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  Prologue


  The gymnasium of Tsuwabuki High School.


  I stood on stage, exposed to the gazes of hundreds.


  Yes, it's time for the club introductions during the new student orientation.


  Flanked by Yanami and Komari, I nervously gulped in front of the microphone stand.


  "Uh, well, the Literature Club reads books, and we also write things…"


  The first-year students, seated cross-legged on the floor, listened intently to my explanation.


  One could interpret their silence as a lack of response, but Tsuwabuki students are known for being serious and refined. There's no need to worry about the lack of reaction.


  And now, it's Komari's turn. I glanced at her as she nervously fidgeted with her fingers next to me.


  Despite her appearances, Komari, the vice president of the Literature Club, has experienced a lot and grown considerably.


  Komari gave a slight nod- and then she hid behind my back.


  She hasn't grown at all.


  "Hey, it's your turn to speak."


  "...I-I'll leave it to you."


  She murmured, clutching my jacket and trembling slightly.


  Well, this is within expectations. I cleared my throat and continued.


  "Uh, we also submit works to <Let's Become a Literary Master!> and create our own club magazine."


  Round 2 in the bag.


  Now, it's time for the Literature Club's secret weapon, the girl we wished we could keep a secret forever- Anna Yanami.


  Yanami nervously pulled a piece of paper from her pocket and began reading slowly.


  "Yakisoba-pan: 5 stars. I recommend it because it's packed with yakisoba. Ogura Sandwich: 5 stars. It's cheap and filled with lots of beans, so I recommend it a lot. Fresh Cream Bread-" [TL: Yakisoba-pan is basically like a hot dog but with yakisoba instead of sausage, and ogura toast is just usual toast but with azuki red beans as jam.]


  …What is she talking about?


  "Hold on, Yanami-san, what are you reading?"


  "Huh?"


  Yanami blinked in confusion and frantically started searching her pockets.


  "Sorry, I grabbed the wrong thing! Nukumizu-kun, where's the script!?"


  "Why would I know? Hey, stop littering."


  Candy wrappers are falling from Yanami's pocket one after another.


  Apparently, Yanami is more nervous than she lets on in situations like this.


  I hastily gathered the trash- and then I felt an ominous presence and looked up.


  A suspicious figure is at the stage wings.


  A girl in a track uniform with a paper bag over her head is staring at us (?) from the sidelines. What on Earth are you doing, Yakishio?


  Yakishio bent her knees slightly, getting into a crouching start position.


  Eh, hold up, is she just going to dash out like that?


  There are no holes in the paper bag, so she probably can't see, and she's not even facing the right way. This is just a disaster waiting to happen.


  "Yakishio, wait-"


  Yakishio burst forth as if my words were a starting signal.


  She probably intended to stop at the microphone and introduce the Literature Club.


  However, with zero visibility, Yakishio smashed right into us, sending us all tumbling across the stage.


  Screams echoed through the gymnasium.


  As I lay sprawled on the stage, the microphone stand fell towards me.


  I reached out and grabbed the mic, straining to get my words out.


  "We do stuff in the club room on the first floor of the west building after school! You're all welcome to check us out!"


  The gymnasium fell silent as the high-pitched feedback from the mic subsided.


  


  I see how it is. This year's freshmen are- quite refined indeed.


  



  Chapter 1: Kazuhiko Nukumizu, Class 2-C


  A week has passed since the nightmare of the first-year students' orientation.


  All classes for the day are over, and now it's just a matter of waiting for homeroom to start.


  …Well, I have to head to the club room after school.


  The recruiting season for new club members is nearing its end. And yeah, it's the endgame.


  "We're so screwed…"


  I muttered to myself as I looked up at the now-familiar ceiling.


  Currently, the Literature Club has had zero visitors. And today is the last day of the club activity trial period.


  "What's wrong? You don't look very happy."


  "The club recruitment isn't going well."


  The one who spoke to me is Mitsuki Ayano. He has a complicated history with Yakishio, but in the end, nothing happened because he's pretty dense.


  "Well, the orientation incident became quite the topic of conversation."


  Standing next to Ayano is a petite, cute-looking guy, Hiroto Sakurai, the student council treasurer.


  Both of them are now my classmates after moving up to the second year.


  "What do you mean by 'became a topic'…?"


  "I meant it in a good way. Don't worry."


  A gentle lie really hits the spot when you're feeling down. Sakurai-kun is a good guy, but it doesn't change the reality of having zero visitors.


  "But we need five members to avoid getting disbanded. We have to do something."


  "Didn't the club only have four members at one point last year?"


  Ayano asked curiously, and Sakurai-kun answered on my behalf.


  "If there's even one first-year, the club gets a grace period. It would be a shame if someone joined and the club got disbanded because of low numbers."


  Still, the fact remains that the Literature Club needs new members to avoid disbandment.


  In this dire situation, some of the blame has to fall on those girls as well-


  I glanced to the other side of the classroom, where Yanami and Komari were.


  Yanami is practically draped over the seated Komari like a human scarf, chatting happily with our classmate Karen Himeimiya.


  Komari, sandwiched between them, doesn't look particularly happy. However, her once furious anger has started to settle down since the beginning of the new term.


  I've heard that you need to acclimate goldfish to their water, and it seems Komari is finally getting used to the environment.


  -And then, Yakishio and I ended up in different classes.


  Even though I don't talk to her much in the classroom, I can't deny that something is missing.


  At the end of our first year, we had a 100-meter race to decide who would quit the club.


  I'm not sure how much I'm able to understand Yakishio's feelings, but after that day, I could tell the hesitation in her eyes had vanished.


  As I was absentmindedly listening to Ayano and the others' conversation over my head, the classroom door opened.


  It's our Class 2-C homeroom teacher, Konami Amanatsu, who is also in charge of Tsuwabuki High School's social studies. Honestly, I'm getting a bit tired of seeing her.


  Stepping onto the podium, Amanatsu-sensei clapped her hands together.


  "Hey, everyone, sit down quickly. Let's get this over with~"


  The class, already used to her by now, slowly made their way back to their seats.


  However, for some reason, Amanatsu-sensei didn't start lecturing us with an irritated expression. She's in a good mood lately.


  After writing the announcements on the blackboard, she turned back to the teacher's desk.


  "There's been a lot going on recently. I've been super busy both personally and professionally."


  She paused dramatically, then looked around at us with a sly grin.


  "Well, it seems I'm still very popular. I've been getting…a lot of attention. There's only one of me, though, so I'm quite in demand. What should I do?"


  Unable to contain her joy, Amanatsu-sensei slapped the teacher's desk a couple of times.


  It seems like she's in her popular phase from the fragmented bits of info we have gathered recently.


  "Even though I didn't ask for it, I've been getting tons of 'likes'. But I'm not that easy, okay? Don't get the wrong idea-"


  …Isn't that a dating app or something?


  Is she okay? Can she even handle it, Konami Amanatsu?


  Uncertain whether she noticed our worried glances, Amanatsu-sensei kept smiling as she slapped the attendance book onto the desk.


  "Alright, that's it for today! Be careful on your way home!"


  *


  The clubroom after school is enveloped in a languid atmosphere.


  Komari stared emptily at the bookshelf while Yanami endlessly watched videos of butter melting on her phone.


  The anxiety from the lack of new club members has come full circle, leaving us in a state of resigned ennui.


  …This won't do. Tightening my expression, I stood up from my chair.


  "Everyone, let's get fired up. I believe today we'll have someone come to check out the club."


  At my words, Yanami looked up with a sigh.


  "You say that, but today's the last day of the trial period, right? We've had zero people so far, so there's no way someone will come today."


  "No, it's actually the opposite. Today is our last chance."


  "C-Chance…?"


  Komari gave me a skeptical look.


  "Students who are interested in the Literature Club are definitely shy introverts, right? For new students like that, it's only natural they would hesitate to visit after seeing that orientation."


  Saying it out loud made my heart ache. The memories of that day still haunt my dreams.


  "However, if they are truly serious about joining, they will muster up the courage to come on the last day. We can't miss that opportunity."


  "They can join whenever they want even if they missed the trial period, right? Why would they come specifically on the last day?"


  Oh dear, Yanami really doesn't understand.


  Komari and I exchanged glances and shrugged our shoulders in resignation.


  "Listen, for shy introverts like Komari and me, missing the official trial period means we would never dare set foot in the clubroom again. The whole world feels like hostile territory to us."


  "The world isn't that harsh..."


  Really? Shit's tough whenever I'm watching you, Yanami.


  "N-Nukumizu, should w-we bring 'that' out…?"


  "Good idea. Now's the perfect time for that."


  I pulled down the cardboard box from the top of the bookshelf and took out the hidden box inside.


  "Okamedo's Kame Monaka! These are super delicious!" [TL: A kind of sweet made from red bean paste sandwiched between thin, crisp wafers.]


  "Yeah, the senpais left them for us to use for recruitment. Don't eat them. They are for visitors."


  "...Wait. Why were these monaka hidden up there in the first place?"


  Do I really need to explain? I don't think so.


  I silently handed the box to Komari. She looked at it with a troubled expression.


  "T-These are expired."


  What? Then we can't serve these to visitors. Yanami snatched the box from Komari as I despaired.


  "Yanami-san, those are expired."


  "Nukumizu-kun, do you still believe in expiration dates?"


  …There she goes, spouting nonsense again.


  "Is this even about whether I believe in expiration dates or not?"


  "This says 'Best Tasted Before', right? That means the expiration date doesn't matter so long as it tastes good."


  Yanami bit into the Kame Monaka with a triumphant look.


  "Yup, it's delicious. Here, everyone, have some."


  Resistance is futile at this point. As the three of us ate the monaka, the iconic theme music from a historic shark movie began playing from my phone.


  This ringtone belongs to the Literature Club advisor, Sayo Konuki.


  I looked at my phone, and the notification read, <Please come to the infirmary, Prez♡>


  …I would rather not.


  "W-What's wrong?"


  Komari peeked over at my phone as I pondered how to ignore it.


  "Konuki-sensei is calling me. Uh, I'm kind of busy. Could you go instead?"


  "...Ueh? N-No way."


  Yeah, I don't want to either. Yanami tilted her head as she opened the fourth monaka.


  "Could it be a notice about the club being disbanded?"


  "Huh!?" (x2)


  Komari and I jumped up. Yanami sipped her tea and sighed contentedly.


  "Our club's screwed if we don't get new members, after all. Today is the last day of the official recruitment period, so it wouldn't be strange if sensei has something to say about it."


  Yanami's logic made sense for once.


  Seeing Komari anxiously pacing, I gave up and slumped my shoulders.


  I have to go to the infirmary. But I really don't want to…


  *


  Here's a lesson for all first-year students. It's essential to learn the etiquette for visiting the Tsuwabuki High School infirmary.


  The first thing to do upon entering is to turn on the lights and open the curtains.


  Fire is dangerous, so please extinguish any candles and turn off the moody ambient lighting. It's also advisable to check for hidden cameras while doing so.


  Have a third party present when talking to Konuki-sensei, or if that's not possible, sit near the exit and place a table or other obstacles between you.


  Only then can you finally face sensei with some peace of mind-


  


  "Here, have some herbal tea before it gets cold."


  With a wary glance, I sat down, and Konuki-sensei placed a teacup in front of me.


  "Ah, thank you. So, what did you need me for?"


  "Ara, am I not allowed to call you unless I have a reason?"


  "Uh, well, I'm quite busy, after all."


  I took a sip of the tea.


  "Still so cold, huh? Did you drink the herbal tea properly? Have you ever been told you're very resistant to medication?"


  "...You didn't put anything in this tea, right?"


  Konuki-sensei silently smiled at me. Alright, I'm heading out.


  As I stood up, she pointed her long index finger at me.


  "-Let's talk about the recruitment of new members."


  Finally, it's here. I slowly sat back down and steadied my breathing.


  Seeing my serious demeanor, Konuki-sensei spoke softly.


  "Well, that's…"


  Just as I was struggling to find the right words, she said something unexpected.


  


  "If you're okay with it, I would like to introduce a potential member."


  


  Wait, a potential member!?


  The news was so perfect that I jumped up.


  "That would be great! As long as they join, anyone is welcome!"


  "Really? Hearing that makes me feel a lot better."


  "...Sorry, can I think about it for a moment?"


  Maybe this isn't such a perfect scenario after all.


  While we can't afford to be picky, making hasty decisions is dangerous.


  "Uh, why are you recommending this person for the Literature Club? Based on what you said, sensei, it doesn't sound like they're particularly interested in our club."


  "That student is having a hard time fitting in with the class. Ideally, I would like to take care of them myself, but there are...certain circumstances."


  "Circumstances?"


  Konuki-sensei closed her half-opened mouth, hesitating before continuing.


  "She's a friend's younger sister, and I've known her for a while. That friend is also a high school teacher, so she can't give her special treatment. I would appreciate it if you guys could look after her."


  …That's the situation.


  As a school nurse, it's natural for Konuki-sensei to want to support a student with issues.


  However, since they are acquaintances, things could get complicated, and it might even lead to rumors that would be detrimental to the student.


  But we're talking about Konuki-sensei's friend. Friends, huh…?


  "Sensei, does that mean...perhaps...?"


  "Don't worry. I don't have any male friends. Would you like to know why?"


  "Nope, thank you very much."


  According to the information she provided, this friend of hers is a fellow university graduate.


  She often hangs out with Konuki-sensei and Amanatsu-sensei despite being their kouhai.


  The potential new member is her younger sister, a first-year student named Riko Shiratama.


  Apparently, this girl has been isolated in her class since she enrolled, and Konuki-sensei wants to introduce her to the Literature Club because she's worried about her.


  "Are you sure? Our club members aren't exactly...conventional."


  "Ara, I trust all of you, you know? Plus, she has something in common with you, Nukumizu-kun."


  With me? Konuki-sensei took her cup and inhaled the tea's aroma.


  "Riko-chan is quite a siscon. Recently, she's been causing some trouble because of it."


  "I'm not a siscon, though."


  Konuki-sensei brushed off my remark with a smile.


  "I've heard that your sister is very fond of you. I think you might be able to understand Riko-chan's feelings."


  "...Well, if it's about my little sister, I guess I understand a bit."


  I don't really get it, but I suppose there are many reasons why little sisters cling to their older brothers. Probably.


  "Alright. I'll meet her in the club room tomorrow then."


  As I accepted the note with her contact information, Konuki-sensei slowly shook her head.


  "She's currently suspended, so she's not coming to school. Could you go and meet her directly?"


  "...Can I reconsider?"


  I tried to hand the note back.


  Konuki-sensei gently took my hand in hers and firmly shook her head.


  *


  The following day after school, Yanami and I rode our bikes for about 20 minutes from Tsuwabuki High School to the food court at AEON South Toyohashi, also known as Minami JAS. [TL: AEON, formerly known as JUSCO, is one of the biggest department stores in Japan and Asia.]


  We came here, opposite of Toyohashi Station, to meet Shiratama-san, who is currently suspended. And, for the record, Komari bailed on us.


  Yanami, with her elbow on the table, looked up from her phone.


  "Hey, Nukumizu-kun, what does the 'JAS' in Minami JAS stand for?"


  "This place was called JUSCO before we were old enough to remember. It's a remnant of that name."


  "Oh, it's like how my grandma calls ApiTA 'UNY', huh?" [TL: The UNY Group runs supermarkets and malls across the Chubu and Kanto regions, and ApiTA is one of the brands under the company that focuses on luxury goods.]


  "What's that?"


  "I don't know, but apparently it was a thing."


  It must be from the 20th century or the Showa era, some bygone times.


  We continued our idle chatter while scanning our surroundings.


  Many students are loitering in the food court in the evening, but none of them are from Tsuwabuki.


  "Shiratama-chan is coming in her uniform, right? I wonder what she's like."


  "Well, she's a first-year who got suspended right after enrolling. She's probably a fighter."


  Yanami crossed her arms and nodded as if she had hit the nail on the head.


  "Yeah, she's definitely a delinquent. The type to swing around chains."


  "Do those even exist in this day and age?"


  This is starting to get scary. If push comes to shove, I need to be ready to get my ass out of here alone…


  Just as I mentally reviewed my escape routes-


  


  Beep beep beep beep beep.


  


  An electronic chime suddenly blared.


  "Wait here for a bit, Nukumizu-kun!"


  Yanami stood up, clutching a white pager.


  Eh, when did she place an order?


  With a triumphant look, she returned carrying two trays, placing one in front of me.


  The white, steaming bowl is a Japanese-style tonkotsu soup. It's Sugakiya ramen.


  Yanami sat back down and skillfully used the unique ramen fork- a combination of a fork and spoon, to slurp her noodles.


  "Uh, why did you get ramen for me too?"


  "Nukumizu-kun, it's a crime to sit in a food court without ordering anything. Besides, Konuki-sensei gave us money and told us to have some tea together."


  "Sensei said tea, right? This is ramen."


  "Well, it's a soup, so it's close enough."


  It might be tea to Yanami, but to me, it's ramen.


  Reluctantly, I picked up my chopsticks, and Yanami tapped me on the shoulder.


  "Isn't that her? She's wearing a Tsuwabuki uniform."


  She said this and then slurped up her noodles.


  Following her gaze, I saw a petite Tsuwabuki girl looking around nervously just outside the food court.


  She's about the same height as Yanami but has a slender frame and thin legs. Her hair, slightly longer than shoulder-length, is smooth and straight, making her look like a doll from afar.


  Isn't she cute? No, she's really cute.


  Could this girl really be the troublemaker who got suspended…?


  She tried to navigate through the crowd of students from other schools leaving the food court, but she was getting pushed away, moving farther from us.


  "...Nukumizu-kun, is she going to be alright?"


  Clearly not, as she is drifting away with an unrelated group of students. She's most likely not okay.


  Eventually, Yanami took her hand and brought her over. She plopped into a chair, her eyes spinning. This girl definitely wouldn't survive in Tokyo.


  "Uh, are you alright?"


  "Y-Yes. Sorry to make you come all this way."


  Shiratama-san bowed her head.


  "I'm Riko Shiratama from Class 1-E."


  "I'm Nukumizu, the club president, and this is-"


  "Yanami-senpai, right? Thank you for earlier."


  Shiratama-san bowed again. Yanami gave a thumbs-up while chewing on some menma. [TL: Fermented bamboo shoots.]


  ...I subtly observed our guest.


  She's a fluffy, girly girl, and up close, she's undeniably cute.


  Sure, there are pretty girls around, but her aura of needing protection is unmatched.


  What could this harmless-looking girl have done? I must protect her.


  "Uh, I heard from Konuki-sensei..."


  "Ah, yes, she told me to spend some time in the Literature Club."


  She said this while looking up at me with puppy-dog eyes.


  "I don't really know much about novels and such. Will I be a bother?"


  "Don't worry about that-"


  "Well, it might be a bit tough at first. I struggled too, but it's all about getting used to it."


  Yanami suddenly turned on her senpai mode, twirling her ramen fork with a smug look.


  


  Beep, beep, beep, beep, beep.


  


  The electronic chime sounded again. Yanami stood up, holding the pager aloft.


  "Alright, it's dessert time- I mean, let's start the welcome party for Shiratama-chan!"


  *


  "The riverbank's Dame's Rocket flowers are gorgeous this time of the year."


  "Huh, really? That sounds lovely."


  "Yes, please come with everyone next time."


  As Shiratama finished the last bite of her anmitsu, she put her hands together and softly said, "Thanks for the food." [TL: Agar jelly mixed with fruit slices and red bean paste before adding sweet black syrup.]


  I watched her and organized my thoughts about what she had shared.


  -Her hobby is sewing, which she started because of her sister, and she loves sweets. She doesn't like crowds, so her current hobby is taking early morning walks when it's quiet.


  From all of this, the main thing I've realized is that Shiratama-san is incredibly cute.


  As I noted this down mentally, Shiratama-san looked up at me with her big, watery eyes.


  "Sorry, I've been talking about myself the whole time. You're probably bored, right?"


  "No, not at all. Actually, it's a relief that you're so talkative."


  "Maybe it's because you're so easy to talk to, Prez."


  She stuck out her tongue playfully. Cunning, yet cute at the same time.


  "…Nukumizu-kun, your cream zenzai is melting." [TL: Sweet red bean soup with mochi.]


  I almost forgot about this woman. She has finished her second bowl of ramen.


  She chugged the glass of water and placed it on the tray with a clink.


  "Shiratama-chan, are you sure you don't want to finish with some ramen? There's also gomoku rice." [TL: Rice cooked in Japanese stocks and mixed with 5 types of vegetables.]


  "No, I'm fine. Besides, I should be heading home soon. I need to be there for the regular phone check-in from the teacher."


  ...Right, she's still suspended.


  Shiratama-san stood up with her tray, bowed politely, and headed towards the dish return station.


  She’s trying to return her tray to the wrong store’s return station and is getting flustered as she gets corrected…


  I slowly spoke up once she disappeared.


  "I was a bit worried, but she turned out to be a good girl. Don’t you think so too, Yanami-san?"


  Yanami, who had been staring intently at the bottom of her bowl, shot me a sharp look.


  "…Didn't you spend this whole time talking to Shiratama-chan?"


  "We're here to meet her, right? You should be nicer to her as well, Yanami-san."


  "Hmph, so Nukumizu-kun, you like that type of girl, huh?"


  Yanami pointed her ramen fork at me with an annoyed look.


  "Eh, what do you mean by that?"


  "Exactly what it sounds like. Ugh, men just like young girls, don’t they?"


  …Really, now? A second-year getting jealous of a first-year's youth? Petty.


  I placed the bowl of cream zenzai in front of Yanami.


  "I haven’t touched this yet. Do you want it?"


  "...Yes."


  Yanami nodded curtly.


  I read in a book recently that when bringing in a new dog, you need to pay extra attention to your old dog. This situation seems similar.


  As troublesome as that is, I drank the last of the water from my glass.


  *


  When Yanami and I stepped outside of Minami JAS, it was already starting to get dark.


  "Look, I just think it’s not great to act all lovey-dovey just because a cute first-year girl joined."


  "I wasn’t acting lovey-dovey. Yanami-san, aren’t you being a bit harsh on Shiratama-san?"


  Two large ramen bowls, cream zenzai, plus my unfinished ramen. That’s a lot of calories, yet Yanami’s mood hasn’t improved at all.


  Yanami glanced at her watch and quickened her pace, leaving me behind.


  "But that girl is suspended, right? There must be more to it."


  "I’m sure it’s just a misunderstanding. Look, there’s no way someone as quiet and cute as her would do anything bad."


  "What does cuteness have to do with it?"


  Yanami glared at me.


  …Oof, I need to be considerate of the old puppy. I cleared my throat and tried to reset the conversation.


  "Uh, it’s not about her specifically. Yanami-san, I would still believe in you even if you got suspended."


  "I wouldn't get suspended, though!?"


  Really? I often worry that you might do something reckless one day.


  Just then, as we headed towards the bike parking, Yanami suddenly tugged on my jacket.


  "Nukumizu-kun, isn't that Shiratama-chan in that car…?"


  "Eh?"


  I followed Yanami's gaze to see the passenger door of a parked car swinging open.


  Shiratama-san stepped out of the car, appearing to be arguing with someone in the driver's seat.


  It seemed like something had gone wrong. She quickly walked away from the car, and a man in a suit got out of the driver's seat. There's something vaguely familiar about him.


  "Isn't that Tanaka-sensei?"


  "Huh? The Japanese literature teacher?"


  I stared at the man in the suit. The sloped shoulders and slightly worn-out demeanor- yep, it's definitely Tanaka-sensei.


  He often takes an interest in the Literature Club and even gives us flyers for literary events.


  But why did Shiratama-san get out of Tanaka-sensei’s car?


  Tanaka-sensei followed her, but she seemed to reject him. He reluctantly walked back to his car.


  As Tanaka-sensei's car left the parking lot, Yanami, who had been silent until now, spoke up.


  "Why were those two together?"


  "Uh, maybe he's her homeroom teacher or something..."


  "Tanaka-sensei's the homeroom teacher for Class 2-F, though."


  Tanaka-sensei is known for being earnest and caring about his students. His classes are also well-regarded for being easy to understand.


  But seeing him in what looked like a quarrel with Shiratama-san was quite shocking.


  "...I think we saw something we shouldn't have."


  Yanami murmured softly.


  I tried to find words to deny it but ended up with a conflicted smile.


  *


  Two days after witnessing the spat between Shiratama-san and Tanaka-sensei.


  After school, I walked down the old building's hallway, trying to avoid being seen.


  After making sure no one was watching, I slipped into the dark space under the stairs.


  "...Right on time, Nukumizu-san."


  Waiting for me is a female student, Teiara Basori, the vice president of the student council from Class 2-F. It's been a while since we last met after getting into different classes.


  She scanned the surroundings carefully and then stepped further into the shadows.


  "Sorry for asking you to do something weird."


  "It's fine. You always help me with my studies."


  Not that it's really "always", but pointing that out would be petty.


  Teiara-san handed me a few sheets of report paper.


  "Here is the investigation report you requested. Please handle it with care."


  The title on the cover read <Investigation Report of Yuuji Tanaka, a Tsuwabuki High School Teacher>.


  I nodded and accepted it, slowly opening the cover.


  Tanaka-sensei is a Japanese language teacher in his third year at Tsuwabuki. He has been teaching our class since last year. He appears to be a bit older than Amanatsu-sensei and Konuki-sensei.


  "Hmm, so he was a teacher at Mikoshi High School before coming here."


  "Yes, he seemed to have a good reputation there too. No bad reviews from our class either."


  I had asked Teiara-san for information because I was curious about the incident with Shiratama-san, but maybe I was overthinking it.


  Even so, the scene that day didn't look like a casual encounter between a teacher and a student…


  My hands paused as I flipped through the report.


  "...Tanaka-sensei was the advisor for the Literature Club?"


  "Yes, up until partway through the year before we enrolled."


  Now that I think about it, Tamaki-senpai mentioned that there were "various issues" regarding the lack of an advisor…


  Teiara-san took a step closer before whispering to me.


  "…This is just a rumor, but there were allegations of some inappropriate interactions with a female student."


  Huh? That serious-looking teacher?


  It was hard to believe, but the recent incident with Shiratama-san made it difficult to dismiss the idea.


  "Is Tanaka-sensei really that popular?"


  "I'm not sure. But there is a phase when girls admire young male teachers."


  "Really? Did you have such a phase, Basori-san-"


  "I did not."


  Teiara-san cut me off decisively.


  "Teachers with a gentle demeanor tend to have secret admirers. Of course, this doesn't apply to me."


  I see. I always thought lively and cheerful teachers were the ones who got attention, but I guess even someone who seems a bit worn down by life can have their admirers. Preferences truly vary from person to person.


  But wait. If the rumor about Tanaka-sensei having issues with a female student is true, it might explain why he stepped down as the Literature Club advisor. Could it also be related to Shiratama-san's suspension?


  Teiara-san stared at my face as I pondered about it.


  "...Eh? What's wrong, Basori-san?"


  "Nukumizu-san, did something happen between you and Tanaka-sensei?"


  "Nothing on my end-"


  I can't exactly mention Shiratama-san's situation.


  "I just got curious about him, that's all."


  "C-Curious!?"


  For some reason, Teiara-san flinched at my seemingly innocent explanation.


  "W-Well, I consider myself quite understanding, but…"


  "Uh-huh?"


  Teiara-san started to fidget, drawing a "の" on the floor with her foot.


  "But even if it's between the same gender, I can't condone any inappropriate relationships between a teacher and a student..."


  "...What are you talking about?"


  "Nukumizu-san, aren't you going for Tanaka-sensei?"


  "No, I'm not!"


  "Don't worry, I won't tell anyone! Depending on the time and situation, I won't interfere either-"


  "That kind of situation is never going to happen!"


  Shit, I definitely picked the wrong person to talk to. I need to clear this up somehow.


  "Look, I was thinking maybe we could switch the Literature Club advisor. Tanaka-sensei seemed like a potential candidate."


  "Is there an issue with Konuki-sensei-"


  Teiara-san's eyebrows furrowed as she pondered.


  "...I see. I understand your feelings."


  She understood, even though it was a lie. But my sentiment isn't entirely false either.


  "Sorry for the misunderstanding. Since you consulted me instead of Sakurai-kun, I assumed..."


  "Well, Sakurai-kun has a position in the student council. If something serious came up, he wouldn't be able to keep it quiet."


  "...I'm also a student council member, you know."


  Really? Right, I think that was the case.


  I layered on another lie as I tried to escape Teiara-san's accusatory gaze.


  "Well, Teiara-san, I thought you would be good at keeping secrets since…you're in Class F…"


  "Well, I am pretty tight-lipped-"


  Teiara-san, who had been deep in thought, suddenly smiled as if in a good mood.


  "Alright. Feel free to consult with me anytime in the future."


  "Eh, you sure?"


  Teiara-san stepped out from the dimness behind the stairs.


  "You said there might be something serious, right?"


  Yeah, I did say that. I nodded earnestly.


  As she turned, her skirt fluttering, Teiara-san put a finger to her lips.


  "Sharing a secret like this isn't so bad, is it?"
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  *


  I headed straight to the clubroom after my secret meeting with Teiara-san. Yanami and Komari gave me a displeased look the moment I opened the door.


