each other.


  But, in a sense, this fits our style.


  “See? I’m right. You will definitely receive Komari-chan’s feelings as long as you are serious about being considerate to her.”


  Did this girl ever say that…?


  “Well, I’ll leave the details out for now. Anyway, thank you, Yanami-san.”


  Facing my sincere gratitude, Yanami first displayed her surprise before smiling.


  “Don’t worry about it. This way, your super attractive consultant Yanami-chan’s mission is complete.”


  …Even though I’ve told Komari she won’t be alone anymore, I’ve forgotten about these girls until then.


  Yakishio and Yanami are her real partners in the Literature Club as well.


  Of course, there will be a day when they grow distant from each other.


  Even if relationships don’t change, high school life will eventually be over one day.


  We continue our lives while holding on and repeatedly letting go of each other’s temporary connections. I have a feeling that while this is lonely, it’s not all sadness…


  As if she’s breaking my melancholy thoughts, Yanami hands her phone to me.


  “Eh, what’s wrong…?”


  “I’ve checked you two’s conversation. Don’t just let Komari-chan says everything. Nukumizu-kun should say something, too.”


  “...I did answer, you know? This should be enough, right?”


  Even though it was short, sending out an entire paragraph isn’t what I like either. Also, should I say I’m a bit embarrassed?


  “Ho, there’s a continuation after that? Let me see.”


  Yanami scrolled down the screen nonchalantly. Her face suddenly stiffened.


  “...Uwah, what did you even say, Nukumizu-kun?”


  “Eh, what’s wrong?”


  “Wait, there’s no excuse this time, right!? You’re indeed saying that, right?”


  Yanami shoved her phone to me.


  The screen is showing my message.


  



  <I’ll always be there for you.>


  



  …? I didn’t say anything weird.


  “This means I’m planning to stay at the Literature Club and not quit…”


  “Ohh, …Nukumizu-kun, are you a natural airhead?”


  Yanami looked at the sky dumbfoundedly.


  “I really don’t understand what you mean. Did I sexually harass her again? #MeToo?”


  “...Sheesh, that’s why I don’t like this part of you, Nukumizu-kun.”


  Yanami shrugged before going to Yakishio and Komari. They are still cuddling intimately.


  “Hey, Komari-chan. That’s what Nukumizu-kun said-”


  “R-Regrettable. T-The new president is a guy like this.”


  “If Nukkun’s the president, make sure you do it properly, okay?”


  Eh, 3 vs.1 is so unfair. Even though I don’t think I can win a 1 vs.1 either.


  By the way, what did they just call me…? I trembled as I raised my hand.


  “Well, about being the president, can I really do it?”


  The three girls exchanged glances. Then, for some reason, they burst into laughter.


  What is this? Is this the so-called tyranny of the majority?


  Komari left the girls’ circle and took a step toward me.


  “N-Nukumizu, y-you have to take up responsibility a-after promising it.”


  “Eh, in other words…”


  Komari raised her head. She looked at me with a shy smile between her hair.


  



  “You can’t run away, okay? I’ll leave this to you- Prez.”
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  Epilogue: At the Platform on the Emergency Stairs, 4th Floor, Old Building, Tsuwabuki High School


  Cheerful laughter echoes on the stairs below.


  Koto has read the record in the Line chatroom countless times. She covered her eyes full of tears.


  “I’m so glad. …I’m so glad for this…”


  Koto Tsukinoki and Shintaro Tamaki are standing shoulder to shoulder on the platform of the stairs.


  The kouhais’ conversation from below keeps churning more tears out of Koto’s eyes.


  Tamaki gently patted Koto’s head.


  “You did your best. You must have held in for a long time, right?”


  “We don’t need to worry about Komari-chan anymore from now on. That’s what Shintaro thinks too, right?”


  “Well, yeah. Lower your voice, Koto. Everyone will hear it.”


  “But I, …but I’m really happy.”


  Koto’s nose twitched.


  “I hope Komari-chan can be independent or talk to others properly. I just keep thinking about those things…”


  Tamaki handed her some paper tissues. Koto blew her nose.


  “But those were just answers I had assumed to be right and forced onto Komari-chan.”