  "You're late, Nukumizu-kun."


  "W-Where have you been off to?"


  "Sorry, I had something to take care of."


  I sat down and was about to take out the investigation report from my bag when I hesitated.


  ...Should I really show this to them?


  Yanami placed a notebook on the table as I pondered.


  "What's this?"


  "We looked into Riko Shiratama. We went to Class 1-F and asked around."


  "Wait, Komari too?"


  Komari nodded with a smug look.


  "I-I memorized Class 1-F's schedule."


  Not exactly useful information…


  I reached for the notebook, but then Yanami quickly pressed it down.


  "...Am I not allowed to see it?"


  "This notebook contains the true nature of Shiratama-chan. Can you handle the truth, Nukumizu-kun, after you are all smitten with her?"


  "G-Go die."


  "Ah, yeah. I probably can."


  I've seen girls much worse, after all.


  But if Yanami is making such a big deal out of it, there must be some dark revelations inside.


  Steeling myself, I opened the notebook. Let's see, first are the impressions of Shiratama-san from the boys in her class-


  


  <She talked to me.> <She picked up my eraser for me.> <She smells nice, like shampoo.>


  


  ...Seems like the boys have darker issues.


  I pulled myself together and continued reading.


  


  <She probably has a crush on me.> <No, it's me.> <She picked up my eraser for me, though.>


  <She picked mine up 3 times, bro.>


  


  …Yeah, I guess that's how it is. Feeling a bit let down, I looked up.


  "Shiratama-san seems like a nice person. She picks up erasers, after all."


  "Yeah, but isn't she picking them up too often!? It's only April, you know? Do they really fall that much?"


  "Surprisingly, they do. And usually, no one bothers to pick them up."


  Komari nodded earnestly. The dark reality of dropping erasers runs deep.


  "So basically, Shiratama-san is like an eraser-picking fairy."


  "Wait, read the reviews from the girls too! Don’t say I didn't warn you, okay?"


  There's more? I turned my attention back to the notebook.


  


  <She's cute.> <Like a doll.> <Smells nice.> <I want to teach her a lesson in another sense.>


  


  …Okay, slightly worrying, but it seems like the girls also think well of her.


  Maybe Yanami is just jealous of her youth. Shiratama-san does seem like a good person. Let’s see the next part…


  


  <Flirting with boys.> <Too cozy with guys.>


  


  …Hold up, why is the tone shifting? I turned the page.


  


  <Getting spoiled by the boys.> <Got dumped by her boyfriend.> <How is that relevant?>


  <My boyfriend asked me to introduce him to her.> <Is he really your BF?> <She picked up my eraser for me too.>


  


  First-year girls are ruthless with their comments. And she's still picking up erasers here, too.


  I read through the notebook once more carefully before closing it.


  "...Maybe Shiratama-san is just popular, and people are getting jealous because of that?"


  "I'm somewhat popular too, you know!?"


  Yeah, we aren't talking about you, Yanami.


  Komari chimed in cautiously after carefully flipping through the pages.


  "B-But she doesn't seem like a b-bad girl…"


  "Don't be fooled, Komari-chan! He always says it's nothing serious, and before you know it, he's head over heels for her. It's disgraceful!"


  The personal grudge is becoming more evident, and the conversation's starting to steer off course as well.


  "Yanami-san, our goal is to get her to join the club, right? And considering she's been suspended, it's clear she has some issues."


  "That's true, but..."


  Yanami's momentum slowed. Alright, time to press the advantage.


  "Konuki-sensei entrusted her to us, issues and all. This is our chance to repay the favors we've received-"


  ..Repay Konuki-sensei? That sounds a bit disingenuous coming from me.


  I hesitated, and Yanami nodded with a complicated expression.


  "Well, it's hard to argue with that. Konuki-sensei has helped us a lot."


  "Eh, Yanami-san, you really feel that way?"


  "You think I'm an ungrateful person!?"


  Yeah, kinda.


  The not-so-grateful Komari and I exchanged surprised glances, and then Yanami stood up and tore off last month's page from the wall calendar that had been hanging for a while.


  "Alright, let's just keep an eye on things for now."


  Tomorrow, April 16th, marks Shiratama-san’s return to school after her suspension-


  *


  A sweet aroma greeted me as I opened the door to my house.


  "Welcome home, onii-sama!"


  My little sister Kaju ran up to me excitedly.


  I glanced past her into the kitchen.


  "Are you making sweet red bean paste?"


  "Bingo! Your prize is a lifetime supply of Kaju!"


  "Ohh, that’s quite a lavish prize."


  I brushed off Kaju's joke and peeked into the pot on the stove.


  Inside is a mixture of red bean paste and small white dumplings.


  "Huh, are you making zenzai? But you're using dango instead of mochi?"


  "Yes, these are shiratama dango. Please try some."


  She handed me a small bowl with a dollop of simmered red bean paste and a single round shiratama dango.


  Looking at the zenzai with shiratama dango, I couldn't help but think of our meeting at Minami JAS.


  …What is the relationship between Shiratama-san and Tanaka-sensei?


  As I absentmindedly picked up the wooden spoon, Kaju spoke up with a serious expression.


  "Be careful, onii-sama. Dango can easily get stuck in your throat."


  "Don't worry. I'll be fine."


  I said lightly, about to take a bite when Kaju grabbed my hand.


  "Kaju?"


  "-Shiratama dango has a smooth surface and goes down easily, which increases the risk of choking."


  Still holding my hand, Kaju scooped up a shiratama dango with the spoon and fed it to me.


  The red bean paste is much less sweet than I expected- in fact, it has a stronger salty taste that spread across my tongue.


  "...It's best to chew shiratama dango thoroughly and grind it down to the very pieces. That's the recommended way to eat it."


  The salty taste in my mouth and the close-up yet fake smile from Kaju made me uneasy.


  "...Onii-sama, please be careful, okay?"


  I nodded silently and slowly chewed the shiratama dango.


  *


  The next day after school.


  Yanami and Komari are fidgeting restlessly in the club room.


  "Nukumizu-kun, Shiratama-chan is really coming, right?'


  "Yeah, don’t worry. Konuki-sensei confirmed it."


  Shiratama-san is finally coming to visit our club after her suspension has been lifted.


  Komari is so nervous that she keeps standing up and sitting down repeatedly.


  "Komari, calm down. You’re going to be a senpai too. Stay composed."


  "S-Senpai…!?"


  Komari stood frozen, eyes wide, as Yanami nodded.


  "That’s right. Komari-chan, why don’t you practice being a senpai with Nukumizu-kun?"


  What’s this about? Still, I'm curious to see how Komari envisioned a senpai.


  "Okay, I’ll be the practice dummy. Komari, go ahead and act like a senpai."


  "U-Uh, what should I do?"


  Yanami crossed her arms confidently.


  "Just tell Nukumizu-kun what you want him to do. Have him massage your shoulders or go buy juice."


  "...Yanami-san, don’t make Shiratama-san do stuff like that, okay?"


  "T-Then, Nukumizu…"


  Komari looked down at me and continued.


  "P-Pat…my head."


  …Huh? The unexpected request brought a hush over the room.


  "Wait, Komari, you’re supposed to be the senpai. It doesn’t make sense for the senpai to be pampered."


  "B-But you told me to a-ask what I wanted…"


  "...Komari-chan?"


  Yanami's face got pretty serious for some reason.


  Uh, I don’t quite get it, but does this mean Komari is playing the role of a senpai who asks for pampering from her kouhai? That’s a pretty sophisticated hobby…


  As I pondered this, I noticed the clubroom door was slightly ajar.


  "...Hey, what's going on in here?"


  "Long time no see, Remon-chan!"


  "It's been a while, Yana-chan! I heard there’s a new member coming today?"


  Yakishio entered the room in her practice clothes and plopped down next to Yanami.


  "Are you done with practice already?"


  "Yeah, the coach told me to take it easy because I’ve been overworking myself. They caught me running all morning."


  Holding the shaker with the opposite hand from Yanami is a result of her learning experience.


  "Things are going well, huh?"


  "Yeah, you better look forward to it."


  She shook the protein shaker with a confident smile, like a sunflower after a rainstorm.


  Her bright smile made me realize that I no longer needed to worry about her. She is already far beyond where I could reach.


  Yet, I still feel a tinge of loneliness. It must be because of my own selfishness-


  As I watched the cheerful conversation among the three girls, the door slowly opened again.


  "Uh, is this the Literature Club room…?"


  Timidly peeking in is Riko Shiratama.


  Looking anxious, she smiled in relief when our eyes met.


  "Are you Tama-chan? Come on in!"


  Encouraged by Yakishio, Shiratama-san entered shyly, her head bowed.


  She seemed overwhelmed by our gazes and stayed silent for a moment before bowing deeply.


   


  "Uhh, I’m Riko Shiratama, a first-year. I’ll be a provisional member for now. Thank you for having me…"


  Intermission: Beware of Unfamilar Faces


  During a lunch break at Tsuwabuki High School.


  A few girls are engrossed in conversation in 1-F's classroom.


  For a while, their chatter revolved around dramas and studies, but gradually, the topic shifted to a certain subject.


  The subject of their discussion is a classmate currently under suspension.


  One girl with fox-like eyes glanced at the empty seat and spoke up.


  "Getting suspended right after starting school is intense. What do you have to do for that to happen?"


  Another girl picked up the thread of conversation.


  "They say it was about a relationship with a guy. There's even a rumor that the guy was a teacher."


  "Seriously? A teacher? Aren't they all old uncles?"


  The girls laughed, their voices mingling in a murmur of amusement.


  A boy called out from a distance.


  


  "Hey, isn't it because you girls bullied her?"


  "Girls are scary."


  "Ha? Like you guys are the ones to talk. She's just using all of you for fun, you know?"


  The boys' unabashed laughter was met with mock irritation from the girls.


  Then, in a brief lull in the conversation-


  


  "-So, what kind of person is Shiratama-san really?"


  


  The sudden question froze time for a moment.


  The one who asked is a petite girl with long black hair neatly braided.


  The gathered girls exchanged glances.


  


  "...Come to think of it, I’ve never actually talked to her."


  "Right, she's always surrounded by boys."


  "The boys probably know more about her, don’t they?"


  


  Riko Shiratama. Shortly after enrolling, she found herself surrounded by boys, and before anyone realized it, she was gone.


  The classmates, engrossed in their gossip, know nothing about the real her.


  One of the girls who had been talking about Shiratama looked around curiously.


  


  "...Hey, who was that cute girl just now?"


  "Eh, I thought she was your friend, Kei-chan?"


  "I don’t know her. Is she Shiratama-san’s friend?"


  


  The unfamiliar girl has already vanished.


  The fox-eyed girl, confused as if she had just woken from a dream, murmured quietly.


  


  "...Does Shiratama-san even have any female friends?"


  


  -The petite girl, undoing her braided hair, walked quickly down the hallway.


  


  Despite her striking appearance, she moved through the students unobtrusively.


  As she glided out of the school building, her lengthy hair, now loose, swayed with a flourish.


  


  Without stopping, she headed towards the school gate, mumbling softly to herself.


  


  "...That girl, she's a bit too stimulating for onii-sama."


  


  Chapter 2: This Person and I Are Actually


  Sitting across the table from me, Konuki-sensei took a sip of her coffee from a mug and smiled reassuringly.


  "How has Riko-san been lately?"


  "She has been lively in the clubroom. Yesterday, she was reading some old club magazines."


  I sipped my roasted green tea from my thermos.


  ...It's been a week since then. Shiratama-san has been coming to the clubroom every day after school.


  We make small talk, and she leaves precisely after an hour, but there's still a slight wall between her, Yanami, and Komari. She also helped me pick up my eraser. Twice.


  "Having a place at school is good. Keep an eye on her for a while."


  "But is the Literature Club the right place for her? Wouldn't it be better if she got along with her classmates?"


  "Ara, weren't you and Komari-san like that until recently?"


  ...Yeah, well, we're still kind of like that.


  Konuki-sensei's gaze drifted as if she was recalling something.


  "You tend to think school is all there is when you're a kid, but that's just because other worlds feel too far away."


  "Other worlds?"


  Nodding gently at my parroted question, she explained.


  "That's why kids either rebel or give up. I had my fair share of troubles in high school, believe it or not."


  "Is that supposed to be a point for me to comment on?"


  Konuki-sensei laughed joyfully instead of replying.


  In her mind, the memories and emotions of her teenage years must still be vivid and colorful.


  What does she see in Shiratama-san, or perhaps what doesn't she see?


  In any case, her concern for Shiratama-san is genuine. Well, then, there's one more thing-


  After chatting for a while, I casually broached the topic.


  "By the way, I wanted to ask about Tanaka-sensei from the Japanese Literature department."


  "Ara? What about him? Feel free to ask anything."


  "Uh, I want to ask about his character or personality…"


  "Tanaka-sensei's character...?"


  Konuki-sensei's eyes narrowed slightly. Did I just ask something dangerous?


  "No, well, he introduced some events related to the Literature Club the other day, and it got me curious…"


  Seemingly understanding my explanation, Konuki-sensei nodded.


  "Well, he used to be the advisor for the Literature Club, so he might still feel connected. As for his personality-"


  Konuki-sensei looked up at the ceiling as if searching through her memory.


  "He's a very sincere person. Specifically, he's so loyal to his partner that he can gracefully turn down advances from other colleagues."


  "...Sorry, can we pretend I didn't hear that?"


  "Of course, that's a wise decision. Here you go."


  Tanaka-sensei's colleague chuckled and offered me a mint tablet from a case.


  I reflexively reached out- but quickly withdrew my hand.


  "No, I'm good."


  Konuki-sensei stood still for a moment, then shrugged in disappointment.


  "Wise indeed."


  *


  Walking quickly towards the clubroom, I replayed the conversation in my mind.


  Was I imagining things, or did Konuki-sensei seem a bit off when I mentioned Tanaka-sensei?


  At least I found out he isn't the type to have a one-night stand with a colleague, and his sincerity seems trustworthy.


  Even if Shiratama-san and Tanaka-sensei were involved in something inappropriate by some wild chance, it wasn't my place to interfere…


  Alright, I need to get to the club room ASAP. It's probably a bit awkward in there right now.


  I hurried past the corridor connecting to the west building- and then I stopped.


  Right, Konuki-sensei mentioned Tanaka-sensei has a partner…


  …………


  …Well, I shouldn't get involved. Yep.


  I mentally shelved the matter and resumed walking.


  *


  Once inside, I realized the atmosphere in the club room wasn't awkward at all.


  It's far worse.


  Yanami's face looked as pale as a pile of ash. She was utterly burnt out and slumped in her chair.


  Komari stood rigidly, facing the wall at close range, listening to music through her headphones. She's in her "words won't reach me" mode, which happens about once every two months.


  "Ah, Prez!"


  Shiratama-san put her hands on her chest and dashed toward me nervously.


  "Uh, what happened here?"


  "I'm not really sure either. We were just having a normal conversation, and then..."


  I see. Then, no one really knows.


  Suppressing my desire to leave, I approach Yanami.


  "Uh, Yanami-san, are you okay? Want some sugar water?"


  "...I'm fine. I just got a bit emotionally damaged."


  Yanami brushed her hair out of her face and weakly shook her head.


  To think she could cripple someone as resilient as Yanami…


  What on Earth did you do, Riko Shiratama?


  "...Well, how about I make some tea for now?"


  Yes, when in doubt, make tea. As I started to boil water, Shiratama-san began setting out teacups beside me.


  "I'm sorry for not being more considerate. As the kouhai, I should have made the tea first."


  "Ahh, it's fine. We don't have strict rules like that here."


  Everyone is equal in the Literature Club. But why am I always the one making the tea…?


  "...Prez, you're so mature."


  "Huh?"


  "You're calm and easy to talk to. I thought second-years would be scarier, but I'm relieved you're so approachable."


  That's the first time anyone has said that to me. I hope the other two heard that.


  I kept an eye on Yanami and Komari as I poured green tea into the cups.


  "You'll find people are actually surprisingly kind when you talk to them. So, maybe try chatting with your classmates more?"


  "Well, the girls don't like me much, so I end up mostly talking to the boys. Perhaps I'm leaning toward the tomboy side, huh?"


  Shiratama-san then stuck out her tongue playfully.


  I see. It's understandable why the other girls might dislike her. She's adorably manipulative and makes you want to protect her.


  "Tea's ready, everyone."


  Shiratama-san announced as she started distributing the tea cups, but the burnt-out Yanami and wall-facing Komari didn't react.


  I took my cup, and then Shiratama-san sat next to me.


  "You were late today, Prez. Did you go somewhere?"


  "Uh, yeah, I went to see Konuki-sensei. She's our club advisor."


  "Sayo-san is so beautiful. I kind of look up to her."


  I would advise against that. Trust me. It's for the best.


  "By the way, Shiratama-san, you knew sensei before, right?"


  "Yes. Sayo-san is my older sister's friend, and they've been close for a long time. She used to help me with my studies and took me out sometimes."


  …Huh, so she used to hang out with Konuki-sensei. I wonder where she took her.


  As I pondered whether to dig deeper, Shiratama-san smiled warmly. This girl is just so soft and fluffy. She's naturally charming…


  Smiling along, I suddenly felt a prickling sensation on my cheek.


  When I looked, Yanami was glaring at me with an upward gaze.


  "...You seem like you're having fun, Nukumizu-kun."


  Yeah. Right until you ruined it, woman.


  "Uh, Yanami-san, since you seem to be back to normal, can I suggest something?"


  "...Suggest?"


  Yanami looked up while scratching her head obliviously.


  I don't want to explain why, but the gap between her and Shiratama-san is widening for sure.


  "Yeah, it's about this weekend-"


  I glanced at Komari, who was still glued to the wall with her headphones on.


  Talking to her is pointless right now…


  I gave her a call.


  "Una!?"


  Komari fumbled with her phone and answered. I switched mine to speaker mode and placed it on the table. Now she should be able to hear us.


  "Alright, let's try this again. How about we all go out this Sunday?"


  For a moment, the clubroom fell into a stunned silence.


  After a while, Yanami spoke up, looking puzzled.


  "Go out? Are we going on a training camp or something?"


  "Maybe not a full-blown training camp, but think of it as a relaxed field trip. We could use the experience to brainstorm ideas during a club meeting."


  Last summer, the club members grew closer through a training camp- or so it felt. Despite unexpected events, one person was rejected while two found partners, making it a net positive overall.


  Following that logic, going out together could strengthen our club's unity.


  Shiratama-san was the first to raise her hand.


  "That sounds wonderful! I would love to go!"


  Glancing at the enthusiastic Shiratama-san, Yanami looked down at her phone with a sullen expression.


  "That's too sudden. I have plans too, you know? Yep, I have something to do."


  Komari, still facing the wall, nodded in agreement.


  …My, my, these girls are so uncooperative. Well, I guess it was indeed too sudden.


  "Fine, maybe we can save it for another time-"


  Shiratama-san interrupted before I could finish.


  "Then it will just be you and me, Prez."


  …Huh? Is it just me, or are Yanami and Komari shaking a bit after hearing that?


  "This is kind of embarrassing. I wonder what I should wear. Ah, we need to decide where to go first."


  "Uh, just the two of us?"


  Shiratama-san suddenly looked surprised and lowered her eyes in a melancholy manner.


  "...It would be a bother for you, wouldn't it? I'm sorry, I got a little excited thinking I could go out with you."


  "No, I don't mind at all…"


  Compared to someone who would endlessly snack or someone who would make me wait for two hours because she wanted to read, you sound pretty okay as long as you don't commit any crimes.


  Shiratama-san's eyes sparkled as she looked up.


  "Really? Then, I have a place I would like to go-"


  "...I'll go too."


  Yanami muttered grumpily.


  "Eh, but didn't you have plans, Yanami-san?"


  "Did I? I don't remember saying that."


  Huh, was I mistaken?


  Lately, I've been automatically ignoring Yanami's words. It looks like I should pay more attention…


  "It's the three of us on Sunday, then."


  "W-Well, I'm f-free as well, so I-I'll go."


  Komari came to the table out of nowhere and raised her hand timidly.


  "But, Komari, I thought you had something to do?"


  "I-I just got them done."


  When did she manage that? I was impressed by Komari's efficiency while Yanami folded her arms, deep in thought.


  "We're going somewhere, right? What should we have for lunch?"


  There are other things we should decide first, like the destination.


  "Right, Shiratama-san, didn't you mention a place you wanted to go earlier?"


  Prompted by my question, Shiratama-san looked around at us and then spoke up.


  "I want to go to the AEON Mall in Toyokawa."


  "That place, huh…"


  It's a large shopping mall in the neighboring city. It's relatively new, and I haven't been there yet.


  It's about a 20-minute train ride from Toyohashi Station to the nearest station to the mall, making it a convenient distance.


  Well, what do the two veteran members think then? Yanami nodded and gave a thumbs-up.


  "Good choice, Shiratama-chan. There are plenty of lunch options there."


  Yanami seems to be quite enthusiastic and dead set on having lunch.


  "I-I want to check out the b-bookstore there."


  Komari added, excitedly counting the money in her wallet, and then she plopped her head down in disappointment.


  "Alright then, everyone. Keep your schedules clear. I'll share the details in the group LINE chat."


  Wait, I have Shiratama-san's phone number, but she's not in our group chat yet.


  Shiratama-san offered her phone as I wondered what to do.


  "Would it be alright if we exchanged LINE contacts, Prez?"


  "Eh? Ah, yeah, of course-"


  -I sense hostility. For some reason, Yanami and Komari are giving me a death glare.


  …This stare. It's the protective gaze of girls ready to defend a new member from a senpai who might be overstepping his bounds.


  I'm probably not far off from the truth.


  "Right, I still have to invite you to the Literature Club's group! Alright, I sent the invite! Please join!"


  I displayed an overly enthusiastic show of innocence. Such skills are necessary for self-preservation in today's world.


  Shiratama-san hugged her phone joyfully once she got in.


  "This is the first time I've exchanged LINE contacts since entering school. You're my first, Prez!"


  The thirst for blood from Yanami and Komari intensified. You girls know it's not my fault, right…?


  I anxiously averted my eyes from the veteran members and found myself looking into Shiratama-san's round, puppy-like eyes.


  "Though I am inexperienced, I look forward to our time together, Prez."


  "Uh, sure. Likewise."


  I forced a stiff smile, feeling a bit uneasy.


  ...Is this girl saying these things on purpose?


  *


  On a sunny Sunday, the four club members, both new and old, stood in AEON Mall Toyokawa.


  I found myself in the middle of the central walkway, gazing up at the immense space.


  The entire walkway is a three-story atrium, with tenants lined up along the sides. It's essentially a three-story shopping arcade.


  It's my first time at a place like this, and it is…huge.


  Beside me, Komari was also looking up at the atrium, her mouth slightly agape.


  "...Ueh, i-it's big."


  Yeah, it's big. That's all we can really say when facing something this overwhelming.


  Standing there with Komari, both of us agape, Yanami puffed out her chest with a smug expression.


  "Alright, let me show you how to enjoy this mall as someone who's been here before."


  "You?"


  I said reflexively, and Yanami stared at me sharply.


  "You got a problem, the guy who tried to get on the Iida Line instead of the Meitetsu?"


  They are at the same gate, girl. Just as I wanted to retort her-


  "I would love to hear Yanami-senpai's tips!"


  Shiratama-san, dressed in a floral two-tone dress, quickly jumped in to support Yanami.


  Yanami nodded in satisfaction.


  "Shiratama-chan, you have potential. To fully enjoy the mall-"


  "Yes! How should we enjoy it?"


  With the three of us paying close attention, Yanami spoke confidently.


  "First, we should sit down and have some tea."


  "Isn't that a bit soon?"


  I couldn't help but interject, and Yanami shrugged with a sigh.


  "Listen, just walking through this kind of mall takes a lot of time. Plus, by the time you finish one round, you'll have forgotten the beginning, so you end up starting a second round without realizing it. It's a trap."


  "Uh, isn't it a good thing if you can go through it twice with a fresh perspective?"


  "No, no, what if you eat something in the beginning and then find something even better in the latter half? Both your allowance and your stomach have their limits. So we need to sit down, have some tea, and plan our strategy."


  While allowances might be a concern, Yanami's appetite isn't something we need to worry about. I can vouch for that.


  "Okay, got it. So, are we going to find a cafe or something?"


  "There's a street over there that sells drinks and sweets. Come on, let's go."


  Led by Yanami, we arrived at a section with a variety of takeout sweets and cafe options.


  There are stands selling lemonade, ice cream, cream puffs, and chocolates.


  Yanami's eyes gleamed with excitement. Alright, general quarters-


  *


  After securing a table in the corner, I leaned back in my chair.


  "...Why is choosing a drink so exhausting?"


  To cut a long story short, being with Yanami was a mistake. The fact that even Komari and Shiratama-san faded into the background shows they've already figured out Yanami's ways…


  Yanami sat across from me as I sipped my iced roasted green tea.


  "Hey, you found a nice spot."


  "I camped it for so long, okay?"


  "Then you deserve praise. Well done."


  Yanami placed a green drink on the table.


  The bottom of the cup is filled with small pieces of warabi mochi, topped with a sweet matcha base, and finished with a dollop of matcha soft serve.


  "...You got something pretty intense."


  "Yeah, it's a matcha warabi mochi cream smoothie. I'm on a diet, so I just got a drink."


  She said this while sucking up the warabi mochi with a thick straw.


  "But isn't that pretty high in calories?"


  "Nukumizu-kun, this uses Nishio matcha, and it's a smoothie."


  "Uh-huh."


  Slurp, slurp. Yanami sucked up the warabi mochi.


  …………?


  "Eh, hold on, that's it? That's your explanation?"


  Yanami gave me a triumphant look.


  "Nukumizu-kun, do you even know what the original meaning of diet is?"


  "Eh? It means losing weight, right?"


  "Wrong. It originally meant 'daily meals'. So I've stopped getting caught up in temporary fluctuations in numbers."


  "So you just gave up?"


  "I didn't give up!"


  I see. Nothing wrong with being persistent.


  "Doesn't 'daily meals' mean being careful of what you eat every day?"


  "Well, dieting is more of a conceptual thing, you know? It's a matter of mindset."


  "Okay?"


  She's spouting nonsense again. I switched my brain to do not disturb mode.


  "Dieting ultimately comes down to imagery. According to the latest diet theories, the will to lose weight reduces calories. Matcha smoothie- look, it's full of elements that seem healthy, right? So there's no reason drinking this shouldn't help me lose weight."


  Is this what dieting has come down to these days? A superpower battle?


  "Then adding a salad rice cracker would make it perfect."


  "Ah, you're getting it, Nukumizu-kun!"


  Yanami smirked smugly, sipping her matcha soft serve. Incidentally, the "salad" in salad rice crackers refers to the salad oil used in them.


  Having learned the truth about dieting, I really hoped someone would take over dealing with Yanami soon.


  I looked around, and it wasn't long before I spotted Komari and Shiratama-san.


  They seemed to be caught in the growing crowd of shoppers, aimlessly wandering in circles.


  It looks like Komari can't survive in Tokyo either. Noted.


  "Sorry to keep you two waiting!"


  Shiratama-san and Komari returned after having been rescued by Yanami.


  They each held matcha soft serves. Shiratama-san's even had shiratama toppings- intentional or just coincidence? [TL: Mochi balls.]


  "In the end, we chose the same shop as you two. We got caught in a line and then got lost after buying them."


  With her usual cute gesture, Shiratama-san smiled and plopped down across from me.


  Komari sat next to her, and I spread out the mall map on the table.


  "-So, where should we start?"


  Yanami peered at the map with a serious expression.


  "Hey, I saw some fruit sandwiches earlier. We could also do a ramen tasting at the food court, and the teppan spaghetti at Ciao is tempting. But it's before lunch, so..." [TL: A spaghetti chain only found in Toyohashi.]


  "Are you planning to eat all that separately from lunch?"


  Komari switched her brain to do not disturb mode and ate her matcha serve while nodding robotically.


  Shiratama-san, on the other hand, had a smile that was halfway between polite and puzzled, unsure if Yanami was joking or serious.


  Sorry, but this woman is dead serious.


  Realizing that I was the only one who could steer this situation, I quickly finished my iced roasted green tea.


  "Uh, how about we start with some window shopping? Since we're here, we could look for inspiration for stories, walk around, and chat."


  The primary goal of this outing was for the club members to bond, especially for the new and old members to get to know each other better, after all.


  Yanami nodded enthusiastically at my suggestion.


  "In that case, there's a meat store I recommend. The display case lined with meat is quite a sight."


  I don't think that's what window shopping means.


  Shiratama-san clapped her hands together in front of her chest.


  "How about we look at some clothes first? Yanami-senpai, your blouse is really lovely, and I would like your help picking out some outfits."


  "Eh? Really? I did splurge a bit on this. It's nice to see that some people appreciate it!"


  For some reason, Yanami shot me a sidelong glare. Komari also took an indirect hit, by the way.


  It looks like we have to go with it. I stood up hastily.


  "Alright, let's get going!"


  Komari looked up at me with a sharp gaze.


  "L-Let me finish eating f-first."


  "Sorry, I'm not good at walking and eating."


  ...Right. Of course.


  I nodded quietly and sat back down.


  *


  Window shopping: enjoying the sight of store displays without buying anything.


  Even if the term "shopping" seems a bit off when no purchases are made, the three Tsuwabuki girls are unfazed. They are buzzing with excitement as they admire the stylish clothes.


  "Komari-chan, this would look great on you! Why don't you try it on?"


  "It will look super cute on you, senpai!"


  "Ueh!? U-Uh…"


  Correction. Komari is buzzing with extreme discomfort.


  She hastily broke away just before they could drag her to the fitting room.


  "I-I'm already wearing c-clothes! I-I don't need to try t-them on!"


  You would have to be naked to buy clothes with that logic.


  ...But still, it's kind of fun watching girls chatter and laugh from a safe distance.


  Maybe I should consider participating in the Literature Club remotely from now on.


  While I was lost in thought, Yanami detached from the others and approached me.


  "Nukumizu-kun, are you having fun?"


  "Yeah, surprisingly. Are those two going to be okay?"


  "She's pretty friendly, so there's no need to worry. Shiratama-chan's a good girl."


  Shiratama-san is busy holding up clothes against Komari, who seems to be trying to escape.


  Those two might actually make a good pair. Though Komari's dead-eyed look is a bit concerning.


  "Yanami-san, I thought you didn't like Shiratama-san."


  "Do I look like the kind of girl who bullies kouhais?"


  No comment on that one.


  "...Uh, well, she complimented your clothes. Maybe you two have similar tastes?"


  Yanami shrugged lightly at my attempt to change the topic.


  "That's what we call social lubricant. You can give it a try, too, Nukumizu-kun."


  "Eh, you want me to compliment your fashion?"


  Yanami nodded and did a twirl in front of me.


  She's wearing a light brown, flowy…blouse.


  And some kind of white…pants? Or a skirt…? It's a pretty loose bottom, anyway.


  "Your clothes look pretty colorful, but at the same time-"


  "Oh, starting from color, huh?"


  Yeah, I am. I continued observing Yanami.


  "...Overall, I think it's stylish, but aren't the sleeves on that blouse a bit short?"


  "It's three-quarter sleeves..."


  …Three-quarters? What's with that odd number?


  "Ah, yeah, right, those exist. But it just looks a bit chilly to me."


  Yanami sighed deeply, clearly exasperated.


  "Look, if you're going to complain about being hot or cold, just give up on fashion. That's what the experts say, so it has to be correct. Please remember that."


  "Yeah, yeah, understood."


  I nodded obediently, filing this nugget of wisdom away in my mental Yanami folder. It's helpful to keep things organized for future decluttering. Komari and Shiratama-san soon started walking again, and we followed suit.


  "By the way, didn't you say we should invite Yakishio too?"


  "She said she has a match coming up and needs to practice. Why? Are you worried about her?"


  "Well, she's my friend, after all. Speaking of which, Yanami-san, you haven't eaten much today."


  I attempted to change the subject, and Yanami gave me a somewhat melancholic look.


  "Nukumizu-kun, this may come as a surprise to you, but…"


  Could it be that she's on doctor's orders to cut back?


  As I tensed, Yanami turned to me with a mature expression.


  "I realized something from your reaction earlier. Perhaps I've been- eating a bit too much lately."


  "Wait, are you expecting my reaction?"


  "No, I'm not. Look, we're second-years now, right? I thought I should try to carry myself like an adult woman for the sake of the underclassmen who look up to me."


  I see. That's a good mindset. All we need now is a first-year student who actually admires Yanami.


  Perhaps sensing my inner thoughts, Yanami gave me a sidelong glare.


  "That's why I've only had tea today. Nukumizu-kun, are you underestimating my femininity?"


  That calorie-packed dessert counts as tea to her? I guess I did underestimate her in a way.


  "H-Hey, what are you s-slackers doing?"


  Komari, having escaped from Shiratama-san, stumbled towards us.


  "We were discussing the latest fashion and girl power. Komari, are you done shopping for clothes?"


  Komari shook her head vigorously, and Shiratama-san peeked out from behind.


  "Komari-senpai, are you not interested in clothes? If there's something else you would like to see, please let us know."


  "Ueh, uh, well…"


  Komari fumbled with her phone. She's at her limit.


  "Hey, Komari, didn't you say there was somewhere you wanted to go?"


  Komari's eyes lit up at my hint.


  "Y-Yes! I-I want books!"


  Komari pulled out a card. A 5,000-yen bookstore gift card.


  "Ah, so you're ready for some serious book shopping, huh?"


  Komari nodded happily, holding up two fingers.


  "I've broken the s-seal on my secret c-card. I'm buying t-two books."


  She's not using it all at once. Very practical and thoughtful. She will make a great wife someday.


  Just as she started to lead the way, a group of young people approached from the front, and she hid behind me in fear.


  ...Some things never change, even in our second year.


  Feeling somewhat reassured, I started walking towards the escalator.


  *


  Welcome to Toyokawado Bookstore AEON Mall Toyokawa. The name is a mouthful, but the main store is actually in Toyohashi.


  It's the largest bookstore in the area, and its cafe uses local ingredients. No wonder Yanami is acting strangely.


  "Hey, Yanami-san, it's not lunchtime yet."


  "I know that. A sophisticated lady doesn't drool, you know."


  She said, wiping her mouth with a handkerchief. You're drooling, okay?


  Well, I'm also quite excited.


  Komari has already disappeared, and Shiratama-san is browsing the new releases section.


  Well, I wonder where I should start-


  "But seriously, why come all the way here to buy books? You can get them anywhere, right?"


  I shrugged at her comment. Sigh, you're an amateur, Yanami.


  "Yanami-san, bookstores aren't all the same. Each one arranges its books differently."


  "...So, the cafe menu is different as well?"


  Did you not hear me say the word "books" or what?


  "Listen, a bookstore is a place for us to encounter books. The store's concept, the layout of the shelves, and the selection are all ways we interact with the store staff."


  "I get it! It's like being pen pals with the store staff, right?"


  You don't get it at all. How can I even explain this…?


  "Okay, think of it this way. Even if you hear the same piece at different classical concerts, the experience varies with different conductors and orchestras. The kind of reading experience each bookstore offers is unique."


  "But all you buy are manga and light novels."


  ...Well, that's true. But the selection varies significantly between stores.


  It seems like Yanami's sponge-like brain has absorbed the information somewhat.


  Seeing her pick up a gourmet magazine with interest, I decided to explore the store myself.


  I initially planned to head straight to the manga and light novel section, but given what I told Yanami, I decided to check out other sections first…


  In the fiction section, I found Shiratama-san alone, intently staring at the shelves of paperback books.


  Approaching quietly, I saw she was focused on historical novels.


  This is not my area of expertise, but it reminded me of period dramas.


  Noticing my presence, she quickly retracted her hand, which had been reaching for a book.


  "Prez? How long have you been there?"


  "Uh, I just got here."


  I stood next to her, looking at the shelves.


  "I'm surprised. I didn't know you read historical novels."


  "I started because of my grandfather, but I've gotten really into them recently."


  She picked up a book titled <The Retired Gentleman of the Leaky Tenement> and read the synopsis on the back before putting it back on the shelf.


  "...Prez, you invited me out today to be considerate, didn't you?"


  "...Uh, well, I just thought it'd be nice if everyone got to know each other better."


  Hesitantly, Shiratama-san continued.


  "Yanami-senpai seems to dislike me. And Komari-senpai is scared of me."


  "Well, I don't think that's true."


  Yanami is just jealous of your youth and cuteness, and Komari is skittish around everyone.


  Perhaps taking my words as consolation, Shiratama-san brightened up with a smile.


  "Sorry for bringing it up. I'll do my best to get along with them today."


  "Yeah, but don't push yourself too hard."


  Leaving Shiratama-san, I wandered away, mentally kicking myself.


  Things seemed to be going well, but relationships are complicated.


  This might be tricky. I guess I can win Yanami over with food and Komari with some doujinshi…


  …Eh? Isn't this surprisingly simple? The solution is right in front of me.


  I'll just give Yanami some snacks.


  


  "Nukumizu-kun! Shiratama-chan is actually really nice! I misunderstood her!"


  


  The imaginary dialogue in my head is perfect. I didn't even need to hear it in real life.


  Now, what about Komari? I found her in the practical books section.


  Komari stood frozen, holding a thick hardcover book.


  "What's with this book?"


  Still looking at the book, Komari glanced at me with just her eyes.


  "U-Uh, it's a book about old W-Western dresses and clothes. I would l-love to have it as a r-reference, but..."


  She showed me the back of the book, where the price was clearly beyond what her bookstore gift card could cover.


  With a sigh, she placed the book back on the shelf and looked up at me suspiciously.


  "W-What do you want?"


  "You've been really into <After Hours at Work> that aired this Spring, right?"


  "A-Ah, yeah, that's p-peak."


  A sly, evil smile spread across Komari's face.


  "Then tell me your favorite pairing. I bet you ship Takaya-san as the bottom-"


  "Una!?"


  Thud. Komari's elbow found its mark in my solar plexus.


  "D-Don't guess my s-ships!"


  Why is she angry about me guessing correctly? I don't get it.


  Well, at least I figured out her tastes. Time to buy some tribute from the anime shop…


  *


  After the bookstore, surprisingly, Yanami suggested the game arcade.


  We ended up playing a VR zombie shooting game. I knew of it but never thought I would play it myself, especially with four people.


  Yanami stretched and chatted with Komari after a round.


  "Komari-chan, you're really good at shooting games. Any tips?"


  "F-Focus on your i-intent to kill."


  Komari pushed her bangs back with a smug look.


  "I see. Killing intent, huh?"


  "Y-Yeah, killing intent."


  …Why are you two looking at me?


  Feeling unnerved, I averted my gaze and met Shiratama-san's eyes.


  "My legs feel wobbly. That was so intense."


  She said, pressing her index fingers to her temples and smiling. So calculating, yet so cute.


  "Komari-chan, I saw an air hockey table over there. Want to have a match?"


  "I-I'm stronger than you think, o-okay?"


  Really? I would love to see Komari excel at air hockey…


  As I started to follow them, Shiratama-san gently tugged on my sleeve.


  "Hey, I'm feeling a bit tired. Would you be willing to come with me to rest for a bit?"


  "Sure, no problem. Let me just let Yanami-san and Komari know-"


  I looked over and saw that Yanami and Komari were already disappearing into the crowd.


  As I hesitated about whether to follow them, Shiratama-san pulled on my sleeve a bit more insistently.


  "...I should have been clearer."


  "Huh?"


  Turning to face her, I found her large eyes much closer than I expected.


  Her next whispered words made the noise of the arcade fade away.


  "-Let's sneak away for a bit, just the two of us."


  *


  Before us is an array of luxurious jewelry pieces encased in glass displays.


  As we looked at them together, Shiratama-san quietly exclaimed in admiration.


  "Wow, these are beautiful. Is that necklace made of amethyst…?"


  "Uh, yeah, that could be it."


  She led me to a jewelry shop in the same mall.


  Feeling somewhat overwhelmed by the upscale atmosphere, I noticed Shiratama-san looking a bit apologetic.


  "Sorry for bringing you here so suddenly. You're not really interested in this, are you?"


  "No, it's not that. I wouldn't have come here on my own, so I'm actually enjoying it."


  "Really? You're so kind, Prez."


  With that, she smiled at me warmly.


  -Just so you know, I didn't agree to Shiratama-san's suggestion with any ulterior motives. I just wanted to help her with the struggles she was having with Yanami and Komari. Really.


  As I repeated this to myself, I stole a glance at Shiratama-san.


  She smiled softly as she gazed at the jewelry through the glass.


  Her petite face, with its mix of youthful innocence and mature beauty, is framed by her shoulder-length hair.


  She's about the same height as Yanami, but her slender body looks delicate as if it might break at a touch.


  She's slim, but unlike Komari, she has a subtle yet distinctly feminine figure, even through her clothes.


  Her face and long limbs remind me of Yakishio, while her fair, finely textured skin brings Shikiya-san to mind.


  ...Yeah, this girl is adorable.


  No shit Yanami feels jealous. Even though that girl looks attractive, there are just parts about her that prevent unreserved admiration.


  "What's your birthstone, Prez?"


  "Eh? I'm a December baby, so-"


  I looked at the birthstone chart for like the fourth time, and then my phone buzzed in my pocket.


  …I bet my ass it's Yanami.


  I reached for my pocket, but Shiratama-san placed her hand over mine.


  "Huh!?"


  "Can I monopolize your time for a bit longer, Prez?"


  "Well, if you're okay with me, anytime..."


  "Then please stay with me a little while longer."


  She gently nudged my shoulder with hers and led me deeper into the store.


  "Your birthstone is tanzanite, representing intelligence and composure. That really suits you."


  "Uh, yeah, people often say that."


  I replied while gulping nervously.


  Am I getting a romance event?


  Could it be that my long-awaited popular phase is finally kicking in?


  …No way. Get your shit together, Nukumizu.


  There's no way a cute kouhai like this would approach someone as unremarkable as me.


  This kind of scenario is reserved for outgoing, handsome guys.


  So, this situation must be part of Shiratama-san's own story-


  "Let's see. What's my birthstone then?"


  "...Shiratama-san, do you have something you want to talk to me about?"


  Her smile wavered slightly.


  But in the next moment, that crack is covered by an even more charming and calculating smile.


  "I'm okay. I've already talked about it with you earlier, Prez."


  "If it's not about that, are you waiting for someone?"


  This time, her smiling facade completely fell apart.


  The color drained from Shiratama-san's face, leaving her looking increasingly anxious.


  "Uh, well…"


  "You've been glancing around a lot while looking at the jewelry, almost as if you're expecting someone. Are you waiting for someone to come here?"


  "That's-"


  Her lips parted as if searching for words, then closed again.


  Her legs trembled slightly as if she were trying to suppress the urge to flee.


  "Sorry, I'm not accusing you of anything. I just want to help. If you tell me what's going on, maybe I can assist you."


  "............"


  She clutched her chest with both hands and lowered her head, remaining silent.


  Just as I was about to speak again to break the uneasy silence-


  


  "-Riko, is that you?"


  


  A clear voice rang out.


  Riko Shiratama's head snapped up, as if a switch had been flipped.


  Standing before us is a woman in her mid-twenties.


  Despite her well-formed features, "cute" was the first word that came to mind. She's a charming lady.


  The resemblance is unmistakable.


  Riko Shiratama's voice came out as a faint whisper.


  "Onee-chan..."


  She's Riko Shiratama's older sister.


  But what surprised me wasn't just the appearance of Shiratama-san's sister.


  Standing beside her in a somewhat protective stance is-


  "You're Nukumizu-kun from Class C, right? Why are you with Riko-chan?"


  It's Tanaka-sensei, the Japanese Literature teacher from Tsuwabuki High School.


  The Shiratama sisters, Tanaka-sensei, and- me, for some reason.


  The awkward silence is soon broken by none other than Riko Shiratama herself.


  She forcefully grabbed my arm and pulled herself close, clinging to me.


  


  "-I'm going out with this person!"


  


  Huh!? We're dating!? Since when?


  I have absolutely no memory of this supposed relationship, but if it's true, everything will fall into place- Shiratama-san pulling me aside, the oddly relaxing time we spent together. Yeah, it's best to go with the flow here.


  Shiratama's older sister, who had been frozen in shock by Shiratama-san's revelation, finally found her voice.


  "Riko, you have a boyfriend? This is the first time I've heard of it..."


  "I'm sorry. You and Tanaka-sensei have been so busy with the wedding preparations that I didn't get a chance to tell you."


  She said this with a bright, cheerful smile.


  That bright smile must have made it hard for her sister to press further. Still visibly bewildered, Shiratama's older sister turned her gaze to me.


  "And you, how long have you been...dating Riko?"


  "Uh, well, it's not really about how long. It's more like a Schrödinger's cat situation..."


  "Onee-chan, don't ask my boyfriend weird questions."
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  Shiratama-san pouted and hugged my arm even tighter.


  "I'm sorry, Riko. It was just a bit sudden, so I was surprised. But-"


  "I'm in high school now, you know? And you liked Tanaka-sensei when you were my age."


  "Riko!?"


  Shiratama's sister's face turned bright red. ...Yeah, she's cute too.


  Tanaka-sensei placed a reassuring hand on her shoulder, smiling gently.


  "Minori-san, let's go for now."


  "But, Yuji-san…"


  "We're sorry for interrupting. We'll be on our way."


  Like calming a child, Tanaka-sensei led Shiratama's sister away from the scene.


  Even after they disappeared from view, I stood there, stunned by the rapid turn of events.


  Then, the sensation on my arm brought me back to reality. Soft and with a pleasant scent…


  "Uh, so that was your…"


  Shiratama-san nodded slowly.


  "Yeah, she's my older sister."


  "And the fact that Tanaka-sensei was with her means..."


  "Yes, they are engaged."


  ..So that's how Shiratama-san knows Tanaka-sensei.


  Was their argument in the parking lot at the mall just about that?


  As I tried to piece together the missing parts of the puzzle, Shiratama-san tightened her grip on my arm.


  She clung to me, and in a barely audible voice, she whispered.


  "Can we go somewhere...where we can be alone?"


  *


  Step, step…


  A long-haired brown cat darted past us, keeping its body low to the ground.


  Shiratama-san and I are at a cat cafe inside the mall.


  Sitting side by side on a wooden bench, we warmed our hands with cups of latte.


  So, this is the place where we can be alone together…


  "...I'm sorry for telling such a strange lie."


  "Eh? No, well, cats aren't people, so us being alone together isn't exactly-"


  "No, I mean the part about us dating."


  Our relationship has been a lie.


  How should I put it? I really wasn't expecting much, and I knew there was a reason why she said that. That's why this doesn't affect me in the slightest bit at all. But she could've kept it up a bit longer.


  ...Damn it. Thinking about it like this is actually making me feel worse.


  I took another sip of my latte, trying to keep my thoughts in order before asking again.


  "So, why did you lie like that earlier?"


  "I wanted to show them I had a boyfriend and surprise them. I knew they were coming to pick up their wedding rings from that store."


  She fell silent again.


  "Why would you do that?"


  "Because they always treat me like a child. I wanted to show off a bit."


  I nodded in understanding. So, that's why she pulled me away from the game corner.


  Of course, I figured it was something like that. Yep, I knew it…from the start, yep…


  "I can kind of understand your older sister's feelings."


  "Do I really seem that childish to you?"


  She pouted explicitly. I chuckled and shook my head.


  "Not in that sense. I have a younger sister, too, and even though we're only two years apart, I still see her as the little kid she used to be."


  "But I'm 10 years younger than them."


  Shiratama-san took a careful sip of her cafe au lait, exhaling softly.


  "My older sister is kind and dotes on me a lot. I love her very much."


  "She sounds like a good sister."


  Shiratama-san nodded, smiling more genuinely than I had seen before.


  "Yes. I even thought I had two moms when I was little. Kids think funny things sometimes."


  She laughed nostalgically.


  However, her laughter faded quickly. She looked down, her voice dropping to a murmur.


  "That's why I have to support my older sister if she chooses Tanaka-sensei…"


  It sounded like she was trying to convince herself more than anything.


  "...Did something happen between you and Tanaka-sensei?"


  "Yeah, there was- a lot that happened."


  "Huh!?"


  I might be about to hear something crazy.


  I held the coffee mug tightly with trembling hands. Shiratama-san quickly shook her head.


  "Not in a weird way. Tanaka-sensei has been our neighbor since I was little. He helped me with my studies and looked out for me."


  ...I see, that's how it is.


  Thank goodness. There's no complicated relationship here.


  The person in front of me is just an ordinary girl who gets along well with her sister.


  "So, Tanaka-sensei's going to become your brother-in-law, huh?"


  Shiratama-san's shoulders trembled slightly.


  "...R-Right, since he's marrying my older sister, after all."


  She spoke in a quiet tone and then fell silent.


  Huh, did I say something weird?


  "...Uh, Shiratama-san, you're on good terms with Tanaka-sensei, right?"


  At my words, Shiratama-san slowly raised her head.


  "...Care to listen to me for a bit?"


  When I nodded, she began to speak with a slightly more mature expression than usual.


  "Tanaka-sensei is our neighbor and has always looked after us when our parents came home late."


  "So that means your sister, too, right? Are they far apart in age?"


  "Sensei is five years older than my sister. He turned 30 this year, so he's an old man now."


  She said this with a smile that didn't seem particularly amused.


  "They have always spent time with me ever since I became aware of things. They often came to pick me up from kindergarten together."


  As if recalling something, she smiled nostalgically.


  "Back then, they were a university student and a middle schooler, so there were some strange rumors. But they weren't dating yet at that time."


  "So, that means they have been close since then."


  "I used to get jealous of how close they were and would always try to get between them. I would sulk and tell onee-chan not to get close to him, and on other days, I would tell her not to get close to my onii-chan."


  With a gentle smile, she seemed to be reminiscing about those precious memories.


  "...You really love them, don't you?"


  "Yes. I love my sister very much."


  I see. That's a relief.


  Shiratama-san is just a pure-hearted girl who loves her sister, not someone with ulterior motives, like Yanami and the others suspected.


  I continued speaking, trying to dispel the vague unease that lingered.


  "And you're also close with Tanaka-sensei, right?"


  "...I hate him. His kind is the worst."


  "Eh…"


  An awkward silence falls over us.


  I glanced at the clock. It's just about lunchtime.


  As I pictured Yanami's face at the word "lunch"-


  -Plop.


  A brown tabby cat jumped onto Shiratama-san's lap, curling up without a care for the heavy atmosphere.


  "That man really thinks I'm his little sister."


  Shiratama-san stroked the cat's fur with a stiff face.


  "While I've remained the little girl from next door, my sister started calling him Yuji-san at some point."


  The tabby cat twitched its ears once in approval of Shiratama-san's touch and began to purr.


  "...I've always called him 'sensei' since then."


  She gently continued to stroke the cat's back as she spoke.


  Hmm, so that means Tanaka-sensei was already a teacher when they started going out. In other words…


  "They started dating late, didn't they?"


  "Yes. They officially started dating after my sister graduated from high school. I know he has been very kind to her."


  Shiratama-san showed a self-deprecating smile.


  "...For a while, I thought maybe he was waiting for me to grow up a little back in elementary school. It's really foolish, isn't it?"


  She tried to laugh, but she couldn't. She simply looked down and squeezed out a faint voice.


  "...I wonder what I would have called Tanaka-sensei if I had been born first."


  I remained silent, unable to find the right words.


  Whether it's love or dreams, it's normal for them to be unattainable.


  By the time we obtain something precious, countless other things have slipped through our fingers-


  As the cat's breathing became deep and regular, Shiratama-san spoke again.


  "They are having their wedding on the Saturday after the next one. It's a lovely garden venue."


  "Eh? Ahh, I see."


  "And I snuck into the venue late at night sometime before."


  Wait, what is she talking about?


  "Sorry, I must have missed something. What happened at the venue?"


  "I said I snuck into the venue at night, and the police got involved."


  So I didn't miss anything.


  What I thought was a story of unrequited love from my kouhai turned out to be a confession of a criminal record.


  "Uh, why would you do such a thing...?"


  "Because my sister always takes everything I want before I can. I wanted to leave my mark on something- I wanted to create a secret. I wanted to end it with that."


  If you only hear that part, it sounds like a touching tale of a young girl's first love, but there's a lot of noise this time.


  "Yeah, but why break into a place?"


  "I wanted to wear my sister's wedding dress and take pictures in the chapel. Before she could."


  "...Even if you wanted to create a secret, couldn't you find something less illegal? Something a bit more peaceful."


  "Yes. I had about five options, and I chose the most peaceful one."


  Well, if that was the most peaceful one, I guess I have to accept it. I silently sipped my latte.


  Shiratama-san seemed normal at first glance, but is this what real girls are like…? Yeah, I think I'll buy a light novel on my way home.


  Shiratama-san gave me a weak smile as I deepened my loyalty to the two-dimensional world.


  "Sorry for the weird story. I feel a bit better after talking about it."


  It was definitely a strange story.


  "Uh, don't worry about it. Of course, I won't tell anyone."


  "If necessary, you can share it. I caused you and the other senpais a lot of trouble."


  Shiratama-san began to fiddle with the cat's neck with her fingertips.


  As I watched the cat squirm with pleasure, I started to organize the story I heard.


  …I'm sure Tanaka-sensei and her sister have had mutual feelings for a long time.


  Shiratama-san, who's much younger, must have had mixed feelings of admiration and loneliness while being around them.


  "You've liked Tanaka-sensei for a long time, haven't you?"


  Shiratama-san's fingers stopped at my insensitive remark.


  "I said I hated men like him, right?"


  "Sorry, that was insensitive-"


  "Because!"


  Interrupting my apology, she took a deep breath and started sputtering,


  "That man always looked at me with the same eyes as my father. But when he looked at my sister, his expression was always different, and he never showed me that face. My sister has always been wonderful and popular, and he's not good enough for her. He was my 'onii-chan', but then he became 'Tanaka-sensei' all of a sudden-"


  She took another breath and, this time, whispered softly.


  "...Soon, I'll have to call him my brother-in-law."


  Shiratama-san's slim shoulders started trembling.


  "Uh, are you okay? You don't have to keep talking if it hurts too much."


  She shook her head.


  Tears trickled down from her large eyes.


  "You know, Yuji-onii-chan always says he's happy that Riko-chan is going to be his real little sister- because he has only ever looked at my older sister."


  …The person she has always yearned for is going to become her brother-in-law.


  She must never let him notice her true feelings.


  All the feelings she had up until now have to be hidden, buried under the guise of sibling affection.


  Tears that she couldn't hold back began to fall one after another.


  "...And I, I tried so hard to become cute. I studied my sister's magazines and her makeup tools. I looked in the mirror more than my textbooks, trying to become cute so that…someday…onii-chan…would look at me…more…"


  Her back shook more and more as she bowed her head, trying to hold back the tears.


  "I hate him. I really hate…him. I hate him so…much…"


  "Hey! Don't wipe your tears with the cat!"


  "...Then, lend me your shoulder."


  "Huh!?"


  Without waiting for a response, Shiratama-san leaned into me, burying her face into my shoulder.


  I feel the slight weight pressing against my shoulder.


  Shiratama-san clung to my shoulder, sobbing uncontrollably.


  ...There's no choice but to let her cry it out like this.


  I glanced around absentmindedly as I felt her warmth against my shoulder.


  It was a mistake to sit here.


  The wall facing the mall's corridor is a large glass window, making us visible from outside.


  Not that there's anything suspicious about this, but if someone we knew sees us-


  I raised my head, and I barely managed to hold my scream in.


  Two girls with killer eyes are pressed up against the glass, staring at us.


  -Anna Yanami and Chika Komari.


  They kind of look like geckos stuck to the window…


  I lowered my gaze to the girl crying into my shoulder as I thought about that.


  


  Riko Shiratama, the absolutely doomed and unrequited heroine.


  


  And she is also the one hope for saving the Literature Club from being disbanded-


  *


  The day after the shitshow at the AEON Mall Toyokawa (?).


  After school, I headed straight home without stopping by the club room.


  -Shiratama-san's tearful confession. Her feelings for Tanaka-sensei and her secret.


  I need a bit more time to process all this.


  "Welcome home, onii-sama."


  The sound of slippers pattering against the floor heralded the arrival of Kaju.


  "I'm home. Kaju, you got home early today."


  "Yes, Momozono's student council work has settled down for now."


  "I see. You've been busy."


  Kaju blocked the way as I was about to enter the living room.


  "Onii-sama, aren't you going to change in your room?"


  "I want to watch the anime I pre-recorded- why aren't you letting me in the living room?"


  "I'll make some hot tea, so why don't you change first? We also have some rice crackers."


  "Wait, hold on-"


  Kaju blocked my advance like a basketball defender, steering me toward the stairs.


  There must be a reason why Kaju is going this far.


  As I obediently approached my room, I stopped with my hand on the doorknob.


  -There's something in the living room.


  Given Kaju's actions, that's what I assumed, but now another possibility occurred to me.


  She wants me to go to my room.


  Is there something in my room? Or- did she find something in my room?


  Oh no, I hope the thing under the carpet is safe.


  I opened the door in a panic.


  


  "Hey you, you're finally back, Nukumizu-kun."


  "Y-You've got some n-nerves showing your f-face here."


  


  The last people I want to see are right there.


  Anna Yanami and Chika Komari. And they are both rifling through my bookshelf. Seriously, please stop.


  "What are you two doing here?"


  I entered the room, trying to remain calm, and they both gave me deadpan looks.


  "Isn't it obvious? You ran off without explaining anything yesterday. What happened with Shiratama-chan?"


  "Y-You enemy of girls."


  I can't argue this time.


  ...But then again, thinking it over, I didn't actually do anything wrong. Yeah, nothing wrong.


  "Hold on, both of you. It's true I left with Shiratama-san without saying much, but there was a good reason for it."


  "Oh really? So, there's a good reason for what happened at the cat cafe too?"


  I nodded emphatically at Yanami.


  "Yeah, there's a reason why she was clinging to my shoulder and crying."


  "-Kaju would like to know the reason for that as well."


  "Eek!"


  Startled by the voice behind me, I turned around to see Kaju smiling, holding a tray with tea and rice crackers.


  "Kaju, how long have you been here?"


  "I just arrived. I brought you some hot tea, onii-sama."