  A cute kouhai used to be worrisome. However, right now, she has partners she has searched for using her own powers. Nothing makes Koto happier than that.


  “That girl is much stronger than I’ve imagined.”


  “...Komari-chan is determined. Also, it’s relieving to know Nukumizu is here too.”


  Koto showed a slightly surprised expression upon hearing this name.


  “Ho, you think of him very highly.”


  “Nukumizu’s actually unexpectedly reliable. He’s very calm even when I’m talking to him. I can’t believe that he’s actually younger than us.”


  “...Indeed, Nukumizu-kun is a strange boy.”


  They first met during the new semester in April.


  She tricked him into writing his name on the application form at that time. His membership in the Literature Club was merely symbolic.


  She didn’t expect him to come when she asked Komari to remind him.


  “At first, I just thought he was a lazy ghost member. I thought I needed to thank the gods when he actually showed up.”


  Koto leaned on the railing of the stairs.


  “All of the first-year girls here stand out a lot, aren’t they? Yet, there’s a colorless and tasteless Nukumizu-kun mixed between them. I was really worried about him.”


  “...Are you even praising him?”


  “I am praising him tons. In other words, Nukumizu-kun is an…’interesting man’, you know?”


  Koto said that jokingly as she leaned on Tamaki, wanting to be spoiled.


  “However, I still want to know whether he’s worthy enough for us to entrust Komari-chan to him. A man can’t be decided on a whim, okay?”


  “Alright, let’s leave Komari-chan to Nukumizu. Those two will get along well.”


  “You sound like those two are going out.”


  “Who knows? But it’s better to leave her to Nukumizu-kun than some weird guy, right?”


  “...You think you’re her ex-boyfriend?”


  Koto pretended to throw a tantrum and turned around.


  “I can leave my Komari-chan to him if he’s the guy. That’s how I feel.”


  “Well, I guess that’s true.”


  Tamaki answered jokingly as well. Koto stared daggers at him.


  “Hey, Shintaro! You really didn’t do anything to Komari-chan, right?”


  “I didn’t. Hey, be quiet-”


  Koto pulled Tamaki’s tie before he could even finish. She closed his lips with hers forcefully.


  “Koto! We’re in school, okay!?”


  “I’ll be quiet if you shut me down with your lips, right?”


  Tamaki covered his flaring cheeks.


  “You dummy. …You-”


  “I wonder who you are when you have such a dumb girlfriend?”


  Koto chuckled.


  Perhaps they have heard the commotions here. Lively chatters can be heard below.


  “Look, everyone heard it now…”


  “Isn’t this nice? It’s better to share the happiness with everyone.”


  Koto smiled as she turned around and looked at the stairs.


  



  Nukumizu must have said something unnecessary again.


  Yanami yelled at Nukumizu. Her voice echoed throughout the stairs.


  



  “That’s why I don’t like this part of you, Nukumizu-kun!”


  
    Afterword


    Hello again. Takibi Amamori here.


    This is the third time a losing heroine has been defeated. I was glad I could deliver Volume 3 to everyone without a hitch. 


    Once again, I must apologize for the inconvenience caused to my editor Iwaasa-shi.


    However, on the contrary, I’m still bothering him as of writing this. …Thank you so much (sweat).


    Also, Imigimuru-sensei has drawn the most spectacular illustrations again this time.


    With the standard of excellence being raised to such levels, I’m worried that the total amount of cuteness allowed worldwide will soon be regulated. Having Imigimuru-sensei draw for you will quickly be a precious right that trades for high value in the global market.


    Let’s secure the already published <Too Many Losing Heroines!>, <This Art Club Has a Problem!>, and the illustration book <Imigimuru ARTWORKS Fruits>. I’m sure they will be fantastic virtual currencies.


    I don’t understand virtual currencies, so let’s get back to the main story. This time, Komari-chan appears on the cover as the main heroine.


    The stage is the middle of the second semester when the third-year students graduate.


    Komari-chan’s thoughts and decisions and Yanami-san’s gourmet travelogue-


    I would appreciate it if I could share this with everyone reading this.


    


    Then! We have important news for you this time!


    Those who have seen the book belt probably know already. The manga has started!