  Kaju started setting the tea on the low table.


  "Thanks. But we're having a grown-up conversation, so could you give us some privacy?"


  "Relax. Kaju is already an adult now."


  Kaju placed the fourth cup of tea and sat down with a thud.


  Yanami and Komari sat around the table before I even said anything.


  "Come on, Nukumizu-kun, sit down."


  "G-Give up."


  "Onii-sama, your tea is getting cold."


  Komari and Kaju patted the cushions, and Yanami munched on a rice cracker, silently nodding her head at me.


  …Honestly, I don't want to sit between them.


  And even Kaju, who I thought might help me, has joined this merciless circle.


  Resigned, I sat down, and Yanami swallowed the rest of her rice cracker. Chew properly, please.


  "Alright, it took Nukumizu-kun one minute to sit down."


  Yanami started talking like a principal.


  "Eh, what do you mean…?"


  "You stole three minutes of our time. Three minutes is the time it takes to make instant ramen. Why don't you think about that?"


  I don't see why I need to, and I know damn well you're just going to start eating them after two minutes.


  Feeling more at ease with Yanami's usual antics, I slowly sipped my hot tea.


  "So, where should I start? Feel free to ask anything."


  Yanami reached for her second rice cracker and began to speak.


  "First off, what were you two doing when you snuck off on Sunday?"


  "Well, that's a private matter. Any other questions?"


  "..........."


  Crunch. Yanami's rice cracker made a satisfying sound as she bit into it.


  After a quick glance at the silent Yanami, Komari leaned forward.


  "T-Then, why did y-you make her c-cry?"


  Hmm, sharp observation, Komari.


  "That's a matter between Shiratama-san and me. It's something I would like to keep in the depth of my heart. Next question, please."


  As I reached for a rice cracker, Kaju moved the bowl away from me.


  "...I'm so sad, onii-sama."


  "Eh, what's wrong?"


  Kaju handed the bowl to Yanami with a gloomy expression.


  "Onii-sama, I'm saddened by your coldness. You've always said the Literature Club members are like family-"


  "You've said something like that!?"


  Startled, Yanami swallowed her third rice cracker without chewing it properly.


  "…No way I did."


  "You didn't, but your eyes speak the truth, onii-sama."


  I see. My eyes are untrustworthy.


  And now, three pairs of eyes that trust me even less are staring at me.


  "It's not like I did anything bad with Shiratama-san..."


  I began to fumble my excuses, but their expression didn't change.


  Yanami sighed and pulled out a small black card from Komari's bag.


  "If that's how you want to play it, Nukumizu-kun, we have no choice."


  "...? What's that?"


  "SD card. It was taped under the carpet of this room."


  Alright, hand that shit over.


  As I reached for it, I noticed Kaju's gaze and nonchalantly looked away.


  "...It's just data for managing my grades. It's password-protected."


  Yanami handed the SD card to Kaju without changing her expression.


  "Imouto-chan, any idea about the password?"


  "Onii-sama's passwords are usually his favorite voice actress's birthdays, so give me a bit of time."


  "Huh!?"


  Shit. It's not just because of the images I've collected, but the folder names I've organized them into are also…problematic. Come to think of it, Shiratama-san did say I could share the details if necessary at the cat cafe. So, it should be fine to tell them. Yep, no problem at all. Probably.


  "...Alright, let's talk. I'll tell you everything that happened on that day."


  I adopted a serious expression and looked around at the three faces.


  The blackmailers swallowed nervously.


  -And I'm not selling out my kouhai because I'm being blackmailed. Definitely not.


  *


  "...G-Go die."


  That was the first word directed at me after I finished explaining.


  Komari looked at me like I was a piece of garbage as she munched a rice cracker.


  "Did you even listen to my story? Clearly, I'm not at fault here. I'm the nice senpai comforting a brave kouhai."


  These people don't get it at all.


  Sighing, I reached for a rice cracker, but Kaju quickly grabbed the last one.


  "Onii-sama, that person is not right for you. It's too early for you."


  "But I-"


  "I said no, and I mean no."


  Pouting, Kaju turned away, her cheeks puffed out in annoyance.


  Why is Kaju like this as well? My my, Yanami will be upset too if this keeps up.


  Preparing for the worst, I turned my gaze to Yanami, and she was dabbing her eyes with a handkerchief.


  "...Ugh, so that's what…happened."
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  To my surprise, Yanami's crying really hard. Like actual tears.


  "Eh, what's wrong, Yanami-san?"


  Yanami leaned forward and slammed the low table with her hand.


  "Don't you feel anything, Nukumizu-kun? I feel so bad for Shiratama-chan! We can't just let a homewrecker take away her childhood friend. Let's write that into law!"


  "Shiratama-san's sister is also a childhood friend. If anything, Shiratama-san is the homewrecker who should be regulated by the law."


  "Huh? Isn't it weird to punish a childhood friend...?"


  Childhood friends aren't that OP, you know?


  Yanami sniffed, looking thoughtful and tilting her head in confusion.


  Alright, if I want to wrap this up, now's my only chance.


  "That's all I have to say. Let's call it a day."


  I tried to stand up, but Komari and Kaju grabbed my clothes from either side.


  "Onii-sama, Kaju hasn't heard everything yet."


  "Eh? But I told you everything that happened that day already."


  "Y-You know why she's s-suspended, right?"


  Komari glared at me through her bangs.


  "Uh, I said I'd tell you what happened, but I didn't mean the entire conversation- fine, I'll tell you everything."


  It's better to give in quickly.


  I explained the whole incident of Shiratama-san sneaking into the wedding venue before drinking the now-cold tea.


  "That's everything. I have no more secrets. This is all I know."


  "Yes, well done, onii-sama."


  Kaju patted my head. My little sister is so kind.


  Yanami, who had been listening with a look of disbelief, blew her nose loudly and threw the crumpled tissue into the trash bin.


  "It's amazing she only got suspended. That's a crime, you know."


  Yanami said something sensible for once, surprisingly.


  By the way, she missed the trash bin. Please take responsibility and clean it up.


  "She just wanted to wear her sister's wedding dress and take photos in the chapel first. It's a cute wish, very girly."


  "Even so, it's definitely not normal to sneak into a wedding venue."


  Yeah, it's not normal. Yanami seems to be using up her quota of sensible statements for the year.


  Shiratama-san is indeed cute, but she's not normal.


  This is coming from a guy who's surrounded by unusual girls, by the way.


  I can't deny that I overlooked Shiratama-san's peculiarities because I wanted more members for the club.


  "Well, I think Yanami-san's concerns are valid."


  "Right. Forcing her to join might not be good for either of us-"


  "B-But!"


  Yanami was interrupted by Komari's high-pitched voice.


  We all turned to look at her in surprise, and she looked down, fidgeting nervously.


  "H-Her suspension is a-already over, so i-it might not be good if we focus on her p-past too much…"


  Her tone is firm despite her timid demeanor. I nodded in agreement.


  "Yeah, that's what I wanted to say."


  Yanami gave me a look that said, 'You're lying, right?'


  Of course, I'm lying, but I maintained a confident demeanor as I looked at the three of them.


  "We're not in a position to judge. We're all students at the same school, and Shiratama-san is a kouhai we're looking after at the request of Konuki-sensei. We should try to support her as much as we can."


  The room fell silent. Was I not supposed to say that…?


  Feeling uneasy, I watched as Yanami exchanged a glance with Komari before speaking.


  "That being said, we've heard the situation. The wedding hasn't happened yet, right? The Literature Club might be held responsible if she does anything."


  "That might be true, but still..."


  As I hesitated, Yanami shrugged as if to say, "Oh well."


  "Then we'll talk to her properly ourselves."


  "Eh, you sure?"


  "Yeah, sometimes girls understand each other better. Is that fine with you?"


  I nodded vigorously, and Yanami stretched widely.


  "Alright! Let's stop with the difficult talk for now. I'm getting a bit hungry!"


  Kaju stood up upon hearing that.


  "Kaju will get some more tea and bring some snacks."


  "Sorry, Imouto-chan, I sound like I'm urging you."


  Yanami waved her hand dismissively.


  What do you mean you sound like? You're literally urging her…


  I turned to Yanami with a serious expression after Kaju left the room.


  "Also, Yanami-san, about that SD card…"


   "Ah."


  Yanami crawled on all fours to pick up the crumpled tissue from the floor.


  "I wrapped it up with the tissue I used to blow my nose. Do you still want it?"


  Yanami gave me an expression full of innocence as I suppressed my extremely intense feelings and shook my head.


  Still looking innocent, Yanami tossed the tissue into the trash can.


  *


  Record of Interview with Riko Shiratama


  Interviewer: Anna Yanami


  


  The interviewee, Riko Shiratama (hereinafter referred to as Shiratama-chan), sat nervously across from me. Her tension made me feel a bit nervous, too.


  I offered her a bag of mixed gummies, and Shiratama-chan took a square one. Her hands are petite and delicate, her skin pale and beautiful- truly matching her name.


  But I was just as beautiful back in my first year. Trust me.


  


  "Thank you, senpai. These are the ones with the edible paper coating, right? I like these."


  


  Shiratama-chan smiled happily as she opened the gummy package.


  Indeed, I've eaten a lot as well, but gummies with edible paper are better than those with just sugar.


  They stick to the inside of your mouth, so you can enjoy them for a long time.


  


  "These are popular in Toyohashi, right? I was surprised to see that other places often have the sugar-coated ones."


  


  ...Huh? The ones with sugar on the outside are high-end treats only eaten on special occasions, aren't they? Dad always gave them to me as birthday presents when I was little.


  Shiratama-chan giggled when I mentioned that.


  


  "That's the first time I've heard that. Your dad sounds fun."


  


  Shiratama-chan smiled and popped the gummy into her mouth.


  I definitely have to call a family meeting soon. Anyway, let's get back to the topic first.


  


  "Hey, Shiratama-chan. About last Sunday..."


  


  Shiratama-chan suddenly ceased all movement.


  As I started to speak again, Shiratama-chan quickly bowed her head.


  


  "Yes. I'm sorry for monopolizing Prez. I regret my actions."


  


  "...No, you can do whatever you want to Nukumizu-kun, okay?"


  


  "Is that okay? I thought I might be overstepping because Prez is such a wonderful person. I came prepared to be scolded by you today, Yanami-senpai."


  


  …Huh? What is she talking about?


  Calling Nukumizu-kun wonderful? She must have been forced to say that.


  As a senpai, it's my duty to guide my kouhais. I straightened my back with a serious expression.


  "Shiratama-chan, calm down and listen to me carefully. We're talking about Nukumizu-kun, you know? Are you sure you're not mistaking him for someone else? He's a socially awkward yet real mean siscon who's even heavier than me- never mind, forget that last part."


  Shiratama-chan tilted her head cutely, looking puzzled.


  


  "...Uh, I think he's okay. So, Yanami-senpai, are you going out with Prez?"


  


  What!? What is she saying? I stood up reflexively.


  


  "No, we're not! Why would you think that? Did I do something wrong?"


  


  ...Oops, I lost my composure for a moment. My outburst scared Shiratama-chan.


  Even though that is cute, I used to be quite something myself back in the day.


  I sat back down and bit into a gummy to calm down.


  "Uh, you see, the Literature Club has a no-dating policy, so there's nothing like that. Besides, Nukumizu-kun is such an indecisive little... wait, what were we talking about?"


  


  "Well, what was it again...?"


  


  Shiratama-chan pressed her index finger to her temple, looking troubled.


  She's cute, very cute- but I used to be just as adorable when I first got into high school, too. Trust me.


  *


  AV Room, after school.


  I slowly looked away from the monitor after reading Yanami's report.


  What even is this report?


  "...Yanami-san, did I do something wrong?"


  "Your entire existence is wrong, Nukumizu-kun."


  "E-Enemy of girls."


  Yanami and Komari scolded me for some reason.


  Weren't they supposed to have a one-on-one talk with Shiratama-san to understand her...?


  "Uh, Komari, what do you think? She said I'm wonderful, so I think she has a keen eye for the truth."


  "H-Her eyes are just holes."


  Komari turned away, looking displeased.


  Yanami sat back down at the keyboard and resumed writing.


  "No need to add your popularity stories, Yanami-san. We're trying to understand more about Shiratama-san as a person. There's more important stuff to write about first, right?"


  Yanami stopped typing and glared at me.


  "This is all your fault, Nukumizu-kun. Your being all smitten made her misunderstand and think you're wonderful."


  Is it so bad for me to have such a wonderful misunderstanding in my entire life for once?


  Komari stood up determinedly as Yanami and I bickered.


  "I-I'll go talk to her then."


  ...Komari? She looked down at us with a smug expression, surprising us.


  "G-Girls can u-understand each other better, after all."


  "I feel like I heard that line somewhere yesterday."


  Still, if she's motivated, we should leave it to her. Go for it, vice prez.


  *


  Record of Interview with Riko Shiratama


  Interviewer: Chika Komari


  


  She was doing her homework when I entered the club room.


  I sat down in the chair across from her, but she didn't seem to notice me.


  ...There's no other choice. I started reading a book on my phone.


  


  "Oh, Komari-senpai, you're here. You should have said something."


  


  It must have only been a few minutes.


  Noticing me, she smiled shyly and put her stationery back into her pencil case.


  


  "What's with everyone today? Each of you coming into the club room one by one, it feels like I'm being interviewed."


  


  A probing look is hidden behind her smile.


  She's aware of something. I decide to keep looking at my smartphone with a nonchalant expression.


  


  "Senpai, you want to talk about Sunday, right? Go ahead, ask me anything."


  


  She brought it up herself, perhaps due to impatience.


  Typically, it would be best to start the conversation here.


  However, as a member of the Literature Club, I must constantly confront the infallibility of words. Just as I was about to opt for communication through my smartphone instead of verbal conversation, an unexpected situation arose.


  "Uh, is your phone running out of battery? Would you like to use my cable?"


  Indeed, my battery was on the verge of dying.


  I have no choice but to leave the room-


  *


  Again, what even is this report?


  After I finish reading Komari's report, I exchanged glances with Yanami, who seemed to have something to say.


  "Komari, don't tell me you just sat there quietly the whole time?"


  Komari flinched and muttered tearfully.


  "I-I did…my best…"


  "Yeah, you did your best. Nukumizu-kun, aren't you too harsh on her?"


  Yanami patted Komari's head gently. Really, Yanami? I can tell you were thinking the same thing as me.


  I composed myself and turned to face them.


  "Well, I had you two interview Shiratama-san, but unfortunately, it doesn't seem like we achieved our initial goal."


  "Initial goal? We weren't told about any initial goal."


  Yanami crossed her legs and gave me a provoking look.


  "Isn't it obvious? The goal is to get her to open up and let her know we are on her side. Maintaining her connection to society will help prevent any repeat offenses."


  "Wait, our mission is that serious?"


  It is. I need the two of them to take this more seriously.


  "Well, that's that. Shiratama-san is waiting in the club room, so we should all-"


  Noticing their stares, I stopped mid-sentence.


  "What now?"


  They just glared at me instead of answering.


  "Hey, if you're going to say all that, how about you, Nukumizu-kun?"


  "Eh? What do you mean?"


  "I-It's your turn next."


  ...My turn? You mean I have to interview Shiratama-san? I waved my hands in front of my face.


  "No way. I always say this, but I'm not good with girls. I had no choice back then because of the circumstances, but having a one-on-one conversation with her is impossible- uh, what's with you two…?"


  Yanami and Komari stood up slowly, looking down at me with expressions full of menace.


  "Huh? Huhhh? You two were pretty cozy for someone who's not good with girls, right!?"


  "A-Apologize to the cat."


  Hold up, why are they turning on me...?


  "But Shiratama-san won't open up to a guy like me, right?"


  "According to her, you're a wonderful club president, aren't you? Perfect fit."


  "Y-You enemy of g-girls."


  …These two have been getting more feisty lately.


  *


  Knock, knock. I rapped on the door of the club room, and Shiratama-san's voice called out from inside.


  "Come in."


  I opened the door slowly, and Shiratama-san greeted me with a formal smile.


  "Please, have a seat over there."


  "Ah, yes."


  I sat down across from her as she gestured.


  "Now, please state your name and your reason for applying within one minute."


  Huh? As I stared in confusion, Shiratama-san covered her mouth and giggled.


  "Sorry. This scene just reminds me of my entrance exam interview, and I couldn't help but joke around."


  I see. Cute girls make cute jokes, too.


  …My my, now's not the time to be admiring her.


  "I should apologize. Sorry for making things weird."


  "No, it's natural for the senpais to be worried. You told them, didn't you?"


  Shiratama-san suddenly became serious. Feeling a bit pressured, I gave a noncommittal smile.


  "Well, yeah, I had to let them know..."


  "Don't worry about it. Even I think someone like me is scary."


  She gave a self-deprecating laugh as I hesitated.


  ...This isn't going well. I steeled my expression and turned to face Shiratama-san more seriously.


  "Don't get me wrong. We're not here to blame you, Shiratama-san. We just want to get to know each other better and make the Literature Club a place where you feel at home. Uh..."


  I fumbled for the right words, but nothing convenient came to mind.


  With a feeling akin to resignation, I continued speaking.


  "Neither Komari nor I had a place in our class during our first year."


  At my sudden self-disclosure, Shiratama-san seemed about to say something but then closed her mouth.


  "I'm not saying that's a bad thing. But the Literature Club gave us a place, and through it, we made friends. Looking back now, it wasn't so bad."


  I scratched my cheek in embarrassment after saying that.


  After a moment of silence, Shiratama-san quietly murmured.


  "...All of you are very kind."


  "Well, it's not so much kindness as it is just returning the favor we received..."


  Shiratama-san tried to smile but quickly gave up.


  "...But I can't give up on my feelings."


  "Uh, that means-"


  "I'm not trying to take onii-chan away or anything. ...I know it's impossible."


  Her voice had a hint of self-deprecation again.


  "But I don't want to have any regrets. I want to give it my all, leave a mark, and then come to terms with my feelings."


  Her low voice lacked emotion.


  As her quiet soliloquy filled the clubroom, I spoke up.


  "So, what exactly are you planning to do...?"


  I had to ask, even if it felt tactless.


  This girl has one offense already, after all. I can't just sit there if she plans to commit another.


  "...Well, last time, I intended to wear my sister's dress and take pictures in the chapel. But there were two miscalculations."


  "Miscalculations?"


  Shiratama-san blinked her large eyes and returned to her usual inscrutable smile.


  "The first was that the dress isn't brought to the venue until right before the ceremony. It was a completely wasted trip."


  Oh, is that so? Good to know…


  I turned off my brain and nodded.


  "The second was that I thought sneaking in at night would avoid any attention, but as soon as I got inside, the security company showed up. Professionals are amazing, aren't they? Before I knew it, I was surrounded, and the police were there too-"


  "Hold on! How did you even get into the building in the first place? The doors were locked, right?"


  I quickly changed the topic, and Shiratama-san's eyes sparkled.


  "Yes, I used a homemade tool to pick the lock-"


  Holy shit. I'm standing in the middle of a minefield.


  "Okay, let's change the subject! It's not good to cause trouble for others, right?"


  "Yes, I learned my lesson from last time. Next time, I'll try something more peaceful."


  She lightly tapped her head with a "tehe".


  I have mixed feelings, thinking she's not really reflecting but also finding her cute. However, it's crucial that she doesn't break the law. Seriously, please.


  "Don't worry. I won't cause any trouble for the Literature Club- I'll keep my distance."


  "...Eh?"


  Something slipped through my fingers. A sense of unease enveloped me.


  "Wait-"


  "I can't cause trouble for the Literature Club with what I plan to do. I'll handle it alone from now on."


  She stood up silently, her bag in hand.


  "No, wait-"


  "...If everything goes well and I can stay at Tsuwabuki, can I come back here again?"


  -If she can stay at Tsuwabuki.


  In other words, she is prepared to do something that might get her expelled.


  I stood up, my chair wobbling.


  "Wait, Shiratama-san, you can't…do that alone."


  "Then- will you do bad things with me, Prez?"


  "Uh, that's…"


  -I used to be like that too.


  Keeping my distance from others. Trying to be alone.


  The Literature Club members were the same.


  Always deciding for themselves. Trying to bear everything alone.


  But it was those troublesome people who reached out to me-


  I quickly closed the few steps between us and grabbed her arm.


  "No, Shiratama-san."


  My words made Shiratama-san's body tense up.


  "...I don't want to cause trouble for everyone."


  She muttered in a faint voice, looking down.


  "Cause us as much trouble as you want to."


  Yanami, Yakishio, Komari, even the senpais, and, of course, me too.


  We've caused trouble for each other countless times.


  And despite that, we've stayed together, and I've never thought it was- maybe I've thought it was annoying five or six times, but I've never actually hated it.


  "Feeling overwhelmed is exactly when you shouldn't be alone. I'll be here, and the Literature Club will be here with you. So..."


  The tension drained from Shiratama-san's arm.


  "With me..? Is that really okay...?"


  "Yes, of course."


  Shiratama-san turned around quickly.


  Tears welled up in her eyes, ready to fall.


  


  "That means you guys are going to help me, right!?"
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  Yeah, of cour- wait, did I really say that?


  What I meant was she shouldn't be alone and that the Literature Club would be with her. Wait, did I actually promise to help her…?


  "Uh, well, yes, I did say we would be together. But, uh..."


  "Thank you. I've been so anxious. I never thought someone would say something like this to me. Oh, dear. Crying here will make me look like a manipulative girl, won't it?"


  Shiratama-san chuckled softly as she wiped her tears away.


  She's cute, but hold on. That's not what I meant-


  Slam. The door to the club room burst open, and the two veteran club members barged in.


  "Shiratama-chan, we're borrowing this for a bit!"


  "G-Get over here, you!"


  I, referred to as "this", was forcibly dragged into the hallway.


  "Nukumizu-kun, are you serious!? Are you really planning to help her commit a crime!?"


  "I-Is that what you're t-trying to do!?"


  Yanami poked my chest with her finger while Komari's tied-up hair bounced vividly.


  "Well, it wasn't my intention, but you know how things just flow sometimes? Like, there's this...m-mood."


  "You never bothered to read the room usually, so why now of all times!? This is exactly why you need to read the room, Nukumizu-kun!"


  "T-Think about what you did!"


  Girls, please stop the criticism.


  As I was pondering how to navigate this situation, the club room door slowly opened, and Shiratama-san peeked out.


  "...Uh, am I causing any trouble to you guys?"


  Shiratama-san's face showed her worry.


  We exchanged silent glances and reluctantly shook our heads.


  Intermission: Can't Stop the Nighttime Sweets


  A week has passed since Shiratama-san started her probation.


  In the club room after school, Yanami, Komari, and temporary member Shiratama are present.


  Yanami munched on some Pockys while staring absentmindedly at the club room door.


  "Hey, where did Nukumizu-kun go?"


  "H-He got called to the i-infirmary."


  Komari answered without looking up from her phone.


  "Ah, Konuki-sensei again. Nukumizu-kun is the club president, after all~"


  Crunch, crunch. Yanami pushed another Pocky into her mouth with her fingers and then offered the box to Shiratama.


  "Hey, Shiratama-chan. Want some?"


  "Oh, yes. Thank you."


  Shiratama, who had been reading a yellowed club magazine, switched to her usual smile.


  As she opened a small packet of Pocky from the box, she couldn't hold back a chuckle.


  "What's so funny, Shiratama-chan?"


  "I just thought that maybe Yanami-senpai and I are a bit similar."


  Shiratama nibbled on the Pocky, tilting her head cutely.


  "Why? Because we both like salad flavor?"


  "That's part of it. But I also always carry snacks with me. Look."


  Shiratama took out a bag of adorable soft candies.


  Seeing this, Yanami nodded eagerly.


  "You get it, Shiratama-chan. Snacks are essential for girls, but guys never understand that. They always say things like you're eating too much-"


  As Yanami started to gripe, Shiratama tilted her head slightly.


  "Are you talking about Prez?"


  "...No, I wasn't talking about Nukumizu-kun."


  Yanami denied it with a serious face. Shiratama looked puzzled for a moment but then decided to let it go. She smiled and offered the bag of soft candies.


  "Would you like some?"


  "Thank you!"


  "Komari-senpai, would you like some too?"


  "...Ueh? T-Thank you."


  A gentle atmosphere settled in the club room.


  Yanami munched on a soft candy, nodding repeatedly.


  "Snacks are definitely comforting. I can't live without them."


  "Yes. I have to eat a lot to keep myself from losing weight, so it's quite a task."


  "...Eh?"


  Yanami's expression froze.


  Shiratama, with an innocent look, tilted her head again.


  "Isn't that the same for you, Senpai? If you only eat meals, you'll lose weight, so you always have snacks."


  "...Yes."


  Yanami nodded in agreement, silencing Komari with a glance when she looked like she wanted to say something, and then she leaned forward with a serious expression.


  "...Hey, Shiratama-chan, do you have any tips?"


  "Tips? Well, finding time to eat small amounts frequently, I guess."


  "And that helps you lose weight?"


  "Huh? No, it's a tip for not losing weight."


  Yanami fell silent.


  Unaware of Yanami's reaction, Shiratama continued talking with a smile.


  "Just last night, I ate cake before bed. It's bad for your skin, but I couldn't eat much dinner. Senpai, do you eat anything before bed?"


  "I had cup noodles last night, too..."


  Yanami's head dropped in defeat as she spoke.


  Shiratama clapped her hands together with a bright smile, oblivious to the effect of her words.


  "That's amazing! I can't finish cup noodles. Only the boys in the sports clubs can manage those large cup noodles, right?"


  "Yeah, you're…right…"


  While Yanami's energy seemed to fade like a burnt-out incense stick, Shiratama kept talking as if she were a fish that was finally put into the ocean once again.


  Komari, her hands trembling, put on her headphones and started her music player on her phone.


  "I've recently been able to finish convenience store bentos, so I might be growing a little too. Do you have any tips for eating a lot, Yanami-senpai?"


  "Maybe...just add all the seasoning packets at the start..."


  After managing to finish her sentence, Yanami remained slumped, unmoving.


  Komari stood up silently, pressing her forehead against the wall.


  "Uh, are you two okay…?"


  No response.


  Baffled by her two senpais, who looked like lifeless corpses, Shiratama opened the old club magazine again-


  Chapter 3: Leave It to the Experts


  The day after we reluctantly agreed to help with that whole mess. It's now lunchtime.


  In the emergency stairwell of the old school building, I leaned against the landing railing and pierced a straw into a milk carton.


  "Sorry for calling you two here so suddenly."


  Sitting on the steps across from me, unwrapping his bento, are Mitsuki Ayano and Hiroto Sakurai.


  "Nukumizu, you said you had something important to talk about, right? What's up?"


  Ayano asked, popping a quail egg wrapped in bacon into his mouth.


  His parents love cooking, so his bento is always colorful and varied.


  "I'm ready. Just tell us whatever it is."


  Sakurai-kun said with a serene smile, picking up some simmered fuki with his chopsticks. [TL: A slightly bitter vegetable that is mainly used for herbal purposes.]


  He has recently started making bento and even makes one for the student council president every day. Just get married already.


  "Thanks. Actually, I need to talk to you two about a new first-year we're looking after in the Literature Club."


  ...Well, there's no point in hiding anything now.


  I took a deep breath and began explaining what had happened, step by step.


  After listening to everything, Ayano put down his chopsticks and tilted his head.


  "...Is it really okay to tell us all that?'


  "It's not something to spread around, but I got her permission."


  I didn't check the exact limits of that permission, but it should be fine. Probably.


  "I had heard a bit about it, but I didn't know the full story."


  Sakurai-kun said, his usual slightly tired smile on his face as he stared at the meat-wrapped burdock root on his chopsticks.


  "She said she wanted to come to terms with her feelings, but the person involved is her brother-in-law. It's not like she can confess, get rejected, and be done with it. We don't know what she might do."


  Ayano nodded and picked up his chopsticks again.


  "She has already had a run-in with the police. If something like that happens again, suspension won't be enough."


  Sakurai-kun looked up at the sky thoughtfully upon receiving Ayano's gaze.


  "I'm not a teacher, so I don't know for sure, but…I've never heard of someone getting suspended twice in such a short period."


  Never having heard of it basically means it doesn't happen.


  I finished my milk and turned to face them both.


  "So, I need your advice. I ended up agreeing to help her, but I wanted to avoid anything illegal. But I'm a guy, so I don't really understand girls' feelings. I was hoping you two could help come up with a plan that she would be satisfied with."


  Silence. The two of them exchanged puzzled looks before hesitantly speaking.


  "...Nukumizu, we're guys too, you know."


  "Yeah, wouldn't it be better to ask the girls in the Literature Club?"


  I knew they would say that. I gave them a serious look.


  "Listen, I've realized something in the past year- the girls in the Literature Club don't count as girls at all."


  The two of them looked like they had something to say but then closed their mouths again.


  "If anything, you two actually have more insight and could be more helpful."


  After a moment of thought, Ayano nodded with a complex expression.


  "I can subtly ask some acquaintances, but don't expect too much."


  "I can ask around for opinions too, but I can't say I'm confident about understanding girls' feelings."


  That's already enough. Being in the Literature Club really messes with your sense of what is normal or not.


  "You should hurry up and eat, too, Nukumizu-kun. The bell is about to ring."


  Sakurai-kun said that as he wrapped up his finished bento box.


  Oh, it's this late already? I should eat. Yanami might devour my lunch if I save it until the next break…


  Listening to the conversation between the two who had already finished their meals, I opened the bag of curry bread.


  Come to think of it, the girls they know are-


  A familiar face flashed through my mind.


  I forcibly pushed that thought to the back of my mind and took a bite of the curry bread.


  *


  The club room after school is filled with a tense atmosphere.


  Yanami and Komari are silently staring at the envelopes laid out on the table by Riko Shiratama.


  There are three large envelopes, big enough to hold notebooks or A4 paper.


  The words <Pine>, <Bamboo>, and <Plum> are written in large letters on each envelope.


  "I came up with three plans last night, Prez. Please choose whichever you like."


  She urged me across the table.


  Forget about whether I like these plans. I'm not actually the type that likes to make choices…


  "Come on, Prez. Make your choice."


  "H-Hurry up and p-pick one, Prez."


  Yanami and Komari pressured me from both sides. These girls only call me Prez at times like this.


  After much hesitation, I picked up the envelope labeled <Bamboo>. It was a typical Japanese choice, valuing the middle ground.


  "Uh, real estate flyers…?"


  Inside the envelope is a flyer for a rental property in the city.


  The location is in the mountains north of Futagawa Station, It's a solitary house.


  "I found a lovely property in Futagawa. There aren't any houses nearby, and bonus points for having a basement-"


  I put the flyer back into the envelope before she could finish explaining.


  "...Can I see the other envelopes?"


  "Prez, don't you want me to explain the plans?"


  I don't. I hastily picked up the envelope labeled <Pine> in half desperation.


  Travel brochure this time.


  The cover featured a large photo of a stylish overwater bungalow.


  "Uh, what's this…?"


  "Onee-chan and Tanaka-sensei are going to Tahiti for their honeymoon. They are always so busy, so they wanted to relax for once."


  Yanami snatched the brochure from me before Shiratama-san could finish.


  "Wow, that looks amazing! A romantic night under the stars-"


  With a dreamy look in her eyes, Yanami's gaze quickly dimmed as she stared at the pamphlet.


  "...I see, after the wedding comes the honeymoon, right, I get it…"


  God, there she goes again.


  I signaled to Komari, who then placed a Hoshiume candy in Yanami's mouth. [TL: Dried plums with brown sugar.]


  With a lifeless look, Yanami slowly chewed the candy as I gently retrieved the pamphlet from her hand.


  "So, what kind of plan is it?"


  "Onee-chan and I look just the same from behind. If I rent the cottage next to theirs, I can sneak in and switch places with her at night-"


  I quickly slipped the pamphlet back into the envelope.


  The only envelope left is the one labeled <Plum>. I prayed as I opened it.


  Inside are some documents and catalogs.


  "...Is this the wedding venue brochure?"


  "Yes, it's onee-chan's wedding materials. I copied everything: brochures, estimates, the seating chart for the day, and so on."


  Shiratama-san's hands paused over the thick stack of papers.


  There's a photo of a pure white wedding dress, notable for its long train.


  "...I want to wear this and take pictures in the chapel."


  She shook her head slightly and turned the photo over.


  "Onee-chan got to do everything first, so I wanted to have something, just one first for myself. Maybe that's when I could call Tanaka-sensei my onii-chan."


  As I remained silent, struggling to find the right words, Shiratama-san began to organize the wedding documents.


  "It's impossible, right? Let's just go with Plan Pine or Bamboo-"


  Bang! I leaned forward and pressed down on the papers.


  "We're going with this one!"


  "Hold up, Nukumizu-kun!?"


  Yanami was flustered. Think about it. The other options are Pine and Bamboo, you know?


  Shiratama-san blinked and looked up at me with wide eyes.


  "The dress will only arrive just before the wedding, so taking pictures in it will be difficult, right?"


  "Sure, taking photos in that exact dress might be tough, but...what if we took photos in a different dress as a stand-in?"


  "In the chapel?"


  "In the chapel."


  "...One more thing."


  What? Uh, is that not enough?


  Shiratama-san leaned in closer as I hesitated.


  "...For example, what if we took a two-shot photo with Tanaka-sensei?"


  "In the chapel?"


  "In the chapel."


  Shiratama-san nodded eagerly.


  That's impossible.


  Taking a two-shot photo in the chapel without him noticing is just asking for trouble.


  Shiratama-san must have realized it was nearly impossible, even though she was the one who suggested it.


  Her eyes shifted to the other two envelopes-


  "...Let's do it."


  Shiratama-san's eyes sparkled at my words.


  "Then, let's get started-"


  Before she could finish her sentence, Yanami and Komari grabbed me by the arms and dragged me to the corner of the room.


  "Eh? What are you two doing?"


  "Are you seriously going to help her!? I'm not going to be an accessory to a crime!"


  "I-If you want to d-die, die a-alone!"


  My my, these two are overreacting. We're just talking about taking a photo.


  Sneaking into the wedding venue on the day, tricking the groom into taking a photo-


  "...Wait, that's illegal?"


  Yanami and Komari nodded vigorously.


  Yanami sighed and released me, turning to Shiratama.


  "Shiratama-chan, I understand how you feel, but this isn't going to be easy. Renting a dress alone costs a lot of money, and you need a professional photographer. It would cost a fortune."


  "Yes, that's why I prepared this."


  Shiratama-san placed a card on the table.


  It's a cash card from Toyohashi Shinkin Bank, known locally as Toyoshin.


  "I've been saving all the money I received for celebrations and New Year's gifts over the past 15 years. I have a million yen."


  "Wut!?" (x3)


  Shiratama-san pushed the card toward us as we stood frozen.


  "I entrust this to you. Use it freely for this plan."


  No way we can accept such a large sum of money.


  I stepped forward under the pressure of Yanami and Komari's gazes.


  "You're right. We'll need money for the plan. But instead of giving us the card, you should pay directly for what we need each time."


  "Yes, that's right, Shiratama-chan. Travel expenses, food, and living costs all add up."


  Yeah, that's right, but can you stop molesting the cash card?


  "But this is the least I can do for dragging you all into this…"


  Shiratama-san said in a faint voice, looking down.


  If that's how she feels, then we definitely can't accept it. I shook my head.


  "We're your senpais, Shiratama-san. That's enough reason to help."


  Komari nodded vigorously.


  "...Thank you all so much."


  Shiratama-san wiped the tears that had welled up.


  I scratched my cheek, feeling a bit embarrassed.


  "That said, it's going to be tough to outsmart your sister and take a two-shot photo."


  We need to read the materials thoroughly and come up with a detailed plan-


  ...Wait, are we really going through with this?


  Komari seems somewhat on board, and Yanami probably just wants a fat check.


  "Last time, the security guards found me quickly because I didn't know the building's layout well. We'll need to scout the inside properly first-"


  Shiratama-san's eyes sparkled as she began outlining the plan.


  "Uh, Shiratama-san. Could I talk to you for a moment?"


  "Yes, Prez?"


  Her eyes shimmered as she looked at me.


  Well, how should I say this…?


  Instead of outright rejecting her idea, I should acknowledge her proposal while gently pointing out the concerns and finding a soft landing-


  Just as I was thinking, voices and footsteps echoed from the hallway.


  Then, with a loud bang, the club room door flew open.


  "Excuse me!"


  The sudden arrival is the student council president, Hibari Hokobaru.


  After giving us a polite bow, she marched up to Shiratama-san.


  "You're Riko Shiratama-kun, correct?"


  "Ah, yes, are you the student council president…?"


  Shiratama-san froze in her chair.


  With her usual expression, Prez dramatically swept her hair back.


  "Oh my, I forgot to introduce myself. I'm Hokobaru, the student council president. I've heard everything, Riko-kun!"


  "Huh!? About what?"


  Sakurai-kun entered the room, out of breath.


  "I…told you…to wait, Hiba-nee…"


  After catching his breath, Sakurai-kun walked over to Prez.


  "Don't shout and startle everything like that. Come on, we should go. We're in the way here."


  "Hold on, Hiroto. We're not done here."


  Prez ignored Sakurai-kun's attempt to stop her and placed her hands on Shiratama-san's shoulders.


  "Eh? Uh…"


  "A secret love that defies societal norms! The determination to strike back even while hiding such feelings! As a fellow woman, I'm deeply moved. I would like to offer my assistance!"


  Prez's voice echoed throughout the room. Sakurai-kun looked up at the ceiling, exasperated.


  Shiratama-san, who had been frozen in place, timidly opened her mouth.


  "Uh, SC Prez, where did you hear about this…?"


  "Oh, I heard everything from Hiroto over there. Don't worry. He's like family to me."


  Sakurai-kun clasped his hands together and bowed deeply.


  …I had a feeling this would happen.


  "So, let me get this straight. What I told Prez got passed on to you, SC Prez?"


  "Exactly."


  …Creak. Hearing this, Shiratama-san slowly turned her stern face toward me.


  Oh my, I didn't know Shiratama-san could make such an expression. Huh, I see…


  As I wiped the cold sweat with my handkerchief, Yanami stepped forward while chewing on a Hoshiume candy.


  "Prez-senpai, what do you mean by offering to help?"


  "The more people involved, the better the chances of making a lasting impression."


  Prez picked up the wedding venue pamphlet and flipped through it.


  "...Hmm, a revenge mission, is it?"


  "Huh? Revenge?"


  Prez nodded while reading the materials.


  "You're planning to infiltrate the wedding venue again and steal the bridal gown, right?"


  "Uh, no, we've given up on stealing the bride's dress. Instead, we're planning to secretly take wedding photos with Tanaka-sensei."


  "...? Isn't that going to be difficult?"


  "Yes, but there's a bit more to it-"


  "Prez, are you here!?"


  A voice interrupted me- it's Teiara-san.


  She strode into the club room after a quick bow.


  "Sensei is waiting for you. Today is the meeting for the student council elections."


  "Right. Do I need to be there?"


  "Of course! Shikiya-senpai is holding things up for you, so please come quickly!"


  "Got it. Shiratama-kun, can I borrow these materials for a bit?"


  "Ah, yes, I can give you the details."


  Teiara-san pulled Prez away from the room.


  Just as I breathed a sigh of relief, Teiara-san returned alone, glaring at me.


  "Eh? What?"


  "Nukumizu-san. You're not trying to make the president do something bad, are you?"


  "...Ain't no way."


  "Why are you saying it like that?"


  Teiara-san narrowed her eyes and stared at my face.


  I'm not lying. Prez is the one who's insisting.


  "I won't forgive you if you do anything that tarnishes Prez's reputation, Nukumizu-san."


  She left with that stern warning.


  …Finally, the storm has passed.


  Sakurai-kun, who had been left standing awkwardly, turned to us with a pale face.


  "Uh, I don't know how to apologize for this..."


  Yanami shook her head and offered him a Hoshiume candy.


  "Don't worry about it, Sakurai-kun. This is all Nukumizu-kun's fault for having a big mouth, isn't it?"


  "Eh, my fault?"


  Yanami and Komari nodded in unison. Yeah, I've done goofed up.


  And Shiratama-san, she's making a face I've never seen before…


  *


  I read a message from Prez as I headed toward the school bike parking lot.


  I commute by bicycle right now. My parents found out I was biking to school for training in the third term of my first year, so they didn't renew my train pass.


  "Another day at school tomorrow..."


  Even though tomorrow is a holiday, Prez has summoned the Literature Club to the club room.


  By the way, I am the president of the Literature Club. If the club gets disbanded, maybe surviving as a subordinate of the student council wouldn't be so bad...


  As I reached the bike parking lot, I noticed a cute figure sitting on the rear rack of my beloved bike.


  -It's Shiratama-san. I stopped a distance away from her.


  "...Are you still not going home yet?"


  "Yes, I forgot something."


  Her perfect smile, as usual.


  Uh, she must be mad at me for spilling the beans to the student council, right…?


  "What's wrong? Aren't you going home?"


  "Ah, yeah. I'm going home."


  I lowered my head and walked past Shiratama-san-


  "Your bike is here, Prez."


  "Oh, right. I've been so forgetful lately."


  …I got caught trying to walk past her.


  Even after unlocking the bike, Shiratama-san didn't move from her cute sitting position.


  "Uh, Shiratama-san…?"


  "Yes, what is it, Prez?"


  Smile, smile, smile. All I could do was muster a forced smile in return.


  …Shit. This is totally ruining my dignity as a senpai.


  I only talked about it because I was told it was okay to share with the collaborators. I didn't irresponsibly spill any secrets. Yeah, I didn't do anything to apologize for.


  "Prez, I'm a bit angry."


  "I want to apologize."


  However, sometimes, it's important to say sorry sincerely.


  As I bowed deeply, Shiratama-san's voice fell upon me from above.


  "I trusted you because you are the president, you know?"


  "Uh, you said it was okay to talk about it..."


  "Of course, it's fine to inform those who are inconvenienced. But who would think the student council would find out?"


  Yes, you're right. I couldn't say anything back, so I just kept my head bowed. Shiratama-san couldn't hold back her laughter and started giggling.


  "Please lift your head. I'm not really angry."


  "But it's true that I told the student council..."


  "I just felt a little sulky because I thought it was a secret between us."


  Shiratama-san got off the bike rack, clasping her hands into fists in front of her chest.


  "Everyone is doing so much for me. I've made up my mind."


  "Huh!? But if you do something reckless-"


  As I instinctively stepped back, Shiratama-san quickly closed the distance between us.


  A sweet scent like milk wafted towards me.


  "It was you who lit the fire, Prez."


  Her moist eyes are framed by long eyelashes.


  A whisper escaped her petite, pink lips.


  "...You have to take responsibility."


  *


  The next morning. Rubbing my sleepy eyes, I sat at a table in the Literature Club room.


  Despite it being a holiday, Yanami, Shiratama-san, and I responded to Prez's call.


  Standing with arms crossed beside the table, Prez looked around at us.


  "Is this everyone? There was one more person here yesterday."


  "Komari peeked into the room from the window earlier but then ran away. You can start."


  Prez nodded and attached a large piece of paper to the whiteboard she brought.


  On it, written in calligraphy, are the words "Riko Shiratama's Revenge Plan Headquarters".


  Shiratama-san timidly raised her hand.


  "...Uh, what is this 'Revenge Plan' written here?"


  "Ahh, I asked my grandmother to write it for me this morning. She's a certified master."


  I see. That's why it's so well done. And probably not the answer Shiratama-san was looking for.


  Prez unfolded a folding chair and sat down heavily.


  "Let's discuss the plan. What are the current goals? How far along are the preparations?"


  "Uh…"


  Seeing Shiratama-san a bit overwhelmed, I stepped in.


  "We've only just set the goal, and nothing else has been decided yet."


  Prez nodded and placed a piece of paper on the table.


  "Then how about enlisting the help of an expert? I found this yesterday by chance."


  It's a handmade flyer that says, "Contact Tsuwabuki Investigation Advisors for your covert investigation needs!"


  "Uwah, what's this, Prez-senpai?"


  Yanami leaned in while eating her second breakfast rice ball of the morning.


  The flyer is filled with words like "confidential", "completely legal", "no basic fees", and "patent pending", all in cheerful fonts.


  This is one of those shady indie advertisements you sometimes see posted on utility poles.


  "Hey, Prez. Isn't this a bit sketchy?"


  "Don't worry. It's just a Tsuwabuki student doing independent research. They are trustworthy."


  Someone in our school is doing these things…?


  I could think of one person, but no, it couldn't be.


  Prez glanced at the clock on the wall as I was feeling uneasy.


  "It's about time. I've already arranged a consultation."


  "Huh?"


  Right on cue, there was a knock at the door.


  The door slowly opened, revealing a familiar girl.


  She bowed with her forehead shining.


  "I'm Chihaya Asagumo from Tsuwabuki Investigation Advisors, and this is-"


  From behind her, another familiar girl stepped forward.


  "I'm Kaju Nukumizu, her assistant. We'll do our best."


  The Literature Club girls stared at me intently.


  No, this isn't my fault, right…? Yeah, probably not.


  *


  Asagumo-san from Tsuwabuki Investigation Advisors wrote the words "Information" and "Preparation" on the whiteboard in large letters and circled them.


  "The first step is gathering information and preparing in advance. And-"


  She wrote "Goal" in even larger letters.


  "It's crucial to share the goal within the team. Riko-san, when is the wedding?"


  "Ah, yes, it's next Saturday."


  The wedding is in nine days, the first weekend after the Golden Week holiday.


  Asagumo-san nodded and began writing the dates from today to the wedding day in sequence on the whiteboard.


  "We have a fixed deadline, so instead of managing progress with milestones, let's manage it with tasks. First, we'll share information and identify necessary tasks. The Golden Week holiday starts the day after tomorrow, so let's use it to finish our preparations."


  So we're spending this year's Golden Week holiday preparing for a crime. Cool…


  After finishing the calendar on the whiteboard, Asagumo-san turned to us.


  "The goal is clear: we need to take wedding photos of Tanaka-sensei and Riko-san without getting caught on the wedding day."


  ...The problem is that condition. The path to success is narrow, with many hurdles to overcome.


  Seeing everyone fall silent, I raised my hand slightly.


  "Uh, we might need to be flexible with the goal depending on the situation."


  "Even if we need to adjust the goal, gathering information is still necessary. Let's first review the current situation."


  At Asagumo-san's signal, Kaju turned on the projector she had prepared.


  Displayed on the white wall is an aerial photo of the city map.


  The wedding venue is prominently located at a spot close to downtown.


  It's near Mukaiyamaoikecho Park and adjacent to the prefectural Kirinoki High School.


  "The venue is secluded from the outside, so we can only see the interior from the photos on their website. Riko-san, do you know the inside layout?"


  Shiratama-san shook her head silently.


  "Understanding the internal layout is our top priority. I'll hand it over to my assistant for that."


  As Asagumo-san stepped aside, Kaju took the stage.


  "I did a site inspection this morning."


  "Eh, when? How come I didn't know?"


  Kaju made my breakfast and prepared my clothes, after all.


  She winked at me and continued.


  "The manager was at the entrance, so I had a chance to speak with him. This venue hosts only two weddings per day and offers exclusive garden weddings."


  Kaju operated her smartphone and projected photos onto the screen.


  "The venue is enclosed by walls to ensure privacy, with the main entrance being the only way in. On the day of the event, only someone related to Riko-san will be able to enter."


  ...I see. This won't be easy. Since it's a private event, we can't pretend to be guests of another party.


  "But Kaju, didn't it seem suspicious when you spoke with the venue staff?"


  "No, he was a gentleman. He even gave me his business card."


  -Gentleman. So, he's a guy, huh?  Well, gender doesn't really matter.


  "Let me see the business card. Kaju, you didn't give them your contact information, did you?"


  As I tried to stand up, Yanami pulled me back into my chair.


  "Sit down, Nukumizu-kun. Imouto-chan, what was your impression aside from the investigation?"


  "Yes, it has a wonderful atmosphere! Kaju would love to have my wedding there someday!"


  Kaju clasped her hands in front of her chest, eyes sparkling, while looking straight at me.


  Prez, who had been quietly listening, crossed her legs and looked thoughtful.


  "Hmm, so we need to investigate the venue first. Kaju-kun, you must have some ideas, right?"


  Kaju nodded with a smile.


  "Yes, there's a tour this Saturday. A spot opened up due to a cancellation, so I've already signed us up."


  Wow, she's well-prepared. Signing up for a venue tour-


  "Wait, isn't it weird to participate without a wedding planned? And we're high school students."


  Asagumo-san smiled as if it was nothing.


  "Ara, we just need to have our wedding there in the future. Now, let's decide who will attend the tour."


  Asagumo-san slowly looked around at us.


  "Yanami-san, why are you standing up?"


  "Eh? Well, it needs to be someone who looks mature, right?"


  "Yeah, that's true. That's why you should sit down."


  I thought it over as I got her back onto the chair.


  A high school student who could pass for an adult in appearance and behavior is hard to find-


  "Hmm? What's wrong, everyone?"


  Everyone's gaze is drawn to Prez. Asagumo-san approached her.


  "How about you, Prez? Could you attend the tour?"


  "I would love to help, but I have a memorial service on Saturday. It's my great-grandfather's 50th anniversary. I can't really miss that."


  Prez's eyes gleamed. She seems like the type who enjoys attending memorial services…


  "I guess that can't be helped. Why don't you sit down, Yanami-san?"


  This is a problem. Who should we ask if Prez can't go?


  Sensing our dilemma, she spoke up.


  "Let's ask Shikiya. She can be trusted to keep things confidential."


  Shikiya-san, huh…? She looks mature, but can we rely on her?


  Ignoring my concerns, Kaju wrote Shikiya-san's name on the whiteboard.


  Asagumo-san tilted her head cutely while placing a finger on her chin.


  "So, who should be her partner? Does anyone have someone in mind?"


  Hmm, someone who can stand next to Shikiya-san without looking out of place- ah!


  "How about Ayano? He looks mature, and if he wears a suit-"


  "No."


  Asagumo-san interrupted me firmly.


  "Eh? But he would-"


  "No, he wouldn't."


  She smiled sweetly at me, though her eyes were not smiling.


  "He has an unavoidable appointment that day. Nukumizu-san, I can make up a memorial service for you if you want-"


  "Okay, let's not use Ayano! Prez, do you have anyone suitable?"


  I hurriedly shifted the conversation, and Prez shrugged helplessly.


  "I don't want to involve too many outsiders. It would be best if we could keep it within the Literature Club or the student council."


  Tamaka-senpai- no, his girlfriend won't keep her mouth shut, and it would be a disaster if something went wrong.


  Yanami muttered with a sullen expression as I racked my brain.


  "...Then why don't you do it, Nukumizu-kun?"


  "Huh?"


  "If you have so many complaints, you should be able to do it perfectly, right?"


  Yanami glared at me while opening her third breakfast sandwich in 15 minutes.


  "Wait, there's no way I can pull off pretending to be an adult."


  "...No, that doesn't seem like a bad idea."


  "Huh?"


  Prez stood up and patted my shoulder.


  "You're quite tall, and with the right outfit and makeup, it could work. What does everyone else think?"


  The first to raise a hand was Kaju.


  "I would love to see onii-sama in a suit! I could even be his partner, and we could get married on the spot-"


  No, that's ridiculous.


  I stood up and gently guided the excited Kaju to sit in the corner of the room.


  "Kaju, you have plans with friends that day, right? Remember, you're going to the amusement park in Hamamatsu."


  "...I don't."


  Kaju averted her gaze. I pulled out my phone.


  "We share a calendar. You can't hide things from me."


  "Ugh, but Kaju really wants to have a wedding with onii-sama..."


  We're not having a wedding in the first place.


  "Then it's settled. Nukumizu-san will be the one to attend."


  Without giving me a chance to object, Asagumo-san wrote my name on the whiteboard and circled it.


  Asagumo-san looked at the now-filled board and nodded in satisfaction.


  "Alright, let's start preparing for the tour on Saturday. I'll provide the necessary equipment for the investigation, but can everyone prepare their outfits for the day?"


  …Outfit? I guess a suit would be fine.


  I could borrow my dad's suit, but I'm still just a high school student…


  "Uh, are you sure I-"


  Prez clapped her hands together before I could finish.


  "Alright, we have a lot to do! Riko-kun, are you set with the wedding dress?"


  "Ah, yes. I found a good one second-hand..."


  Shiratama-san cut herself off and suddenly stood up.


  "Hey, SC Prez!"


  "What's wrong, Riko-kun?"


  "Why…are you doing all of this for me?"


  For a moment, the president was at a loss for words as Shiratama-san approached her.


  "SC Prez, your exams are coming up, and you're in charge of the student council. You shouldn't be doing this! Unlike us, you have too much to lose!"


  In front of us, who have nothing to lose, Prez stood up with a self-deprecating smile.


  "I told you. I was moved as a fellow woman. Even I've had my heart burned by unrequited love."


  "But we'll be in big trouble if we get caught, right?"


  "Then we'll just have to pull it off. I'm looking forward to seeing you in a wedding dress."


  Prez spoke confidently as she brushed Shiratama-san's hair with her fingertips.


  *


  The next day after school. I'm heading to the infirmary to give a report to Konuki-sensei.


  Not that I want to, but she might show up in the club room if I ignore this for too long…


  As I approached the central building where the infirmary is located, I saw Komari coming out of the library.


  Speaking of which, she ran off the moment she saw Prez yesterday.


  I started walking towards her to give her a piece of my mind when a guy coming out of the library called her.


  That's definitely a third-year librarian. He handed a book to Komari, who looked like a frightened raccoon. I sighed softly.


  She can barely talk to girls, so having a conversation with a guy is basically impossible, let alone a senpai.


  …Well, there's no other way. I'll be the translator.


  As I quickened my pace, I saw Komari receiving the book from that senpai and thanking him.


  Huh, so she can talk to boys…


  In the past, Komari would freeze and wait for someone to "defrost" her.


  Feeling slightly redundant, I stood there watching as Komari, with her head down, walked toward me.


  She almost walked past me before noticing and stopping.


  "Ueh…? W-What are you doing h-here?"


  "Oh, just heading to the infirmary."


  I glanced over Komari's head at the library door. That senpai has already returned inside.


  "What were you talking about with the librarian?"


  "T-The materials I ordered have a-arrived."


  Hmm, I see. The thick book Komari's holding must be the one.


  …Oops, I need to hurry. Konuki-sensei might wander out of the infirmary.


  After a brief greeting, I started walking again, with Komari falling into step beside me.


  "Wait, are you going this way too?"


  "I-It doesn't matter which way. W-We'll end up at the s-same place, anyway."


  It doesn't seem that way to me, but if she says so…


  "By the way, Komari, about yesterday-"


  "W-What are you p-planning to do?"


  Komari cut me off, glancing up at me sharply.


  "What do you mean? You ran away from the meeting where we were supposed to decide that."


  "T-That's why I-I'm asking if that is even o-okay to do."


  …Nope, we'll be in big trouble if we get caught.


  Her eyes, peeking out from her bangs, were filled with worry.


  "It will be okay. We have Prez with us."


  I forced a smile and patted Komari on the head.


  "Una!?"


  She let out a grunt and jumped back.


  Shit! I did it out of habit because she's just as tall as Kaju.


  "Sorry! It's just that your height was perfect for it."


  Komari, blushing and trembling, backed away slowly.


  "Uhh, Komari?"


  "...D-Dummy."


  Komari muttered and then ran off.


  ...I've done it now. She'll probably look at me like I'm garbage for a while.


  As I recalled the sensation of patting her head, I thought to myself.


  Please take better care of your hair, Komari.


  *


  Freed from Konuki-sensei, I took a deep breath in the twilight of the courtyard.


  ...I'm very tired. Don't even ask me for the details. I'm extremely tired.


  I once again marveled at the patience of Amanatsu-sensei and Shiratama-san's sister for remaining friends with her.


  As I stood there, feeling the wind-


  Chirp, chirp, chirp…


  I heard the call of a bird from somewhere.


  It's not a particularly beautiful sound, but it has a soothing quality.


  Though I couldn't see it, the sound seemed to come from the bushes in the courtyard.


  For a moment, I considered looking for the bird but quickly decided against it.


  Just hearing the voice was more calming. The distance felt just right.


  In the quiet courtyard after school, I closed my eyes, surrounded by the sound of the birds and the rustling leaves. It's as if my heart, dirtied by the events in the infirmary, is being cleansed. Oh, is that a tufted titmouse…?


  As I listened intently, I felt as if I was standing in an autumn meadow.


  I could almost smell the pleasant scent of hay carried by the breeze, and I slowly opened my eyes.


  Looking around, I saw a man in a suit standing quietly about 2 meters away.


  It's Tanaka-sensei, Shiratama-san's sister's fiance.


  …He's not observing me, right? No, he just stood there, lost in thought, as the wind blew by.


  It's my first time seeing him outside of class since the weekend at the shopping mall.


  As I hesitated whether to leave or not, Tanaka-sensei seemed to notice me. He looked slightly surprised.


  "Oh, Nukumizu-kun. What are you doing here?"


  "Just thinking about some things. What about you, sensei?"


  "I heard a bird singing and just stopped. Maybe there's a nightingale in the bushes."


  Wait, that's a nightingale?


  Noticing my interest, Tanaka-sensei added more details.


  "Usually, they're up in the mountains this time of year, so this might be a particularly laid-back one."


  "That does give a sense of familiarity."


  "Not showing itself is also quite elegant, isn't it?"


  "Yeah, I get it."


  We stood there, listening to the bird's song. After a while, Tanaka-sensei hesitated before speaking.


  "About the other day..."


  "Ah, yes."


  Tensed up, I waited, and Tanaka-sensei finally spoke after much hesitation.


  "...I'm sorry for the interruption."


  It was such a mundane statement that I felt a bit deflated.


  "No, it's alright. By the way, how has onee-san been since then?"


  "You mean Minori-san? She was quite surprised, as was I."


  He tried to laugh it off but ended up coughing.


  "Should I get you some water?"


  "No, I'm alright now…"


  We both smiled wryly in this awkward atmosphere.


  "Your wedding is next week, right? You must be busy."


  "Yeah, I'm just wandering around since I can't seem to stay calm."