    The mangaka is Itachi-sensei, the one in charge of the manga adaptation of <Haganai>! I’m sure many of you know him.


    It will be released on the MangaONE app and Weekly Shonen Sunday, so be sure to check it out!


    I got to read it first due to my privilege of being the original author, but it was really interesting nonetheless (straightforward)!


    Not only were Itachi-sensei’s drawings very captivating to me, but the reconstruction and reinterpretation of the manga and characters were truly wonderful. I was genuinely thrilled to read it.


    I think everyone who has already read the novel will definitely enjoy another refreshed, losing heroine world.


    Anyway, I received an extra page after writing the afterword once again.


    Here’s an interlude after chapter 3…
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    Extra: Please ☆ Teacher


    In an izakaya directly managed by a local fish paste maker close to the station.


    Two young women sitting next to each other at the counter clattered their glasses together.


    “Well then, congrats on the end of the Tsuwabuki Festival!”


    “Yeah, thank you for your hard work.”


    One of them is a petite woman. She holds up the glass and chugs it in one go.


    “Excuse me, another draft beer, please!”


    Prefectural Tsuwabuki High School social studies teacher, Konami Amanatsu. A 26-year-old who makes even the flowers blush before her beauty.


    Looking like a shy high school girl, she must bring her ID when she goes to an izakaya.


    “The pace is fast as ever. I wonder who wants to take her home.”


    Next to her is a colleague, the school nurse Sayo Konuki. She’s smiling suspiciously.


    She giggles while tracing the droplets on the glass with her thin fingers.


    Amanatsu stares at her friend next to her. Her eyes are already showing signs of drunkenness.


    “Unlike Konuki-chan, no one will take me home.”


    “If Konami is really drunk, I’ll take care of you and bring you home.”


    “Really? Konuki-chan wasn’t good with alcohol when you were in college, right? You always brought a man whenever you were out drinking.”


    “Oh, I was just pretending to be drunk.”


    Konami stopped moving after getting the second glass of beer.


    “...I thought I was going to pass out at the right time.”


    “It will be bad if you get drunk at that party.”


    Konuki returned the empty glass and asked for a new drink.


    “Hold on, was that a joint party in the first place? I showed up in a jersey.”


    


    Konuki stopped moving after hearing that.


    “Did Konami really scream at that party too? I definitely thought you did that to attract crazy people.”


    “Please introduce him to me if there’s such a maniac- no, never mind.”


    “Smart choice. It’s not recommended for beginners.”


    A staff member brought a glass of sake. It seems to be overflowing. Konuki put her lips on the rim of the glass. This is Junmai Ginjo from Shikaio. It’s Konuki’s favorite.


    Konuki’s eyes squinted in joy. Looking at her popular side profile, Konami decided to change the topic.


    “Anyway, are the students in the Literature Club doing alright?”


    “Yeah, it’s my first time being a club advisor. It’s quite refreshing.”


    Konuki looked at the transparent liquid in the glass. She then suddenly remembered something.


    “Especially Nukumizu-kun. He’s a strange boy. My job lets me know a little about students who need the nurse’s room. On the other hand, it’s hard to understand a student who requires support differently.”


    “Is something wrong with Nukumizu?”


    “If anything, it’s the opposite. There are a lot of problematic children around Nukumizu-kun. I think his presence is unexpectedly crucial for them.”


    “Heh, that boy…”


    Amanatsu took a sip of the radish miso oden. She’s surprised, yet she doesn’t show it on her face.


    “That’s why I’m a little interested in Nukumizu-kun, as a school nurse-”


    Konami looked at Konuki. The latter’s expression tells that she’s plotting something.


    “Konuki-chan, please don’t lay your hands on him, okay…?”


    “I’m also a priest, Konami. I made a vow to myself when I became a teacher.”


    Konami raised the glass with a triumphant face.


    “You say it with a determined face, but that’s obvious, right?”


    “Is that so? Is it okay if I make a specific objection?”


    “It’s not okay. Look, let’s just drink for today.”


    Amanatsu asked for another serving after emptying her second glass.


    A small grill was placed between the two right after the next beer came.


    You can grill your own chikuwa and eat it at this shop.