  He watched my reaction for a moment before speaking again as if resigned.


  "Nukumizu-kun, how much has Riko-chan told you?"


  "I've heard about her suspension and her sister."


  Tanaka-sensei nodded and stood close to me.


  "...Riko-chan has recently grown quite distant. She doesn't seem to approve of me marrying her sister."


  Without responding, I listened as Tanaka-sensei continued, almost talking to himself.


  "We've always been like siblings, and now I'm marrying her beloved sister. It's natural for her to feel conflicted."


  "...Well, yeah, that would be complicated, especially during her teenage years."


  I tried to brush off the conversation lightly, but something about it stuck with me, compelling me to say more.


  "...I think she just wants to be left alone for a while."


  I said, feeling my thoughts take shape.


  "We're still in high school, so when relationships with parents or siblings change, it's like the world is shifting under our feet. It's a huge deal."


  


  -Honestly, I can't fully sympathize with Shiratama-san's actions. I don't understand it at all.


  


  "To Riko-san, her sister is the person who always sees her first. And you've been like a kind older brother from the neighborhood, practically family. Now, both of those relationships are changing simultaneously. It's only natural for her to feel unstable."


  


  -But I can sense what is driving her.


  


  I smiled at Tanaka-sensei with a facade similar to Shiratama-san's usual smile.


  "So, sensei, you should just stay strong and steady as her brother."


  Tanaka-sensei nodded deeply as he listened to me.


  "...Yeah, I'll just make Riko-chan even more anxious if I don't stay calm myself."


  He nodded again, looking at me with a bit of surprise.


  "Thank you. You're quite mature for your age."


  "Uh, no, I'm just being cheeky. Sorry."


  "Not at all. Riko-chan is lucky to have someone like you as her boyfriend."


  Tanaka-sensei seemed to be mumbling to himself than to me. He stared out at the courtyard, lost in thought.


  Listening to the birds, I recalled Shiratama-san's smile that concealed her true feelings.


  …She never has a chance from the start.


  Of course, she didn't. She's fifteen years younger, a girl he's known since she was a child, and his fiancee's sister.


  There's no way he could see her as a romantic interest.


  It's not even about winning or losing.


  Tanaka-sensei is honest and good-natured. He cares for Riko Shiratama as if she's his real sister.


  -And yet, I feel a tinge of anger.


  This man isn't to blame in any way. He's just a bit insensitive.


  He hasn't noticed the feelings that have always been there.


  But at this moment, I decided to side with Shiratama-san.


  


  No particular reason.


  It's just that I'm also going through my teenage years, if I have to give one.


  *


  Golden Week Day 1. The five-day holiday began with a cloudless sky and perfect weather.


  I stood in front of the wedding venue, nervously adjusting my tie.


  I came here to attend the tour dressed in a suit borrowed from my parents' closet.


  …Can I really pull this off?


  Playing the role of an engaged, soon-to-be-married working adult for the first time seems an impossible task.


  The hair gel I used felt cold and uncomfortable, making me even more uneasy.


  As I stood there, paralyzed by fear, a white hand reached out and tightened my tie.


  "...Your…tie. Fix it…properly."


  It's Shikiya-san. She's playing the role of my fiancee.


  She's wearing a black, elegant dress, with her long hair pinned up with a floral accessory on one side.


  "Sorry, I'm just a bit nervous."


  I peeked over Shikiya-san's shoulder to get a glimpse of the venue.


  It's a house surrounded by a wall with a luxurious tiled exterior.


  The entrance, with its white and brown color scheme, has a chic design that gives little away about the interior.


  Subtly glancing around, I noticed two figures moving in the tall grass at the edge of the large shared parking lot.


  It's Asagumo-san, holding a laptop with an earpiece on her face, and Yanami, wielding an antenna that looks like a bat.


  Several businesses share the parking lot, so it's not unusual to see people, but they are real conspicuous.


  "Shikiya-senpai, are they going to be alright?"


  "...They will be…fine. Have…faith…in…them…"


  "Ah, please wait-"


  Before I could protest, Shikiya-san took my arm and led me through the entrance.


  The entrance hall is spacious, with high ceilings that give it a sense of openness beyond what I had expected from the outside.


  Ahead is a counter, where a friendly staff member greeted us with a warm smile.


  I composed myself and deliberately lowered my voice.


  "...Excuse me. I'm Shimbashi. I have a reservation."


  The staff member, dressed in a uniform, glanced at a tablet in their hand.


  "Kazuhiko Shimbashi-san and Yumeko Yoshida-san, correct? Please proceed up the stairs over there."


  That's right. Today, I'm Kazuhiko Shimbashi, an 18-year-old new working adult about to get married.


  And the one gently swaying next to me is Yumeko Yoshida. She works at a flower shop and is my 20-year-old fiancee.


  Yumeko, who was absentmindedly looking around, suddenly rested her head on my shoulder. She smells so nice. I wish time would stop right here.


  "Where do we…give the…wedding gifts…?"


  "No, we're just on a tour today. There's no ceremony."


  …This girl didn't listen to our explanation at all.


  We left the reception and headed toward the back stairs before she could say anything else.


  "What did Prez tell you, senpai?"


  "Formal…language, not…allowed…"


  Ahh, right, it is weird to use formal language since we're engaged.


  "Yume…ko, what did you hear from Hokobaru-san?"


  "Something like…I'm having a…wedding. That's the…impression I got…"


  The impression she got is very wrong.


  Shikiya-san stared intently at the side of my face as I pondered the difficulty of proper communication.


  "What- what's wrong? Why are you staring at me?"


  "Talking with you… casually…feels new…"


  Shikiya-san started playing with my hair, looking amused.


  "Hey, stop that- please stop."


  "Are you…embarrassed…?"


  Huh, was Shikiya-san always like this?


  An irritated voice reached my ears as I thought about that.


  


  "Hello!? We can hear everything over here, you know?"


  


  Yanami's voice cut through the earpiece. They were supposed to guide us, but it seems more likely they would just be a hindrance.


  "If you don't want to hear it- hey, Yumeko, stop it already."


  


  "Hey!? What are you two even-"


  


  I switched off the earphone and stepped into the large room where the information session was being held.


  ...By the way, I left Shiratama-san behind. She has a history, after all.


  *


  -Now, let's rewind a bit. Two hours ago, in the Literature Club room.


  Yanami and Asagumo-san, seeing me in my suit, exchanged a glance and nodded with complicated expressions. Please just speak up if you two have something to say.


  Shiratama-san looked me over thoroughly, then clasped her hands in front of her with a smile.


  "You look great, Prez. It's true that men look 30% better in suits."


  Thanks, but I know you're lying. I think I've started to understand Shiratama-san a bit better recently.


  Next to me, looking all grown-up, Shikiya-san's in her dress smelled of nice perfume.


  Asagumo-san, who has a cooling strip on her forehead, by the way, placed something on the table.


  There's a single wireless earphone in front of me.


  "Please put this earphone in your ear, Nukumizu-san. I'll give you instructions."


  "This will transmit my voice?"


  "Yes. It has a built-in microphone so that we can hear you too."


  In front of Shikiya-san is a hair ornament with a floral motif.


  Shikiya-san picked it up curiously.


  "What is…this…?"


  "It has an omnidirectional camera embedded in it. Senpai, please wear this hair ornament."


  So I'll be the ears, and Shikiya-san will be the eyes.


  Shiratama-san, who had been looking around restlessly, raised her hand slightly.


  "Uh, what about me...?"


  "Riko-san, it's best if you don't show up at the venue until the day of the ceremony. Sorry, but please stand by."


  The information session starts at 10 AM. After the general explanation, there will be individual consultation time.


  ...And this is the critical point. It's impossible for us high school students to pretend to be adults convincingly.


  Thorough preparation is necessary to make the impossible possible.


  Asagumo-san wrote down the setup on the whiteboard in bullet points.


  The story is that Shikiya-san and I need to have a quick wedding as working adults due to unavoidable circumstances.


  Addresses, phone numbers, workplaces, parents' profiles, budget, wedding plans…


  Asagumo-san finished breaking and cleared her throat.


  "We don't have much time during the weekdays, so this long weekend is crucial."


  "Wait, but don't you have plans, Asagumo-san? Like a date with Ayano?"


  "...He's in a study camp at cram school this long weekend."


  The light on Asagumo-san's forehead seems to be fading away.


  "He said he would stay silent on purpose and try to beat me in the next test. I really don't need that kind of surprise. I really don't."


  Dense as usual, Ayano.


  When I looked to my side, I saw Shikiya-san staring intently at the hair ornament.


  "Uh, Shikiya-senpai. How much do you know about the current situation?"


  "I think…I heard everything…from Hokobaru."


  I don't trust her completely, but if she says she's fine, then she's probably fine.


  Indeed, I wouldn't be fit to be the Literature Club president if I worry about things like this.


  *


  Today's tour, which started off like that, was going smoothly for the most part.


  We managed to get through the individual consultations successfully. Now, we are walking down the hallway with the "recommended plan" that has been prepared for us, mingling with the other participants.


  "I would like fireworks both at the beginning and the end, but I wonder if the budget will allow it. Yumeko, did any options catch your eye?"


  "I…want to break…a sake barrel…" [TL: It's a ceremony called "Kagami-biraki" that wishes for health and well-being at times of celebration and new beginnings.]


  "Sounds good. Let's talk about it next time."


  We are really getting into it, thanks to the detailed explanation from our coordinator. The only problem is that neither the wedding nor the partner actually existed.


  As I was discussing the details of the wedding with Shikiya-san…


  


  "All I've been hearing is unrelated talk! What happened to the mission!? Are you a canary that forgot how to sing!?"


  


  …Someone just has to ruin the mood.


  I subtly covered my mouth and responded to that someone.


  "We're about to start the venue tour. Yanami-san, make sure you're watching the footage and giving proper instructions."


  "Excuse me, this is Asagumo. The image is quite shaky. Could you adjust it a bit?"


  Now it's Asagumo-san. You know, we're not professionals. It's hard to-


  "Is there…a problem…?"


  Shikiya-san tilted her head quizzically.


  ...Oh, right, the camera is attached to Shikiya-san's hair ornament.


  "Please bear with it. It's a feature."


  I ended the call and followed the guide outside the building.


  We stepped into a spacious garden wedding venue. It's covered in grass with sofa sets around.


  The garden is surrounded by walls taller than me, blocking any outside view.


  And there stands the chapel.


  On the day of the ceremony, Shiratama-san and everyone will sneak in there and take pictures with Tanaka-sensei.


  As I stared at the building, the coordinator who had interviewed us earlier approached.


  "Would you like a tour?"


  "Eh? Really?"


  "Of course. Please, follow me."


  We followed the guide, crossing the bridge over the waterway.


  Shikiya-san, who had been staring at the grass, caught up to me.


  "Are we…playing bride…and groom here…?"


  What? That sounds really fun, but not now.


  "We're just taking a look at the chapel. Yumeko, can you...stand up straight for a bit?"


  "Then I'll... hold onto you..."


  "Eek!"


  Shikiya-san wrapped her hand around my arm.


  The pleasant scent of her perfume and the indescribable softness pressed against my arm-


  


  "Ahem! Ahem!"


  


  Yanami's exaggerated throat clearing came through the earphone. Shut the hell up…


  Following the guide, we stepped into the chapel.


  Inside, a straight aisle stretches to the back, with benches lined up on both sides.


  At the very back of the chapel, outside a large window, a small waterfall flowed like a curtain of water.


  Large windows on the side walls also allowed soft light to filter in, creating a fantastical atmosphere.


  The ceiling, dimly lit by indirect lighting, has a slowly spinning ceiling fan, adding a gentle motion to the solemn, serene space. It's pretty calming if I say so myself.


  Arm in arm with Shikiya-san, I walked down the aisle- wait, this is supposed to be the role of the bride's father, isn't it?


  At the end stands the groom, who's going to marry Yumeko Yoshida, the 20-year-old flower shop worker. Unforgivable.


  As we reached the back of the chapel, fueled by righteous indignation, I realized one crucial fact.


  


  -There's nowhere to hide.


  


  The benches for the attendees have open backs, giving a sense of openness, and the walls are smooth with no protrusions to block the view.


  Even if we managed to get Tanaka-sensei in here, how would Shiratama-san approach him?


  


  "Nukumizu-san, is there any furniture or spaces where you can hide?"


  


  Asagumo-san's serious voice came through, perhaps realizing the situation.


  "Even if you say that…"


  There's no audio equipment or shelves in the chapel. Probably to maintain the ambiance, all the unappealing machinery was hidden from view.


  There's nowhere to hide in this room- no, there's one.


  At the front of the chapel, there's a single lectern-like stand. I think it's called a pulpit…


  I took the mobile camera, aka Shikiya-san, and approached the pulpit.


  It's a simple wooden stand with a hollow back.


  It's not large, but it might be enough to hide from view from the front.


  Using my palm, I discreetly measured the size and then moved away from the pulpit to avoid suspicion.


  Then, I checked the surrounding dimensions using my steps.


  "Alright, Yumeko, shall we go?"


  Shikiya-san tilted her head confusedly at my words.


  "Are we not…playing bride and groom…?"


  "No, we're in public-"


  When I glanced over, I saw the coordinator standing by the entrance, silently smiling as they stepped out.


  Wait, what kind of thoughtful gesture is that?


  As I fidgeted, Shikiya-san grabbed my hand and faced me in front of the pulpit.


  "What do we…do next…?"


  "Uh, the priest will be there, and then we'll exchange rings and vow eternal love or not-"


  "And then…after that…?"


  Huh? After that? Once the ring exchange and vows are done, the next thing is…


  I gulped.


  "Next would be the wedding kiss or something-"


  


  "What are you two doing!? I can hear everything, you know!?"


  


  Yanami's loud voice echoed in my ear. I completely forgot about this woman.


  "Well, you know, we need to get the feel of the real thing. Simulation is important."


  


  "A kiss isn't part of the plan, okay!?"


  


  Yeah, it's not. I realized I was somewhat relieved by Yanami's outburst.


  Even if it's just pretend, facing Shikiya-san alone like this is nerve-wracking. As I tried to back away, Shikiya-san's pale hand reached out and took my earphone.


  "If we kiss, does that mean I'll…become your bride…?"


  "Huh!?"


  Shikiya-san put my earphone into her chest and leaned closer to me.


  The reflection of my face in her white eyes came closer and closer.


  "We first need to get married if you want to become a b-bride!"


  My voice cracked as I spoke, and Shikiya-san stopped moving closer.


  "Filing a marriage registration form is more...essential to becoming a bride than a kiss, wouldn't you say?"


  "Marriage…registration…"


  After pausing for a moment, Shikiya-san slowly nodded.


  "Can't beat…the government…"


  With a mysterious sense of understanding, Shikiya-san started to hobble toward the chapel doors.


  As I hurried to catch up and walk beside her, Shikiya-san handed the earphone back to me.


  Oops, I better stay in contact or Yanami will be a pain. I pushed the earphone back into my ear.


  Come to think of it, this was just in Shikiya-san's chest…


  Feeling a bit flustered by the thought, I opened the heavy chapel doors to find the coordinator waiting with a beaming smile.


  "Ah, sorry to keep you waiting."


  "Now, let me guide you to the reception hall. You two will have a tasting of the course menu today."


  The coordinator explained, but Yanami's voice cut through my ear.


  


  "How come I didn't know about that!?"


  


  Because I didn't tell you, and please quiet down.


  Suppressing a sigh, I ignored Yanami's complaints and followed the coordinator to the reception hall.


  I couldn't imagine Yanami maintaining her composure in front of a luxurious meal.


  She's never fit to play the role of a fiancee from the start-


  


  "Hey, you there. What are you two doing?"


  


  Suddenly, an old man's voice came through the earphone.


  …Looks like they got caught by the security.


  Listening to Yanami and Asagumo-san hurriedly try to explain themselves. I finally let out a big sigh.


  "...Kazuhiko, is something…wrong…?"


  "It's nothing. Don't worry about it, Yumeko."


  With another sigh, I took the earphone out and shoved it into my pocket.


  *


  That evening, I'm sitting at my study desk in my room, talking on my phone.


  "I'm really sorry. Hiba-nee must be going overboard, right?"


  The person on the other end is Sakurai-kun. He feels bad about Prez forcefully joining our plan and calls almost every night to check-in. I shook my head, knowing he couldn't see me.


  "It's okay, really. We'll manage somehow."


  "There's no problem so far. She has been helping out, and we do appreciate her a lot."


  "But Hiba-nee seems a bit overzealous this time. I'm worried she might be causing trouble."


  Compared to Teiara-san, I think Prez's enthusiasm is rather endearing. Talking to the former is like walking through a minefield.


  I wrapped my honest feelings in a lot of diplomatic language, and Sakurai-kun finally seemed reassured. We exchanged goodnight wishes and ended the call.


  …But that doesn't mean all the trouble is over.


  I glanced at the calendar on the wall.


  Today marks the start of the five-day Golden Week holiday.


  The wedding- our plans execution date is set for the weekend right after the holidays.


  "I took a bath first, onii-sama."


  Kaju said that as she entered the room in blue pajamas.


  Her damp hair spread out over her back as she unwrapped the towel from her head.


  "Dry your hair now, Kaju. You'll catch a cold otherwise."


  "Then, will you do it for me, onii-sama?"


  Kaju plopped down on the bed. My my, there she goes again, being clingy.


  I moved behind her to prepare the hairdryer and brought up something that had been on my mind.


  "Kaju, are you really that close with Asagumo-san?"


  "Yes, she's been very kind to me recently."


  I see. She's been very kind to her. That's concerning…


  Asagumo-san isn’t a bad person, but she ranks pretty high on the list of people I don't want my sister to follow after. Incidentally, Tsukinoki-senpai holds the top spot right now.


  Kaju looked back at me just as I was about to turn on the hairdryer.


  "Onii-sama, Kaju wants to see you in your suit, too. How about just the two of us at the next venue-"


  "Alright, face forward so I can dry your hair!"


  I cut her off by switching on the hairdryer.


  I spread Kaju's long hair with my fingers, letting the warm air flow through.


  Heat is the enemy of hair. It’s crucial to check the temperature with the back of your hand and feel for any remaining moisture with your fingers, drying it carefully but quickly.


  About ten minutes later, I turned off the hairdryer and nodded in satisfaction.


  ...Perfect. Her hair's texture and shine are impeccable. As I did a final check with my fingers, I noticed something.


  "Hey, Kaju, aren't those pajamas mine?"


  "They are Kaju's, you know? We got matching pajamas, remember?"


  Oh, matching pajamas, huh? Then why did you get the same color...?


  Kaju placed a brush in my hand as I pondered about that.


  This is the boar-bristle brush I have given her as a gift, essential for maintaining her hair.


  I spoke to Kaju as I slowly brushed her hair.
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  "How's school now that you're a third-year student?"


  "Since we're now in our final year and preparing for exams, the teachers are very dedicated to career guidance. We haven't really felt the pressure yet, though."


  Kaju spoke up after a brief hesitation.


  "Onii-sama, Kaju has decided to apply for Tsuwabuki High School."


  I knew Kaju had her sights set on Tsuwabuki, but she had never stated it so clearly before. Without stopping the brush, I asked quietly.


  "Have you made up your mind?"


  "Yes, I've already started preparations with my teacher. Next spring, Kaju will be attending Tsuwabuki with you."


  She sounded confident and strong.


  "...Onii-sama, you didn't have any friends around this time last year. Kaju had hoped that I could be there with you if I got into Tsuwabuki."


  -Exactly one year ago. I rarely spoke to anyone outside of necessary interactions, and even my homeroom teacher, Amanatsu-sensei, barely remembered my face.


  It wasn't too uncomfortable for me, but Kaju must have been very worried.


  Without realizing it, my hand had stopped moving, and Kaju placed her hand over mine.


  "But now it's different. I want to go to Tsuwabuki to learn from the senpais I respect."


  "...That's wonderful. If there's anything I can do to help, just let me know."


  "Yes, onii-sama!"


  Having declared her intentions, Kaju seemed to feel lighter. She started swinging her legs and humming a tune.


  Resuming my brushing, I continued gently as if stroking her head.


  *


  The second day of the Golden Week five-day holiday.


  Gathered in the club room are the upcoming criminals, Prez, Yanami, Shiratama-san, and me. Meanwhile, Asagumo-san, the seasoned veteran of crime, addressed us excitedly.


  "Yesterday had its ups and downs, but the venue tour was a great success!"


  Yanami shot a sullen look at me at those words.


  "…Yeah, a lot happened. Someone here got to enjoy delicious French cuisine and had a wonderful time, it seems."


  Yesterday, Shikiya-san and I left without waiting for Yanami and the others who had lost contact.


  The food was delicious, and Shikiya-san smelled nice, so it was a very fulfilling day.


  "We had our own issues to deal with. So, Asagumo-san, can you continue?"


  "Yes. Let's organize the information from yesterday."


  Asagumo-san began drawing a floor plan of the building on the whiteboard.


  "Right next to the reception area is the changing room for the relatives. Passing through that leads to an open space that doubles as a guest waiting area. There's a bar counter here, so it attracts quite a bit of attention."


  Switching to a red marker, she drew arrows on the not-so-great floor plan.


  "Crossing the guest waiting area, you exit to the garden. Here is the chapel, but since it's outdoors and visible from the reception hall, it's difficult to move without being seen."


  She drew a line from the stairs leading to the second floor towards the chapel.


  "Fortunately, the path from the bridal suite on the second floor to the chapel is short. If we manage to get Tanaka-sensei out, reaching the chapel should be easy."


  Prez, who had been thinking with her hand on her mouth, spoke up.


  "But, crossing the guest waiting area poses a risk. Tanaka-sensei could run into someone he knows."


  "Yes, I agree. So, please look at the schedule next."


  With a thud, Asagumo-san slapped a printed schedule onto the whiteboard.


  "The bride arrives at 7:30 AM, and the groom at 9 AM. After changing, there’s a meeting about the photo shoot and ceremony starting at 10."


  She placed another paper next to it.


  "At 10:30, the bus carrying the relatives arrives, and the guest reception starts at 11. The ceremony begins at 12, but there will be too many people for the plan to work by then."


  Asagumo-san drew a large red X on the second sheet of paper she had just placed.


  "But Tanaka-sensei arrives at 9 and meets the actual photographer an hour later, right? We barely have any time to take photos ourselves,"


  Yanami said, her concern evident. Asagumo-san nodded seriously.


  "Yes. The operation needs to take place between 9 and 10, specifically during the short period after Tanaka-sensei changes."


  Prez smiled broadly, clearly excited.


  "It's a race against time. Intriguing, isn’t it?"


  Seeing everyone’s reactions, Asagumo-san began marking up the schedule with her marker.


  "My rough plan is this: At 9:30, the fake photographer will call out the groom, Tanaka-sensei, under the pretext of a camera test."


  Asagumo-san posted a picture of the chapel's interior on the whiteboard.


  "Then, Riko-san, who will be hiding in the chapel, will appear in the photos during the test."


  With a click, Asagumo-san capped the marker.


  ...Considering all the information we have, this seems like our only option.


  In the silence that followed, Yanami took out some bread from her bag.


  "It seems like we have no choice but to do it then. We need to make a detailed plan."


  Mumbling while biting into a whole baguette, Yanami’s usual behavior went unnoticed by me, but the other three were staring at her.


  "Hm? Why are you all looking at me like that?"


  Seeing the silent trio, I decided to speak up on their behalf.


  “They are wondering why you're eating a whole baguette."


  "It's not fair that only Nukumizu-kun got to eat delicious French cuisine. I wanted some, too!"


  So, this counts as French cuisine in Yanami's eyes. Well, she's not entirely wrong…


  "No need for seasoning?"


  "I did stuff it with plum jam and sweet red bean paste. I even brought some kinako as a topping- uwah, I got the salty one. Unlucky."


  She continued eating unhappily. Why did she put something she doesn't like in her bread? What's with the minimal French element- these are all puzzling questions, but this is Yanami we're talking about here.


  Minimizing the Yanami section of my brain, I refocused on the whiteboard.


  "Let’s get back on track. What about the fake photographer? Tanaka-sensei knows our faces, and won't the venue staff catch on? They mentioned having a dedicated photographer at the information session yesterday."


  Anticipating my question, Asagumo-san took out a business card.


  "This is the photographer's card for onee-san's wedding. It's from Studio Damonde, not the venue's contracted studio."


  Asagumo-san glanced at Shiratama-san, who continued the explanation.


  "Onee-chan's friend works there, and we got special permission to use this photographer. We also have this."


  Shiratama-san placed a similar-looking business card on the table.


  The studio name is the same, but the photographer's name is different.


  ...So, these are forged business cards. I’m witnessing a crime in the making.


  Asagumo-san handed the business cards to Prez after checking them.


  "Hokobaru-senpai, please carry this with you on the day."


  "So I'm playing as the photographer, huh?"


  "Yes, senpai, and Nukumizu-san will be your assistant."


  "Eh!? Me too!?"


  As I expressed my surprise, Asagumo-san nodded as if it were obvious.


  "Someone needs to cover Riko-san during the shoot."


  "But I just attended the venue tour! They will definitely recognize me!"


  Asagumo-san chuckled at my desperate resistance.


  "Nukumizu-san, didn’t someone ask you for directions in front of the school gate earlier?"


  "...Huh?"


  Now that she mentioned it, a boy wearing a baseball cap and a mask had asked me for directions to a board game cafe this morning.


  "Yeah, but what does that have to do with anything?"


  "That boy was Kaju-san."


  What!? No way.


  "You're joking, right? The voice was definitely a boy’s."


  "The initial voice you heard from behind was recorded. We pre-recorded and altered Kaju-san's voice to sound like a prepubescent boy."


  "...But the rest of the conversation was live. I talked to the boy directly."


  "Yes, that was Kaju-san acting. However, the impression from the first voice matters most. As long as we cut off the conversation before any inconsistency becomes apparent, the initial impression will stick."


  Ehh…? Did I really mistake Kaju's voice?


  I continued to resist.


  "That kid had a mask, but the eyes were different. Kaju has more defined eyes."


  "We used eyelid tape to make her eyes single-lidded and makeup to change her skin tone. Her hair was hidden under the baseball cap, with any stray parts concealed."


  I opened my mouth to argue but found no counterargument, dropping my shoulders in defeat.


  I can't believe I didn't recognize Kaju's disguise…


  "Nukumizu-kun, you sure didn't recognize her despite being a siscon. Interesting."


  Yanami smirked, clearly enjoying my discomfort.


  "I did think something was off. But you can’t just accuse a random kid of being your sister."


  "Yeah, I would have called the cops if I were there."


  Exactly. It’s not surprising I didn’t recognize her, and for the record, I’m not a siscon.


  Asagumo-san cleared her throat and continued her explanation.


  "Tanaka-sensei knows us. However, even if he feels something's off, his initial reaction would be-"


  Asagumo-san looked around at us.


  "...There's no way my students would be pretending to be someone else here."


  She waved the fake business card.


  "This is called normalcy bias, a common psychological phenomenon. Any slight feeling of oddness won't matter with this 'Studio Damonde: Tsuguo Toratani' business card. We’ll finish everything before that discomfort turns into certainty."


  I listened silently. Given that I failed to see through Kaju's disguise, I had no room to argue.


  Asagumo-san's forehead sparkled again upon seeing no objection.


  "Alright, now that everyone understands the plan, all of you will be in disguises this time!"


  Huh!? Sorry, I don't get that part.


  Representing the confused group, I hesitantly raised my hand.


  "Uh, so we'll be wearing suits again, like at the venue tour?"


  "No, those suits were completely unacceptable."


  Asagumo-san is genuinely upset. Now I feel upset, too.


  "You were guests at the venue tour, so any anomalies might have been overlooked. However, we're up against Tanaka-sensei and others this time. Any suspicion will lead to immediate reporting."


  Prez raised an eyebrow as she pocketed the business card.


  "This operation is time-sensitive. We won't get another chance if someone finds out."


  "Exactly, we need to be perfectly prepared. I’ll handle the costumes, but let’s confirm our roles for the day."


  Asagumo-san started writing on the empty space on the whiteboard.


  


  Operation HQ: Chihaya Asagumo, Anna Yanami


  Photographer: Hibari Hokobaru


  Assiatant: Kazuhiko Nukumizu


  


  I see, so on the day of the operation, Prez and I will infiltrate while Asagumo-san and the others support from outside. It’s similar to the venue tour…


  Unexpected words caught my eye as I pondered about that.


  


  Riko Shiratama: Riko Shiratama


  


  "...? Shiratama-san is playing as herself?"


  I couldn't help but interrupt, and Asagumo-san turned back with a smile.


  "Yes, that's right. We need someone on the inside to guide everyone. On the day of the wedding, there’s only one person here who wouldn't look out of place at the venue."


  All eyes turned to Shiratama-san, who widened her watery eyes.


  "That would be me?"


  "Riko-san, you’ll be supporting everyone’s movements at the venue."


  I see. We need an inside supporter to escort Shiratama-san in a wedding dress to the chapel safely. She wouldn’t raise any suspicion at the venue.


  "But wait, there's only one Shiratama-san."


  "Then we'll just have to make another one."


  Asagumo-san then added another name smoothly.


  


  Riko Shiratama: Riko Shiratama, Kaju Nukumizu


  


  Huh? Kaju as Shiratama-san? What?