    “Ara, does Konami like putting aojiso? That’s a cool choice.”


    Konuki rolled the chikuwa stick on the grill as she said that.


    “When you think of Toyohashi, you think of aojiso. It’s normal, Konuki-chan.”


    “It’s time to come full circle and appreciate the simple taste.”


    The surface of the chikuwa began to swell little by little. She baked it evenly while crushing it with a toothpick.


    “...It’s fun to make chikuwa with other girls, but I wonder if I can have fun with them?”


    Konuki smiled gently at the sudden truth.


    “Konami is too serious. You won’t understand unless you first jump into the person’s embrace.”


    “That’s why Konuki-chan is so messed up badly. Sex is just an unexpected benefit from being alive.”


    “Be prepared for that, too, Konami. You were born a woman.”


    Konuki lifted the grilled chikuwa.


    “-Be the one being stabbed rather than stabbing.”


    “You didn’t regret it at all, right?”


    The two women’s night has only just begun-


    


  


  Animate Special Intermission: The Setting Where The Two Are Best Friends


  The location is the after-school classroom. Two girls are looking at a brochure on a table between them.


  They are looking at a list of clothes available for rental. These are the costumes they need for the class play at Tsuwabuki Fest.


  One of the girls, Anna Yanami, pointed at a photo on the list.


  Yanami is referring to the white kimono. There is a triangular headscarf on top as well.


  “Oh, it’s a ghost. Just like Oiwa-san.” [TL: Oiwa from <Yotsuya Kaidan>.]


  The person who answered was Karen Himemiya. Despite the windless interior, her lengthy hair is swaying around. Even though the sky is cloudy, sparkles of stars are floating around her.


  “It’s autumn already. Shouldn’t I become more mature at this point? I think it’s time for me to dress up and showcase myself.”


  “Anna is such a bright and charming girl. I think it’s okay for you to try gap moe.” Here, look at this one. Isn’t this very cute?”


  Karen is pointing at the female demon outfit. It’s a miniskirt plus a headband attached with wings.


  “Ah, this is great. But it’s showing the shoulders and chest. Is that alright?”


  “A little bit is fine, not to mention how adorable the upper body is. It’s almost like a wedding dress-”


  Karen’s voice died down and turned vague in the middle.


  “...Ah, hmm, something like that. I think even though the exposure is a little high, it’s cute enough.”


  “I-Indeed! Karen-chan’s skin is so smooth and bright. It’s fine for you to show a bit more!”


  Yanami tried her best to maintain her cheerful tone. She flipped to the next page.


  “Look, Karen-chan. There’s a special article!”


  “You’re right! Let me see. It should be for Halloween-”


  The two girls closed in on the brochure.


  <-Waiting for a proposal is too late! Now’s the time! An article on wedding dresses!>


  “............”


  “............”


  Yanami and Karen glared at this page silently. Then, one of them immediately closed the brochure.


  “Uh, …Anna, I’ll go with the demon. Yep, it’s quite cute, after all.”


  “I’ll choose the ghost, then. I’m making my debut on maturity. …I’m a mature girl.”


  The two smiled at each other powerlessly. Then, they wrote something on the paper in their hands. It’s the application form for the clothing team.


  Karen’s hand reached toward the brochure while filling out the form.


  “Right, we have to write down the sizes of our clothes. Anna, you need to reference this as well, hmm?”


  Karen said as she carefully opened the brochure.


  …She must not turn to the wedding article at this time.


  Karen trembled. She managed to flip to the Halloween outfit page.


  Yanami and Karen sighed in relief. They looked at each other and laughed.


  “Karen-chan, it’s just flipping pages. Why are you so nervous?”


  “You too, Anna. Alright, let’s decide on the size of our outfits. Let me see…”


  Karen frowned while reading the brochure.


  “What’s wrong? Karen-chan can definitely fit in with such a slim waist, right?”


  “Well, …my chest probably can’t fit in the biggest size here.”


  “What.”


  Yanami rudely grabbed the brochure and stared daggers at the size chart.


  “Karen-chan, I’ll go ahead and ask this. How big are yours?”


  After looking around and confirming that no one was around, Karen wrote down 3 numbers on the table.