  I was too confused to speak, and Asagumo-san clapped her hands while looking at the club room door.


  "Come on in, Riko-san."


  The door opened, and in walked a petite girl dressed in the Tsuwabuki school uniform.


  Kaju twirled in front of me.


  "Ehehe, what do you think, onii-sama?"


  "Uh, it looks good on you, but how are you going to pretend to be Shiratama-san?"


  Asagumo-san stood beside Kaju, placing her palm on Kaju's head.


  "Kaju-san is shorter than Shiratama-san, but it's easier to add height than reduce it. We’ll use shoes and a wig to adjust. Since both of them are slim, the visual adjustments should be relatively simple."


  "Kaju will do her best!"


  Kaju made a determined gesture with her fists. She’s cute, I admit. But…


  "Please wait…"


  I stood up and looked around at everyone.


  "Kaju has to step down from this operation."


  Ignoring Asagumo-san’s surprised expression, I continued.


  "This whole thing is a problem for the Literature Club. I regret involving Prez and Asagumo-san, but Kaju isn’t a Tsuwabuki student. She's not supposed to be a part of this."


  Kaju glared at me, but I met her gaze head-on.


  "This is a Literature Club issue. You're going to take your entrance exam this year. Do not get yourself involved."


  "But-"


  Kaju started to protest, but Prez stepped in.


  "Kaju-kun, your brother is right. Please leave it to us this time."


  I walked over to Kaju and patted her head.


  "We’re going to be at Tsuwabuki together next year, right?"


  Kaju fell silent for a moment before mumbling quietly.


  "...A date."


  "A date?"


  "Please go on a date with Kaju after everything is over."


  "Ahh, yeah, sure, a date, huh?"


  I nodded earnestly. Kaju raised her head and pouted.


  "...All day long? From morning to night."


  "Yes, I’ll do as you say."


  Still looking a bit dissatisfied, Kaju finally gave in. She bowed to everyone in the room and quietly left. I'll need to make it up to her when I get home…


  As I sighed quietly, Asagumo-san looked at me apologetically.


  "Nukumizu-san, I’m sorry. I should’ve been more considerate. We shouldn’t have involved a middle school student like Kaju-san in this plan."


  "No, I should have said something sooner. Asagumo-san-"


  I was about to say it was not her fault, but I stopped. Sorry, I couldn't lie to myself.


  Prez placed a hand on Asagumo-san’s shoulder, smiling wryly.


  "I’m equally guilty for not realizing it. Nukumizu-kun, you’re a good onii-sama."


  "No, Kaju just volunteered for it."


  Yanami, having finished her baguette, clapped her hands to get rid of crumbs and tilted her head.


  "But who’s going to play Shiratama-chan now that Imouto-chan's out?"


  Exactly, with Kaju out, we need a replacement for the fake Shiratama-san.


  Then, Asagumo-san looked intently at Yanami and spoke up.


  "Yanami-san, I have a proposal."


  "Yanami-san, you’re about the same height as Riko-san, right? Your leg length and face size are also similar, so you might be able to substitute for her."


  "Huh? Me?"


  Yanami made a confused sound while rummaging through her bag.


  Yanami as a stand-in for Shiratama-san...?


  "But, look, Yanami-san and Shiratama-san have different weights- body…shapes, I…mean…"


  "..What exactly are you trying to say, Nukumizu-kun?"


  Yanami’s piercing gaze made my words trail off.


  Ignoring the awkward atmosphere, Asagumo-san cheerfully held up her phone.


  "Yanami-san, Riko-san, could you both stand over there for a moment?"


  "Eh? Me?"


  "Yes, both of you, please."


  Asagumo-san's lack of social awareness can be quite helpful in times like this.


  After taking their photos, Asagumo-san booted up her laptop and turned the screen towards us.


  "Please take a look, everyone."


  On the screen are the full-body photos of Yanami and Shiratama-san. While their heights and proportions are similar, their silhouettes are distinctly different- like comparing items from entirely different categories in an anime shop.


  Asagumo-san tapped away at the keyboard, altering Yanami's photo to make her look slimmer and Shiratama-san's photo to make her appear fuller.


  "I've edited the images to bring their body types closer together. With the right clothing and wigs, we can disguise them."


  "Even if you can edit the photos, we can't change reality- I mean, no offense, Yanami-san."


  Why do I have to be so considerate to her?


  Oblivious to my struggle, Asagumo-san pointed at the screen with a bright smile.


  "This simulation shows what it would look like if Riko-san gains 2kg and Yanami-san loses the same amount by the wedding day. We just need reality to match the simulation."


  Uh, so that means-


  Yanami tilted her head while sucking on a small jam packet.


  "I guess that means I shouldn't eat a second baguette?"


  We exchanged glances and then nodded in unison, all wearing our most serious expressions of the day.


  *


  The third day of the five-day holiday. Five days left until the wedding.


  The four criminals, Asagumo-san, Shiratama-san, Prez, and I sat in the Literature Club room.


  Asagumo-san pressed the stopwatch button and stared at the numbers with slightly crossed eyes.


  "1 minute and 15 seconds. Can we extend the conversation a bit more?"


  "It will seem unnatural if we drag out the conversation too much. It's better to switch topics quickly to stay on time."


  Prez shook her head and placed the timesheet on the table.


  We are simulating the events of the big day today.


  To get past the reception and extract Tanaka-sensei, we couldn’t avoid conversations. We need thorough preparation.


  Asagumo-san paused while taking notes.


  "...One concern is that the groom's and bride's rooms are next to each other. It could jeopardize the plan if your sister shows up."


  "Onee-chan should still be in the middle of doing her makeup at that time. Plus, they have a first-look moment scheduled at the chapel, so…"


  Shiratama-san said weakly, taking a bite of a whole Swiss roll.


  She's working on gaining 2 kg as Yanami is going on a diet.


  "Don’t overdo it. It’s not worth risking your health."


  "Everyone’s doing their best. I want to do my part too."


  Shiratama-san said tearfully, taking another bite, though the Swiss roll didn’t seem to get any smaller. Yanami is quite something else, indeed…


  The clubroom door creaked open as I reevaluated my opinion of Yanami.


  "I-I need a quick break…"


  In came Yanami in a tracksuit, having been out running for her diet.


  As she plopped down on a chair and tried to open a bottle, Asagumo-san immediately snatched it from her.


  "Asagumo-chan?"


  "This has too much sugar. I made a low-calorie drink for you. Please drink this." 


  Asagumo-san said, handing her a thermos.


  "What’s in it?"


  "...It will help you lose weight."


  "Say no more!"


  Yanami gulped down the contents of the thermos. Is it safe to drink something like that so quickly?


  Asagumo-san handed me the stopwatch while I watched anxiously.


  "Alright, let’s run through the conversation simulation and tighten up the timetable. Nukumizu-san, can you time it for us?"


  "Ahh, yeah."


  Prez Hokobaru will handle most of the day's Conversations. However, I need to coordinate with Shiratama-san, who will be infiltrating the chapel, so I have to stay alert to both tasks.


  After completing a full simulation from entry to exit, I noticed Yanami staring blankly into space with empty eyes.


  "Are you okay? You're not dehydrated, right?"


  "Hey, what does it mean to eat...?"


  She started saying strange things, different from her usual self.


  "You're not okay. Should I go buy some rice balls or something?"


  Yanami shook her head slowly.


  "What is appetite…? Why do people die when you take away their lives…?"


  She then took another sip of the Asagumo drink. That thing is probably too advanced for humanity, right?


  Still, sacrifices must be made for the greater good…


  As I rationalized this to myself, Yanami slowly stood up.


  "Alright, I think I'll go for another run."


  "Please rest for a bit more."


  "I have a feeling I can do it. I can even run all the way to America."


  That’s definitely just a feeling, but I shouldn’t dampen her motivation. I smiled and saw her off.


  "...Asagumo-san, that drink- is it really safe? It's legal, right?"


  "Yes, it's perfectly legal. I researched all the relevant laws."


  I picked up my half-finished mug- didn’t drink from it, and set it back down on the table.


  …I'll definitely delete Asagumo-san's contact info from Kaju's phone when I get home. I vowed to myself.


  *


  After finishing the meeting in the clubroom, I found myself at the east exit of Toyohashi Station.


  I stopped by on my way home to visit the bookstore and anime shop in the station building.


  As I looked at a poster for an event on the wall, I decided to change my path and head towards the South Plaza. I couldn’t explain why. It was just a whim.


  Had I stuck to my original plan and gone to the bookstore, I wouldn't have run into Yanami, who was pressing herself against the glass of a standing udon shop, watching the people inside.


  She's watching the diners while eating a banana.


  …She's a step away from being suspicious. I really don't want to do this, but I guess I should say something.


  "Yanami-san, what are you doing?"


  "Oh, Nukumizu-kun."


  Yanami glanced at me and took another bite of her banana.


  "I realized I was acting a bit weird earlier. I wanted to calm down a bit."


  Good, she’s finally back to her senses. Not that her normal state is particularly sane…


  "So you’re taking a break here?"


  "Yeah, I'm eating air udon."


  ...Huh? Maybe she's still a bit off.


  Yanami gave me a sharp look.


  "If you want to lose weight quickly, you have to restrict your diet, right? I’ve only had a banana since this morning."


  "So, eating a banana while standing here is your air udon…?"


  "Exactly. Eating a banana while watching people eat udon is like eating udon myself, right? It nourishes both my body and soul."


  "Did it nourish your soul?"


  "...No."


  Then you're just being a weirdo.


  But Yanami is genuinely trying to lose weight this time. Her so-called diets usually involve bizarre behaviors, but now she's seriously dieting.


  "Are you sure it’s okay to cut back on your meals suddenly? I mean, health-wise."


  "Don’t worry. I always eat properly to prepare for times like this."


  I see, so she has already prepared her body for this.


  "Well, I guess I have to show my senpai-like qualities at least a little."


  "I'm surprised. Yanami-san. You're actually concerned about Shiratama-san."


  "Of course. Who knows what she'll do if we leave her alone? It's the best we can do if taking a photo is all she wants."


  ...I can’t argue with that. Yanami finished her banana and swung the peel around.


  "Besides, when I look at her, it's like looking at myself a year ago, and I can’t just ignore that."


  "Speaking of a year ago-"


  Everything changed when Himemiya-san transferred to our class.


  Yanami has realized she's not Sosuke Hakamada's heroine anymore. She's just his Friend A.


  "Things might have been different if I was as reckless as her."


  Yanami reminisced about a time when Shiratama’s recklessness would have seemed like desperation to her. She wouldn’t have been able to go that far a year ago.


  Now, though, Yanami could understand.


  "I get it now. I knew confessing to Sosuke would result in rejection, so I couldn’t take the step. I just tried to keep things the same."


  Yanami’s smile carried a hint of self-mockery.


  "Don’t get me wrong. I’m content with it and don’t have any regrets."


  "Yeah, I get it."


  We might be having a serious conversation, but we still look like a bunch of freaks watching strangers eat udon.


  I took a plastic bag from my backpack and collected Yanami's finished banana peel.


  "How about we go for ramen after this is all over? My treat."


  "...Sure. But, Nukumizu-kun, are you trying to make me gain weight?"


  "That would just mean you're going back to your usual self, right?"


  "Hmph, I'll show you my true power then. Prepare yourself."


  She then smiled mischievously.


  I smiled awkwardly, already regretting my offer.


  Yanami's true power, huh? I might need to withdraw some savings.


  The next afternoon, on the fourth day of the five-day holiday, I stood leaning against the wall in the hallway outside the clubroom next to Prez.


  On the door in front of us hung a sign reading <Changing! No boys allowed!>


  We're waiting for Yanami and Shiratama-san to come out. Prez offered me a small bag of fruit gummies.


  "Nukumizu-kun, want some?"


  "Ah, yes. Thank you."


  I took a gummy from the bag and popped it into my mouth, savoring the sweet and tangy mandarin flavor.


  ...I didn’t expect her to carry snacks like this around.


  Prez gave a wry smile as I pondered.


  "Snacks don’t really fit my image, do they?"


  "No, it's just surprising. I always thought of you as more serious, with a sense of self-restraint."


  "I actually struggle to gain weight, so I don't restrict my snacking."


  Prez said this as she popped a gummy into her mouth.


  Right, there are girls like that, just like Shiratama-san.


  Staying with Yanami for too long really shatters your common sense. I should be careful…


  "No, well, what I find surprising is this whole situation."


  "What do you mean?"


  "Yes. I never expected Prez to get involved in something like this."


  "I did tell you, didn’t I? I've experienced the agony of a love I couldn’t speak of as well."


  Prez gave me a piercing look.


  "Do I look like I'm uninterested in love?"


  "Eh? No…"


  Prez chuckled at my flustered expression.


  "I’m a girl just like any other. I have dreams of marriage and wearing a wedding dress. Do you think it wouldn’t suit me?"


  "No, I don’t think that at all."


  The conversation lulled for a moment as we both stared at the "No Boys Allowed" sign on the door.


  Come to think of it, shouldn’t she be allowed inside...?


  Just as I was about to voice this thought, the club room door slowly opened.


  Yanami peeked out from the gap.


  "Sorry to keep you two waiting. Please come in."


  Finally, they are done changing. Prez and I stepped into the club room…


  "Ta-da! Presenting Shiratama-chan in her wedding dress!"


  Yanami's loud announcement slightly diminished the impact, but there stands Shiratama-san, wearing a beautiful white wedding dress.


  The dress features lace embellishments around the shoulders and neckline, and the skirt flares out gracefully but is much shorter than typical designs.


  The front hemline reaches mid-thigh, while the back extends to the middle of her calves. She wears low-heeled white shoes, probably for ease of movement.


  She looks like a delicate fairy- though I stopped myself from saying that out loud, realizing how disgusting it sounded.


  "So, how do I look...?"


  Her hesitant, anxious look is incredibly cute.


  Prez spoke up with an impressed look while I was mentally searching for less cringeworthy words.


  "My my, you look absolutely lovely. I almost want to whisk you away somewhere."


  I'd probably get sent to the shadow realm had I said that.


  But it was none other than Hibari Hokobaru who said it. Shiratama-san blushed, her shy smile widening. For some reason, Yanami looked proud, puffing out her chest with a smug expression.


  "I did the makeup, and it turned out great. Shiratama-chan's skin is so smooth and clear. It was fun to work on. Ah, such…youth…"


  Have more confidence, Yanami. You're not lacking youth yourself.


  While I encouraged her silently, Prez nodded with a serious expression.


  "All preparations are complete. Is the final version of the plan ready?"


  "Yes, Asagumo-san will bring it to the clubroom after school tomorrow. SC Prez, could you join us then?"


  "Of course. It would be lonely to be left out at this point."


  ...Finally, we've made it this far. We’ve spent the entire Golden Week preparing for this.


  Luckily, we still have one more day left in the holiday. Tomorrow, I’ll relax at home with some light novels.


  Asagumo-san entered the club room as I etched the image of the cute Shiratama-san in my mind.


  "Ara, Riko-san, you look wonderful. Everyone, can I have a moment?"


  After giving a quick compliment, Asagumo-san spread a map on the table.


  "We planned to change in the Literature Club room and take a taxi to the venue. However, the round trip seems to make the schedule quite tight."


  She continued without waiting for us to lean in.


  "It would be ideal if we had a room nearby. A hotel or rental room would be perfect, but there’s nothing suitable in the area."


  "I might have an idea in that case."


  Yanami said, tapping her finger on the map. It's Kirinoki High School, right next to the venue.


  "A friend of mine is in the Drama Club at Kirinoki High. I could ask if we can use their clubroom. We might also be able to borrow any missing costumes."


  "That would be nice, but can outsiders like us be coming and going like that?"


  Prez smiled reassuringly.


  "We can frame it as a Literature Club research project. I know a teacher at Kirinoki, so I'll smooth things over."


  These two are quick to act. This is the power of social skills…


  I felt a tug on my sleeve as I watched them start making phone calls. It's Shiratama-san.


  "I still haven't heard your thoughts, Prez."


  Of course, she looks absolutely adorable, but saying that outright would be inappropriate.


  If I were to compare her to a fairy, an angel, or a kitten- it’s not sexual harassment, but it’s certainly creepy.


  "...Uh, the color of the dress matches you…really well. It emphasizes your natural charm, which evokes a refreshing sense of joy in the viewer."


  Good, I’ve chosen a compliment that’s appropriate and devoid of creepiness.


  Shiratama-san tilted her head cutely.


  "In one word?"


  "Uh, I think you look good."


  Shiratama-san giggled and took a selfie with her phone.


  ...I was completely cornered into saying that.


  Yanami finished her call and gave me a sharp look.


  "We can use the Drama Club’s room. Now, it’s time to change, so all the guys need to leave!"


  "Ah, yeah- come to think of it, Prez doesn't need to leave the room, right?"


  I caught Yanami's gaze as I left the room. She mouthed silently, but I could clearly understand.


  What she said was…that's…why…I…don't…like…this…part…of…you.


  *


  The next day, the final day of Golden Week.


  Our group of five criminals stood outside Kirinoki High School, a 15-minute bike ride from Tsuwabuki.


  All first-year students in this school take commerce classes and then specialize in fields like accounting or information technology in their second year.


  IT sounds cool, but after clicking a suspicious banner and completely destroying my home computer, I decided to leave it to the experts.


  There are still students in clubs even though it's a holiday. I feel kind of out of place…


  Prez tapped my shoulder as I fidgeted and stared at the statue of Hermes in front of the school building.


  "I’m going to the staff room to greet them. You guys head to the Drama Club room."


  Prez carried a paper bag filled with rice crackers and headed towards the school building.


  "Yanami-san, where do we go?"


  "It’s on the first floor of the practice building at the back. The Drama Club uses an empty classroom there, and we can use it."


  Yanami looked around, checking her smartphone for directions.


  Asagumo-san walked around before waving at us.


  "Follow me. This way."


  Her curiosity was barely concealed as she quickly started walking.


  Yanami and Shiratama-san walked side by side, so I followed them.


  "Are you close with your friend in the Drama Club?"


  "Yeah, she's my food tour buddy. I traded my handmade ramen shop map for permission to use their club room."


  I can faintly hear their conversation.


  ...A food tour buddy with Yanami? She must be a good person. I would never be able to handle that.


  While I was lost in thought, we arrived at a three-story, old-school building.


  Without hesitation, Yanami and the others entered, leaving me to follow reluctantly.


  On the dimly lit first floor, we found a classroom with a sign that read "Drama Club".


  "Okay, I'll knock-"


  "Excuse us!"


  Yanami cheerfully opened the door without waiting. Have some manners, will you?


  The first thing I noticed was the smell of paint and dust wafting from the room.


  The large classroom has been repurposed into a storage area for the Drama Club, with plywood sets lined up against the walls and boxes of props scattered around. There are enough costumes hanging on racks to last a lifetime.


  At the back of the room, a girl sitting on a sofa yawned and slowly stood up.


  "Oh, Yanamin, long time no see. Did you eat today?"


  "Long time no see, Nina! I'm on a diet right now." 


  Nina (?) looks thoroughly Japanese despite the foreign-sounding name.


  She has sleepy eyes and a simple, unassuming demeanor.


  I decided to introduce myself as their greeting ended.


  "...Uh, I’m Nukumizu from Tsuwabuki High’s Literature Club. Thank you for letting us use your club room-"


  "Nukumizu-san? So, you're the guy, huh?"


  She seems to be staring at me, like really hard.


  "Hey…"


  "Oh, sorry. I'm Niina, the Drama Club's vice president. 'Nii' for fresh and 'na' for vegetables." [TL: Nii (新, fresh or new) + na (菜, vegetables).]


  Nina- now identified as Niina-san, the Drama Club's vice president, extended her hand toward me.


  …Uh, is it okay to shake hands with a girl I've just met?


  As I glanced at Yanami and shook Niina-san's hand, I realized there was something hard in her palm.


  "...A key?"


  "It's the key to this room. We usually practice in the gym, so we only use this room for changing and storing our stuff."


  Niina-san looked between me and Yanami one last time-


  "Well, good luck, Yanamin."


  She said that and left the room. How come Niina-san seems like a genuinely nice person despite being connected to Yanami?


  While I was feeling pleasantly surprised, Yanami nudged my arm with her elbow.


  "See? She’s a good girl, right? You can tell because her name has the same 'na' as mine."


  She spoke with pride, but her gaze was fixed on the floor.


  "What's wrong, Yanami-san?"


  "...There’s some leftover candy on the floor. Do you think it’s still okay to eat?"


  "Give up. You're supposed to lose 2 kg before the wedding, remember?"


  I picked up the empty box from the floor and looked around for a trash can.


  Despite the room's somewhat cluttered appearance, it's clearly well-organized, and the schedule on the blackboard looks new.


  It is evident that this is a legitimate Drama Club room.


  As I surveyed the room, Asagumo-san, who had been tinkering with a laptop on the floor next to Shiratama-san, suddenly muttered.


  "Everything looks good. The surrounding signals are clear."


  "Uh, Asagumo-san, what have you been doing?"


  "This room will be our base of operation for the day. I need to check a few things."


  Asagumo-san stood up energetically, her forehead gleaming with enthusiasm.


  "Come on, Riko-san, let's go find the best signal spots. You need to become one with the Bluetooth signal!"


  "Uh, okay! I’m not sure what that means, but I’ll try my best!"


  Asagumo-san dashed out of the room, with Shiratama-san following, holding an antenna.


  I really hope she doesn’t teach our rookie too many strange things…


  And Yanami, stop eyeing the trash can so intently.


  *


  With my smartphone's map in hand, I walked behind the Drama Club's room, exploring the surrounding area.


  I need to familiarize myself with the terrain for the big day.


  With Yanami off on a jog, I found myself alone and feeling a bit uneasy.


  The drama club room is located on the northern side of the practice building, bordering the edge of Kirinoki High School's grounds. Beyond the fence lies a residential area.


  As I walked west along the fence, I noticed a tall hedge blocking my path at the end. The other side of the hedge is right next to the entrance of the wedding venue, but it doesn’t seem like I can pass through-


  "Huh…?"


  Lifting my gaze from the smartphone map, I was startled by what I saw.


  A hole large enough for a person to crawl through has been cut into the hedge, which stands over 2 meters tall. It seems too convenient to be a coincidence…


  "Nukumizu-san, are you scouting the area too?"


  I turned at the sound of the voice to find Asagumo-san and Shiratama-san approaching.


  Both of them had leaves stuck to their heads and clothes. Did you two…?


  "…Asagumo-san, you didn’t happen to make that hole in the hedge, did you?"


  "Hole? Ara, there’s a hole here?"


  Asagumo-san gave a surprised expression as if noticing the hole for the first time.


  "So, you’re saying this is just a coincidence?"


  "Yes, of course, it’s a coincidence. Right, Riko-san?"


  "Yes, a total coincidence, Asagumo-senpai."


  Shiratama-san’s smile was flawless, leaving no room for doubt. The verdict is 2-1. It’s decided- it’s a coincidence. Yup, it's definitely a coincidence.


  That said, once this operation is over, I’m considering banning Asagumo-san from the Literature Club. Footsteps approached from behind as I mentally tallied Asagumo-san's crimes.


  Startled, I quickly turned around to see Prez.


  I instinctively shifted to block the hole in the hedge with my body.


  "There you three are. I got caught up talking to a teacher I know."


  Prez came over and raised a sheet of paper before us.


  "We got permission to enter and exit under the pretext of a research project. Now we can move freely."


  Upon hearing this, Asagumo-san clapped her hands together in delight.


  "That means our activities are now officially legal!"


  "We did it, Asagumo-senpai!"


  …No, this is still illegal.


  Watching the two of them celebrating together, I could only muster a weak smile.


  *


  It's now past 5 PM, and the sky is beginning to darken.


  After finishing our reconnaissance at Kirinoki High School, I stopped by Tsuwabuki again.


  I came here to borrow the next volume of <She Might Be My Imaginary Girlfriend>.


  It's a romantic comedy about a girl whom only the protagonist can see. I had hesitated to read it back when the next volume caused a huge controversy upon release, but now I feel ready to dive in-


  Filled with anticipation, I opened the door to the Literature Club room, expecting it to be empty, but someone was already there, to my surprise.


  It's Shiratama-san. She's holding several small white flowers, carefully wrapping them with wire.


  "Oh, you're here."


  “Yes, I thought I would finish this bouquet. I can't take it home, after all."


  I grabbed the next volume from the bookshelf and, after a moment’s hesitation, sat down in the chair opposite her.


  The small flowers are artificial. She meticulously arranged them to create a beautiful curve, carefully wrapping the stems with tape.


  After a while, she seemed satisfied with the shape. She squeezed the rounded part of the bouquet, repeating it a few times.


  "Look, the flowers spread out when you release this part. It’s compact so that I can hide it under my clothes."


  "Wow, that’s impressive."


  Shiratama-san smiled as she began the final touch, adding a decorative ribbon.


  "...Don’t worry."


  She murmured quietly, her eyes focused on her work.


  "Huh? About what?"


  "I’ll take responsibility and make sure no one else gets in trouble if it comes down to it. So please, don’t worry about that."


  She fell silent after saying this.


  Watching her hunched over as she crafted the bouquet, I couldn’t help but speak up.


  "...Shiratama-san, you mentioned you had nothing to lose the other day."


  This is likely none of my business.


  It’s not like she was looking for advice, and my words might not even help.


  "But maybe you just don’t realize it yet. You might already have something important."


  Her hands froze.


  "...Once it’s gone, it’s too late. So, just take care of yourself and the things you have, even if it’s just a little."


  Shiratama-san, who had been silently listening, finally spoke, her gaze still lowered.


  "...Did something happen to you, Prez?"


  "Nothing worth bringing up."


  I shifted my gaze to the bookshelf against the wall, recalling last summer. Just before I realized I was friends with Yanami.


  The memory of rejecting and hurting Yanami came flooding back.


  Yanami, standing before that bookshelf, looked at me like I was a stranger. Even after a year, I still vividly remember that day.


  "Everything comes to an end eventually, but how it ends and how you choose to remember it- Shiratama-san, you still have the power to decide that. So please, don’t let yourself become desperate."


  Shiratama-san resumed her work, her hands moving steadily.


  "...But there are things you just want to let go of."


  "There are things that become too painful to hold onto, things you want to throw away. Even memories can be one of those."


  Letting go. Letting go of everything. But what lies at the end of such a path?


  I don’t know what that place looks like, but I have a feeling that the person who reaches it won’t be smiling.


  "Even so-"


  "I'm done!"


  She cut off my words, holding up the finished bouquet to her chest with a teasing glint in her eyes.


  "Ehehe, is it cute?"


  "...Yeah, it's really beautiful."


  The words slipped out naturally.


  Her bravado, her lies, and the loneliness she couldn’t fully hide.


  Faced with all that, I could only respond with simple, honest words, like a fool.


  Shiratama-san looked surprised at my response but then quietly smiled.


  


  "...Thank you."


  


  But her smile reminded me so much of Yanami’s expression from that day.


  My chest tightened.


  



  Intermission: Other People's Secrets Are Sweet as Honey


  One evening, in a cozy apartment, three women gathered around a low table.


  When Konami Amanatsu, the host, raised her glass, the other two, Sayo Konuki and Minori Shiratama, followed suit.


  "Alright, here’s to Minori Shiratama’s upcoming wedding! Cheers!"


  "Cheers!" (x2)


  Their glasses clinked together with a resounding note, and Amanatsu downed her beer in one go, placing the empty glass back on the table.


  "This is great news! Tanaka-sensei is well-liked by both his students and colleagues. You really found yourself a good one, Noritama-chan."


  "Yes, I really am lucky."


  Minori agreed with a bright smile, pouring more beer into Amanatsu’s glass.


  Konuki looked up at the ceiling, counting on her fingers.


  "You’ve been together for seven years since university, right? Even if you decided to get married, it sure took a long time."


  "He wanted me to focus on settling into my job first. He said the first three years are crucial."


  She couldn’t hide the grin spreading across her face. Amanatsu and Konuki exchanged amused, knowing glances.


  "Come to think of it, you never introduced him to us during college, no matter how much we asked. It wasn’t until he started teaching at Tsuwabuki that we finally saw his face."


  "That’s right. Why did you keep him a secret?"


  Minori held her glass with both hands and smiled sweetly.


  


  "-Because your type is always someone else's boyfriend, Nuki-san."


  


  Amanatsu’s chopsticks slipped, dropping a scallop onto the table.


  "Noritama-chan, you’re too blunt. Besides, Konuki-chan’s settled down a lot recently."


  "Ara, Minori’s right. You know how tempting other people’s things can be."


  "...Konuki-chan, at least try to deny it a little."


  Konami Amanatsu, 28 years old, found herself playing the role of the straight woman in this trio, something that rarely happened.


  As Konuki and Minori toasted once more, Amanatsu chewed on her scallop, feeling slightly exasperated.


  "The wedding is this weekend, right? Are you all set?"


  "Yes, everything is…ready."


  There was something in Minori’s tone that gave her words a vague undertone, prompting Konuki to look at her with concern.


  "Is it about Riko-chan?"


  Minori tried to smile but quickly gave up and nodded.


  "We haven't been able to talk much ever since that incident."