  Yanami couldn’t help but look to the sky and sigh.


  …Don’t people say a person can’t have two good qualities. How come Karen Himemiya is beautiful and kind- and now her chest ranks at the top in the school?


  Yanami is ashamed. She looked at Karen and mumbled.


  Don’t boobs count as two things already…?
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  Bookwalker Special Intermission: Everything Is Good as Long as It’s Tasty, Right?


  


  


  *The following short story contains spoilers. Please read it after the main one.


  


  It’s the weekend. Kaju and I are standing shoulder to shoulder in our home’s kitchen.


  We are wearing the same aprons and crossing our arms in the same pose. Both of us nodded at each other after exchanging looks.


  “I’ll leave this to you, Kaju. You’re the only one I can ask for help from.”


  “Sure, onii-sama. Please leave this to Kaju.”


  Indeed, we’re planning to make the desserts for Tsuwabuki Fest today.


  First, a prototype is made with a small number of ingredients. Then, opinions are collected as data for the final product. The cost shouldn’t be underestimated during the process. That’s why we need a reliable plan.


  I took the recipe we had prepared beforehand.


  “Hmm, anyway. We’re making cookies, cupcakes, and sugarcoated peanuts. Are you sure we can make all three of them together?”


  “It’s okay. Kaju has to stay up all night and do several more times of work during onii-sama’s birthday every year. These are a piece of cake.”


  Kaju laughed and answered.


  “You have to sleep properly this year, alright? Here. Can I help with anything?”


  “Well, onii-sama can start by patting Kaju’s head, hmm?”


  …I feel like this is different than I’ve imagined, but let’s just go along with her.


  “Hehe, Kaju is now full of motivation.”


  “Uh, then what should I do next?”


  “Well, please rub Kaju’s shoulders next.”


  “I see. Making desserts takes effort. I guess your shoulder hurts, right?”


  I rubbed Kaju’s petite shoulders.


  “It’s not. I just want onii-sama to spoil me.”


  This is also different from what I expected.


  Kaju started sorting the flour.


  “If possible, is there anything related to making the desserts that I can help you with…?”


  “I see. Kaju’s starting to make the desserts in the kitchen. Onii-sama, please hug me tightly from behind and ask, ‘What are we eating tonight’, okay?”


  “...What’s even the point of that?”


  Kaju jumped in excitement.


  “There’s more! Kaju will say, ‘I’m still holding the knife. It’s dangerous’, and then onii-sama will say, ‘Let’s hold it together’ and grabs Kaju’s hands from behind-”


  “Alright, stop. What’s the point of all of this?”


  “A game for newlyweds. If this happens, Kaju will have enough energy to not sleep for 2 days!”


  “No, make sure you get enough rest. All-nighters are banned.”


  “I’ll sleep properly if onii-sama can sing a lullaby for me, you know?”


  Kaju opened the can of cherries. She looked up to me to express her desires.


  “Uh, I guess that’s acceptable.”


  “Are you sure? It’s been a long time since Kaju has slept in onii-sama’s blanket. Kaju is excited.”


  “Sleep in your bed. I’ll go back to my room after you’re asleep.”


  “Hmph- onii-sama is so cold.”


  Kaju pouted in dissatisfaction. She picked up a cherry.


  “Well, I’ll ask onii-sama to peel the peanuts. The whole bag is yours.”


  I finally got a proper task. Let’s start working.


  …Kaju glanced at me after I silently peeled the peanut shells off for a while.


  “Be careful when peeling off the skin. Don’t break the peanut inside.”


  “Leave it to me. Despite my look, I’m actually quite skilled at things like this-”


  The peanut in my hand broke into two the moment I said that.


  Kaju quickly noticed it. She grabbed half of it and handed it to my lips.


  “Onii-sama, you have to take up responsibility, you know? Here, ah-”


  It can’t be helped. I have to eat it. Kaju handed me the other half after that.


  “I’ll take up responsibility as well. Here, ah-”


  Kaju closed her eyes and opened her mouth.


  I fed the peanut to Kaju. She showed an incredibly charming smile.


  “Now I’m fully charged!”


  Kaju put out a victory pose with her arms. She started mixing the dough in the bowl ferociously.


  As her older brother, I must not admit defeat here.


  I cheered myself up and started peeling the peanuts again. I’m slowly learning how to open the shell-


  “...Ah, it’s broken again.”


  I immediately messed up after getting the hang of it.


  Kaju opened her mouth and closed her eyes next to me.


  I fed the whole broken peanut into Kaju’s mouth.
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  Intermission: The New Week Starts on Monday - Inside the Club Room


  


  Monday, after school. The three first-year girls of the Literature Club are sitting around the table in the club room.


  Yanami put a package in the middle with a solemn expression.


  “...We have a package here.”


  Yakishio straightened her back and looked at the content inside the tote bag.


  “What’s this? There are desserts inside.”


  “Indeed, Remon-chan is right. It’s also handmade desserts as well. I bet these must be presents for us, right?”


  Yanami concluded. She put a small empty bag next to the package.


  “It’s quite delicious.”


  “Y-You ate them already…?”


  Komari couldn’t help but mumble. Yanami smiled and shook her head.


  “I just finished a bag before you two came. There are two left. Let’s share it with the three of us, alright?”


  Yakishio took out the bag of desserts from the package.


  “There are different desserts in these two bags. Is that also true for Yana-chan’s bag?”


  “I think that’s the case. What was inside it again…?”


  Yanami seemed dumbfounded. She’s about to open it.


  Komari hastily stopped her.


  “H-Hey, …i-it’s not good to just eat other people’s food without asking, r-right?”


  “These are all brought by Nukumizu-kun, right? Leaving all of the deliciousness for himself only, how cunning. It’s more like Nukumizu-kun needs to learn his lesson.”


  “I-Is that the case…?”


  Yanami opened the two bags and started digging in when Komari was stunned with confusion.


  Yakishio is encouraged by this. She took a bite. Her eyes bulged.


  “Uwah, this is so good. Even though it looks so dry and hard, it’s moist and fluffy upon taking a bite.”


  “Really? Let me try it too.”


  “Uh, hey, but-”


  Komari is getting increasingly startled as the desserts disappear one by one.


  “It’s okay. Nukumizu-kun is unexpectedly easy. He’ll forgive us as long as Komari-chan smiles at him.”


  “W-Why me…?”


  “Nukumizu-kun is too kind to Komari-chan, after all. He didn’t give me any desserts even though I was here.”


  “Y-You already ate them before we agreed on anything, y-yet you still want more?”


  Perhaps Yanami didn’t accept Komari’s reasonable opinion. She just consumed the desserts with a face full of distress.


  Yakishio was preparing the tea. She turned around with a chic look.


  “But Nukkun always acts nervous whenever I change in the club room. I can feel it a little bit.”


  Yakishio said that jokingly. Yanami shrugged.


  “That’s because a cute girl like Remon-chan is changing before him- wait, you mean you’re changing in front of him!? Don’t tell me Remon-chan and Nukumizu-kun are like that!?”


  “...I don’t understand what you’re saying. But, anyway, it’s like that. We’re talking about Nukkun, after all.”


  Yakishio spoke up calmly. She started pouring tea into everyone’s cup.


  Yanami was startled. However, she sighed in relief after seeing Yakishio’s attitude.


  …It looks like those two aren’t like “that”.


  “Oh, it’s Nukumizu-kun, after all.”


  “I-I guess that’s what happens when it’s Nukumizu…”


  “Even though I don’t really understand, it’s Nukkun, after all.”


  The three girls started having a tea party.


  All of them are having a fun conversation about Nukumizu. It only took them a few moments to eat up all of the desserts.


  Yanami took care of the trash and clapped her hands.


  “Alright, all of the evidence is destroyed.”


  She seems to know what she has done too.


  During this time, the door opened. Nukumizu appeared before everyone.


  “Oh, everyone’s here. Let’s cut right to the chase.”


  The girls started chuckling as if they wanted to interrupt Nukumizu.


  “...Ah? What’s wrong? Why are you girls laughing?”


  Nukumizu freaked out. Yanami smiled and waved at him.


  “I-It’s nothing-”


  The trio burst into laughter again after seeing Nukumizu’s confused and startled face. 
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