  "Riko is really attached to you, after all. She probably feels like Tanaka-sensei is taking you away from her, so she can't fully celebrate your wedding."


  Amanatsu said casually, softening Minori's tense expression.


  "Maybe. And she got herself a boyfriend recently."


  "Really? Who's the guy?"


  "She said he's the president of the Literature Club."


  Ahem! Konuki and Amanatsu nearly choked because of the shock.


  They exchanged glances, carefully choosing their words before speaking.


  "...Uh, well, he's not very…noticeable, but he's not a bad person. He does have a bunch of girls around him, though."


  "True. The fact that he can stay calm while surrounded by so many girls shows promise. He's quite the catch."


  "What kind of kid is he…?"


  Minori’s face filled with worry at her friends' words.


  "...Well, he has a similar vibe to Tanaka-sensei."


  Amanatsu added, trying to find something positive to say. Minori straightened up at this.


  "...So, Riko chose someone who resembles Yuji-san."


  Minori said it to herself as if it were a confirmation before returning to her usual composed smile.


  "Oh, by the way, Amanatsu-san, didn’t you start using a dating app? Have you met anyone interesting?"


  "Yes, didn't you say you had a meeting arranged?"


  "...I almost got roped into buying an apartment."


  "............" (x2)


  With a snap, Amanatsu opened another beer, not bothering to pour it into a glass before taking a long swig.


  Konuki held up her beer can toward Minori, who silently offered her the glass for a refill.


  


  "Drink up, Konami."


  "Absolutely, let’s keep it coming."


  "Yeah, let's go all out tonight!"


  


  A breeze from the window gently billowed the curtains.


  The night air is already tinged with the scent of early summer-


  Chapter 4: Operation Riko Shiratama's Big Revenge


  The long Golden Week holiday has ended, and the four of us, Yanami, Prez, Shiratama-san, and myself, gathered in the clubroom after school. Asagumo-san's forehead gleamed with determination as she addressed us.


  "The plan for Operation Riko Shiratama's Big Revenge is finally complete. The operation is divided into two major phases. First-"


  She wrote "Phase 1" in bold letters on the whiteboard.


  "The goal of Phase 1 is to have our fake Shiratama, Yanami-san, infiltrate the venue."


  Yanami gave a thumbs-up, munching on a banana.


  Her diet is going well, and she seems fully motivated.


  "However, the real Riko-san is already known to the staff at the wedding venue. It would be difficult for someone else, even in disguise, to impersonate her and get in unnoticed."


  She scribbled "8:30" on the board.


  "So, the real Riko-san will first enter the venue in her school uniform, establishing her presence with the staff. After that, she'll switch places with the disguised Yanami-san. Riko-san, you're clear on the steps, right?"


  Shiratama-san nodded with a distant look in her eyes as she sucked on a tube of sweet bean paste. Is she really clear on the steps?


  Her weight gain plan isn't going as smoothly- Yanami could've packed on 2 kg in a snap, but it's a different story for Shiratama-san. We can't push her too hard.


  "The most important thing in this operation is to prevent anyone from realizing that Riko-san is in the wedding dress. If we establish in their minds that she's there in her uniform, even if someone sees her in the dress, they won't suspect it's her. After all, they would believe that Yanami-san, disguised as Riko-san, is still around."


  After making sure everyone understood, Asagumo-san began writing on the board again.


  "Once the switch is successfully made, we move on to Phase 2."


  She circled "Phase 2" in red.


  "Hokobaru-senpai, disguised as the photographer, and Nukumizu-san will enter the venue. Your job is to draw as much attention as possible. While you're doing that, Yanami-san, as the fake Shiratama, will help the real Riko-san, who will be in her wedding dress by then, sneak into the chapel."


  Yanami nodded solemnly, still eyeing the banana peel she had just finished.


  As for Shiratama-san, her face looks a bit pale…


  "Once Riko-san successfully infiltrates the chapel, Yanami-san will give the signal. At that point, Hokobaru-senpai and Nukumizu-san will bring Tanaka-sensei to the chapel under the pretense of a camera test."


  Asagumo-san snapped the marker cap shut and smiled brightly.


  "Now, the most critical part is the photoshoot. Nukumizu-san, it's crucial that you ensure Riko-san stays out of Tanaka-sensei's line of sight. You'll be responsible for guiding them."


  "Uh, how exactly am I supposed to do that?"


  "Well, since we're dealing with real people, you'll need to improvise, adapt, and overcome the situation."


  "Improvise and adapt-"


  I was about to protest when Asagumo-san dropped a thick stack of papers onto the table.


  "You'll be fine as long as you follow this manual. The flexibility part is based on this."


  She flipped open the cover of the manual.


  "Phase 2, in particular, needs to be executed within the tight window of 9:30 to 10:00 AM. We have one shot at this- there are no do-overs."


  The detailed schedule for the day is meticulously outlined inside the manual.


  Tanaka-sensei would arrive at the venue at 9:00 AM. Prez and I, posing as fake photographers, would infiltrate at 9:30 AM, and we would need to complete the photoshoot and leave by 10:00 AM before the real photographer arrived.


  "If anyone has questions, now's the time to ask. Let's address any concerns here."


  Asagumo-san's disciples exchanged glances. There are plenty of questions, but...okay, let's start with the basics.


  "The schedule says the family gathering time is 10:30 AM. Shiratama-san is supposed to enter at 8:30 AM, but will they let her in?"


  "It's common for the bride's mother or sisters to accompany her to the venue, so it won't be an issue. The bride will enter at 7:30 AM to change and do her makeup and her hair, so during that time, she'll be too preoccupied to come looking for Shiratama-san."


  Asagumo-san flipped through the manual.


  "The chapel decorations should be completed by 9:00 AM roughly. After that, there won't be many people entering or leaving the chapel, if any at all."


  For some reason, Asagumo-san seemed highly confident. Prez, however, looked skeptical.


  "A simple question, but how are you so well-informed?"


  "I observed five weddings during this holiday, and Komari-san discreetly gathered lots of information, too."


  ...Komari? But she seems like the least suited person for a reconnaissance mission.


  Yanami seemed to share my skepticism, her expression puzzled.


  "How did Komari-chan manage that? Didn't the security guards approach her?"


  Asagumo-san pulled out a sketchbook with a black and orange cover.


  "She stayed in the parking lot near the venue, sketching landscapes while keeping track of the comings and goings."


  The sketchbook is passed around, revealing beautifully detailed drawings of the venue's surroundings.


  As I flipped through the pages, I noticed small, neatly written notes in the corners, documenting the times and the people entering and leaving the area.


  "Yesterday, she kept watch over the chapel from the roof of Kirinoki High School. She's got a pretty good idea of the staff's comings and goings."


  "That's really helpful, but why didn't you tell us? You could've mentioned it."


  Prez took the sketchbook from my hands and stared at it intently.


  "Probably to prepare in case things went south. It would be a disaster if the plan fails and we all end up suspended."


  …Yeah, that makes sense. She must be worried watching us going forward with this batshit plan.


  So she took it upon herself to gather this intel quietly-


  "Komari-san asked me to keep it a secret, so please keep it under the rug, okay?"


  Asagumo-san added with a playful smile, raising a finger to her lips in a shushing gesture.


  Words like "confidentiality" mean nothing to this person.


  Yanami, who had been silently flipping through the manual, spoke up.


  "Hey, isn't Shiratama-chan going to change into the wedding dress at the venue? It would be more conspicuous for her to sneak out and go back and forth to Kirinoki High."


  "Given Shiratama-san's history, carrying a large bag would definitely raise suspicion. Plus, there's a chance that a relative might show up early, so bringing the dress into the venue is too risky. Of course, the dress will be hidden under a coat during transport."


  "That's why we chose a dress that's easy to move in and not too bulky."


  Shiratama-san added, before taking another sip from her tube of sweet bean paste.


  Once we ran out of questions, Asagumo-san placed two 10-yen coin-sized, black metal pieces on the table. One of them has a button.


  "And Yanami-san, please take this clicker. It's the one with the button."


  "A clicker? Can I eat that-"


  "It's not edible. This other receiver will vibrate when you press this button."


  Asagumo-san explained, pressing the button to demonstrate. The other piece buzzed softly.


  "One click signals 'advance', two clicks mean 'retreat', and three clicks mean 'hold position'. More than that- it's 'get out of there ASAP'. Shiratama-san will carry the vibrating receiver, and she'll follow the instructions accordingly."


  I see. This is much more intuitive than using a smartphone or hand signals- just a simple button press that triggers a vibration.


  The slight thrill I felt was purely because my mind was wandering where it shouldn't.


  "Once the photo shoot is complete, you two, as the fake photographers, must ensure Tanaka-sensei is escorted upstairs. During that time, Yanami-san will guide Shiratama-san out of the venue. Please go over the finer details in the manual."


  Now that I'm taking another look, this is a thick-ass manual…


  As I hesitated, I noticed the cover of the manual had a square labeled "Approval Stamp".


  "Uh, what's this Approval Stamp for?"


  "Well then, Project Lead, please give your official approval for this operation!"


  Asagumo-san declared, staring directly at me. …I'm the project lead?


  I recoiled slightly, but Asagumo-san leaned in even closer.


  "Come on, just stamp the cover! Firmly and decisively!"


  "Uh, well, I don't have a stamp or anything..."


  Shiratama-san then handed me a stamp.


  "That's why I had one made for you. I also have the ink pad ready. Please, go ahead and use it."


  …She went ahead and made a stamp for me. How thoughtful, heh.


  After they urged me, I pressed the stamp into the ink and firmly stamped the middle of the manual with it.


  This is my first time seeing such a beautiful stamp with the name "Kazuhiko Nukumizu" on it.


  *


  The day before the operation.


  We have all agreed to rest today in preparation for tomorrow.


  I strolled leisurely through the school grounds, heading toward the bike racks.


  …I've crossed so many lines in this half a month.


  I would probably have a chest full of medals by now on a battlefield, but unfortunately, this is just a regular school during peacetime. Society isn't exactly kind to those who willingly dive into trouble.


  As the sun began to set, the sports clubs on the field started packing up their equipment.


  I was scanning the track team for a familiar face- smack! A hard slap hit my back.


  "Ouch!"


  I turned around, tears forming in my eyes, and saw exactly who I expected- Yakishio.


  Dressed in her practice gear, she gave me another gentler slap on the back and then fell into step beside me.


  "That hurt. Shouldn't you be practicing?"


  "Practice just ended, and I'm cooling down. I'm on my way home."


  "Yeah, well, I'm just taking a walk to the bike racks."


  Without another word, we started walking together.


  Yakishio glanced around, making sure no one was within earshot, before lowering her voice.


  "...I heard from Yana-chan. You're up to something crazy, aren't you?"


  "It's not crazy- well, maybe just a little bit crazy."


  I admitted with a wry smile, and Yakishio's eyes lit up with curiosity.


  "Need help? You can count on me if it's something physical."


  "Don't. Things are going well in the track team, right?"


  Yakishio grinned, showing off her white teeth.


  "Yeah, things are good. If I win the prefectural qualifiers this month, I'll go to the Tokai regional qualifiers next month. And if I win there-"


  "Nationals, huh?"


  She nodded enthusiastically, clearly enjoying the prospect.


  "So, how's your condition?"


  "Perfectly tuned! Wanna see my abs?"


  "Wait- no! And don't show it to other boys either!"


  She burst out laughing at my flustered reaction.


  Our conversation is light and easy, a far cry from the slightly awkward atmosphere we had had since our little race a while back.


  I don't really understand why things have felt weird between us, nor did I know what had brought us back to normal.


  "Hey, you and the Literature Club should come to my meet. I'll show you something awesome."


  "I'll definitely come to the Tokai qualifiers. I want to see you make it to Nationals."


  "What, you're not coming to the prefectural meet?"


  Yakishio pouted and poked my back playfully.


  I sidestepped with a wry smile.


  "Because you're going to win anyway."


  "Yeah, I will win."


  We exchanged smiles.


  Everything went back to normal- but something feels a bit different.


  Maybe something has passed us by, like the changing of seasons, leaving behind a subtle shift.


  Perhaps we're too young to fully grasp what that something is.


  But I have a feeling that when we're older, looking back on these days might bring a smile to our faces.


  *


  Finally, the day of the wedding arrived.


  7:00 AM. The clear morning sunlight streamed into the Drama Club room at Kirinoki High School.


  Gathered here are me, Asagumo-san, Prez- and two Shiratama-san's.


  Indeed, Yanami, disguised as Shiratama-san, stood side by side with the real one.


  With matching wigs, makeup, uniforms, shoes, and accessories, they look remarkably similar.


  …This is actually working.


  Sure, there are some differences in volume, and it has a bit of a "before and after" vibe.


  But we might just be able to pull it off as long as they don't show up at the same time.


  Yanami's bust has always been a source of concern, yet it has been carefully adjusted to match Shiratama-san's more modest proportions. Even their leg lines manage to look quite natural despite the apparent differences in their figures.


  Just as I was marveling at how convincing it all was, Asagumo-san's forehead gleamed with her usual confidence.


  "Alright, everyone, as I predicted, Nukumizu-san reacted exactly as expected."


  "Eh? What are you talking about?"


  The girls all turned to stare at me.


  "Guys usually look at the face, chest, and then legs when they see a girl in a school uniform. That's why it's difficult to notice the switch by aligning these key features."


  "Asagumo-san, what are you even saying?"


  Hold up, don't give me that look, girls.


  Ignoring my discomfort, Asagumo-san continued her explanation.


  "In contrast, girls tend to focus more on makeup, accessories, and clothing details. Since the uniform is the same, we matched the hairstyle and makeup and added blue accents to unify the overall impression."


  Indeed, the pens in their chest pockets, the wristwatches, and even the nail polish are all in shades of blue.


  Prez spoke up after comparing the two Shiratama-san's.


  "But their voices won't be easy to disguise. Will Yanami-kun just avoid speaking?"


  "That's already been taken care of. Yanami-san, if you would?"


  Yanami nodded and put on a blue mask. The voice that came through was-


  


  "I'm Riko Shiratama. I'll be in your care today!"


  


  …It's Shiratama-san's voice.


  Yanami managed to shoot me a smug look even through her mask, clearly proud of herself.


  Asagumo-san pointed at the mask Yanami is wearing.


  "We embedded a thin piezoelectric film speaker into the mask. During the operation, Yanami-san will use pre-recorded lines in Shiratama-san's voice. The quality is high enough that it's difficult for the human ear to tell the difference."


  "It was pretty expensive, you know?"


  Shiratama-san added with a serious nod.


  "The wig Yanami-san is wearing is also made from the hair of an Asian woman of the same age. We had it styled at a salon to match Shiratama-san's hairstyle perfectly."


  "It was pretty expensive, you know?"


  Shiratama-san repeated, nodding again. Asagumo-san apparently has no qualms about spending other people's money.


  Yanami then pulled an IC recorder out of her pocket and began pressing the buttons.


  


  "Sorry, I'm changing." "I'm feeling a bit under the weather." "Can I get a large portion?" "Could you wrap the leftover rice into onigiri for me?"


  


  Though the content clearly has Yanami's personality mixed in, the voice is unmistakably Shiratama-san's.


  As I stood impressed, Asagumo-san nodded seriously, assessing the success of the disguise.


  "The prep work for Phase 1 is flawless. Now, let's move on to-"


  The girls all turned to look at me at once for some reason. What's going on…?


  "Uh, I guess Prez and I need to disguise ourselves too, right? Asagumo-san, you mentioned you would handle the outfits..."


  "Yes, considering you two will be in direct contact with Tanaka-sensei, we've arranged for particularly thorough disguises."


  At Asagumo-san's signal, Yanami silently revealed what she had been hiding behind her back with a smile- a black, elegant-looking dress skirt.


  "...Excuse me?"


  No, wait, is this really what I think it is? Are they seriously expecting me to crossdress to infiltrate the venue?


  Yanami's face split into a mischievous grin, barely holding back laughter.


  "It's my best outfit. I'm lending it to you, so let's accept it, shall we?"


  "Wait, wait, wait, let's think this through. It's definitely going to be obvious. This is a bad idea."


  I tried to back away, but Asagumo-san swiftly blocked my path.


  "Ara, Nukumizu-san, you've already demonstrated that even close family members can fall prey to the 'normalcy bias'- that belief that 'there's no way this could happen'. They won't suspect a thing."


  "...But wait, that would mean Prez would have to crossdress as well, right? You wouldn't want that, right, Prez?"


  I turned to Prez for support, only to be met with her bright smile as she casually ran a hand through her hair.


  "I don't mind at all. In fact, I rather look forward to it."


  …Prez's totally on board.


  My fate is sealed. Asagumo-san gave me a reassuring smile as I despaired.


  "Don't worry. We have called in an expert to handle your makeup."


  "Huh? I thought you were going to do the makeup, Asagumo-san."


  "Transforming a man into a convincing woman requires a high level of skill. Plus, Yanami-san and I need to focus on Phase 1 preparations-"


  Suddenly, a chill ran down my spine as the corridor outside the window seemed to darken.


  The barely ajar door creaked open slightly, revealing a pair of white eyes staring intently at us.


  "Shikiya-senpai!?"


  "I heard…there's a chance to…play with Nukumizu-kun…"


  Shikiya-san slipped into the room quietly and approached me-


  *


  ...There's no way I can let Kaju see me like this.


  I reluctantly pulled on the white blouse Yanami lent me over my running shirt.


  My broad shoulders made me uneasy, but according to Yanami, it's "an oversized top meant to be layered", so I managed to button it up without too much trouble.


  The frilly collar is uncomfortable, but I have passed the first hurdle. Now for the next one-


  ...I swallowed nervously.


  Lying in front of me is a black, no-pleat skirt, another one of Yanami's personal items.


  It has a slight flare toward the hem, resembling the shape of a tulip.


  Wearing a women's blouse is one thing. Well, it's not exactly acceptable, but I could tolerate it. But putting on a skirt feels like crossing a line I'm not sure I could handle.


  "Uh, maybe I should just-"


  "Can't…do it alone…?"


  Shikiya-san started to come in, and I quickly pushed her back.


  "No, no, I can do it myself! Please don't come in!"


  Ahh, damn it, no choice now. I slipped the skirt on over my pants.


  …Okay, so this is the front. Hook it, zip it up. There.


  I took a deep breath and checked myself in the full-length mirror.


  Forget disguise. What I'm seeing is just a high school boy wearing girls' clothing.


  This is way harder than I thought…


  Reluctantly, I grabbed the long-haired wig that had been left out for me and put it on. It only made the cross-dressing even more pronounced.


  "Nukumizu-kun, aren't you going to take off your pants?"


  "I am! But stop peeking, Yanami-san!"


  My my, now I have no choice but to commit.


  I stripped off my pants and, without thinking too much, stepped out from behind the curtain.


  "Okay, I did wear it, but…"


  "Ohhh!" (x4)


  The girls' voices chorused together, followed by a round of applause. Why are they clapping?


  "Look, it's totally unnatural, right? I can't pull off this disguise."


  Yanami, looking far too amused, pulled out a small elastic band from her pocket.


  "The skirt didn't fit quite right, did it? I brought an adjustment band for you-"


  "...Huh? No, it fits just fine."


  I said, slipping a finger between the skirt and my waist.


  "If anything, it's a little loose. Can you really adjust it with that band?"


  "............"


  "Eh? Hey, the band…"


  Why are you looking like you're trying to kill me…?


  She looked like she was about to strangle me with that band, but just as I started to worry, Asagumo-san put a calming hand on her shoulder.


  "Looking good so far. We've got some stage-quality shapewear and wigs here, so let's use those to finish the look. Shikiya-senpai, I'll leave the rest to you."


  Asagumo-san ushered Prez and Shiratama-san into the changing area.


  Prez's going to do a male disguise? I bet it will suit her really well…


  Lost in thought, I suddenly noticed Shikiya-san staring at me intently.


  "Uh, so you're doing my makeup, right?"


  "That alone…isn't enough…"


  Shikiya-san moved closer as she wobbled.


  "We need to...hide your hands and feet...and your neck..."


  "My neck?"


  Her slender fingers lightly touched my neck.


  "Men have...an Adam's apple..."


  She paused, her hand resting on my throat, and tilted her head curiously.


  "Why is yours…so…small…?"


  Eh, that's the first time anyone has said that. Yanami leaned in closer to examine my neck.


  "Even Nukumizu- uwah, it's really small."


  "Yeah, it's…tiny…"


  "Indeed, yours is much smaller than Sosuke's."


  Surrounded by the two girls, repeatedly hearing them call me "small" was doing a number on my self-esteem. What even is this situation?


  As I instinctively stepped back, Shikiya-san started to touch me more insistently.


  "Your legs...are so smooth..."


  "No, well- fuah!?"


  Without warning, Shikiya-san's hand slipped under my skirt.


  But Yanami quickly grabbed her arm, pulling her away from me.


  "Hold on, senpai! What do you think you're doing!? No touching in the Literature Club!"


  Yanami dragged Shikiya-san to the corner of the room.


  "But…his legs…are so…smooth…"


  "Even so, he's still a guy, after all. Sometimes, he even gives me those lewd looks."


  Yanami muttered, giving me a sidelong glare. Really, woman? That's how I am in your eyes?


  "But…Nukumizu-kun's body is like…a girl's…"


  "Eh? Really?"


  No, I'm all man, body and soul.


  Feeling their intense stares, I instinctively tugged at the hem of my skirt. Just then, the curtain to the changing area quietly parted, and Prez emerged, fully dressed.


  She walked to the center of the room with confident strides.


  Prez's wearing brown leather shoes and checked slacks held up by suspenders.


  A black turtleneck is tucked under a light brown jacket, and all her hair is neatly hidden under a flat cap. Her outfit gives off the vibe of a Taisho-era newspaper reporter- distinctive, commanding, and entirely fitting for someone of her presence.


  "Hmm, I don't think it looks unnatural. Though it's hard to judge for myself."


  "It's very fitting. There's just…something about it that's so convincing."


  I'm not even sure of my compliment. Asagumo-san nodded in agreement and stood next to her.


  "The turtleneck conceals any difference in necklines between genders. Her hair is tucked under the hat, making it look natural."


  Asagumo-san explained, gently tapping Prez's shoulders.


  "Next, we'll focus on the body shape. We can adjust the body's volume with shapewear, layered clothing, and towels wrapped in a sarashi. Shikiya-senpai will handle the makeup."


  Asagumo-san glanced at the clock on the wall.


  -7:30 AM. That's when the bride, Minori Shiratama, enters the venue.


  "Let's move on to Phase 1. After Shiratama-san enters the venue, we'll swap her out with Yanami-san. Now, Project Lead, give the order!"


  Right, I'm the Project Lead. I had forgotten- ugh, I really don't want to do this…


  But there's no turning back now. Straightening my posture, I looked around at everyone's expectant faces.


  "Alright then, let's begin Operation Shiratama Riko's Big Revenge...or something like that."


  My half-hearted command marked the start of our plan.


  *


  Yanami and the others have set off. It's time for us to prepare for Phase 2.


  The soft touch of the brush on my face, the cool press of Shikiya-san's fingers against my cheek, the rustling of clothing, her shallow breaths... And the scent of her perfume, mingling with the smell of the makeup…


  When you close your eyes, your other senses become heightened.


  As I stood there frozen with my heart pounding-


  "Open…your eyes, please…?"


  I heard Shikiya-san's hoarse voice close by.


  When I slowly opened my eyes, Shikiya-san was holding up a hand mirror to me.


  Is this...me...? I looked completely different from just a moment ago…


  The person in the mirror appears to be 20 years old. It's the image of a simple girl, not flashy but dressed up as cutely as she could, trying to look a bit more mature. She's probably someone who enjoys reading and dreams of a wonderful encounter.


  It's not just the makeup. My body shape is adjusted by wrapping a towel like a sarashi, and my neck is hidden with a scarf. The jacket is chosen to make my broad shoulders less noticeable, and my legs, extending from the skirt, are covered in nude tights.


  "Yeah, you look…pretty cute. I want to hug you…"


  Shikiya-san muttered to herself in a heartfelt tone.


  Just then, the door to the room burst open, and Asagumo-san and Shiratama-san rushed in.


  "The switch with Yanami-san is a success! Phase 1 is complete! We don't have much time. Let's get you into the wedding dress!"


  "Yes, understood!"


  Asagumo-san hurriedly slipped behind the curtain into the changing area, with Shiratama-san following closely, untying her ribbon as she went.


  "I'll...help you…change..."


  Shikiya-san, looking dazed, stumbled behind the curtain.


  I have a vague sense that this could be bad, but since I couldn't quite put my finger on why, I decided to ignore it.


  Prez snapped her suspenders into place and threw on her jacket.


  "Alright, next is Phase 2. We need to lure Shiratama-kun into the chapel with Yanami-kun's help, then get Tanaka-sensei out and take the photo- this is actually making me nervous."


  In a way, this is the real test. The entire plan will fall apart if the fake cameraman's infiltration fails.


  "By the way, where's the camera, Prez?"


  "Ahh, I've already requested Basori-kun's assistance. It must be in the student council room-"


  Prez and I froze as we looked at each other.


  "Wait, you mean it's in Tsuwabuki!?"


  "Maybe Hiroto packed it with the other gear. Wait here for a moment."


  Prez slipped through the curtain into the changing area.


  Wait, we can't be cameramen without a camera.


  Just as I was grappling with this major crisis, a knock came, followed by the door opening.


  "Excuse me. I'm a student from Tsuwabuki High School. My name is Basori..."


  Teiara-san?! I quickly turned my back to her.


  "Sorry to bother you, but has Hokobaru been here by any chance?"


  "Eh!? Ah! Yes! She was here, but she just stepped out for a moment!"


  Teiara-san muttered "I knew it" and began to walk briskly towards me.


  "I've come to deliver something she forgot. Where can I find her?"


  "S-She might not be back for a while, so you can just leave it over there!"


  My voice came out higher than usual, and Teiara-san abruptly stopped in her tracks.


  "I would prefer to hand it to her directly. Would it be alright if I wait?"


  "Ah, yes, sure."


  …She hasn't figured it out, right? I stood with my back to Teiara-san, holding my breath, trying to make myself as inconspicuous as possible.


  Indeed, I'm a fairy of Kirinoki High School. People with brain rot can't see me-


  "Uh, can I ask you something?"


  She can totally see me. I nodded silently, trying to play it cool.


  After a brief hesitation, Teiara-san spoke up.


  "What exactly is Hokobaru doing here?"


  Wait, could she have figured out our plan...?


  "What? Uh, she's here…to cover the Drama Club. For an interview."


  "But she came with the Literature Club, right? Why is she doing an interview with the Literature Club people for the Drama Club?"


  "W-Who knows? I'm just here to help out."


  Gulp. I swallowed nervously.


  There was a pause. After a moment of silence, Teiara-san murmured softly.


  "...Nukumizu-san's too lame."


  "Eh, me?"


  "Eh!?"


  Oh, shit. I quickly covered my mouth with my hand, but it was too late.


  "Please let me see your face!"


  Teiara-san grabbed my shoulder and forcefully turned me around.


  She stared at me in shock, her eyes wide.


  "Nukumizu-san!? Why are you dressed like that!?"


  "U-Uh, well, that's because..."


  As I struggled to come up with an explanation, the curtain suddenly opened, and Prez emerged.


  "...Oh, that voice? Is that you, Basori-kun? How did you know we are here?"


  "It was written on the student council room's schedule! What's going on- gurk!?"


  She sounded like a strangled chicken.


  Prez smoothly took the camera bag from the frozen Teiara-san's hands.


  "Did you come here to bring us the camera? Thanks a lot. I appreciate it."


  "Pre- Nu- eh- this-"


  Teiara-san's mouth opened and closed as she kept looking back and forth between Prez and me.


  "Prez's now a guy, and Nukumizu-san is now a girl. Does it mean- you two are like that!?"


  No.


  For some reason, Prez nodded as if she had just reached an understanding.


  "Hmm, I don't really get it, but I guess we are."


  "Shut up, Prez!"


  Teiara-san let out another strangled chicken noise.


  Then, with a trickle of blood running down from her nose, she collapsed on the spot.


  *


  9:30 AM. The operation entered Phase 2.


  I adjusted the weight of the bag slung over my shoulder and looked up at the entrance of the venue.


  This is my second visit. The last time, I was a visitor, and now I'm an intruder.


  "...Will Teiara-san be okay?"


  Trying to mask my nerves, I muttered to myself. Prez reassured me with a pat on the shoulder.


  "Shikiya's with her, so she should be fine."


  That's why I'm worried. I don't think I need to explain why.


  Glancing sideways, I saw two figures in the gap between the buildings.


  They are Asagumo-san and Shiratama-san. The latter has a coat over her wedding dress. She will sneak into the chapel with Yanami's help once we're inside.


  Prez gave my shoulder another firm pat before pushing open the large entrance doors.


  The venue is just as stylish as before, with its high, elegantly muted ceilings. But unlike our last visit, the staff are bustling about, clearly busy with preparations.


  Without hesitation, Prez approached the reception desk and handed over a business card.


  "Pardon the intrusion. I'm Toratani from Studio Damonde. We're here for the photo shoot with Tanaka-sama and Shiratama-sama today."


  The staff lady who had been filling out paperwork looked up at her with a puzzled expression.


  "Thank you for your hard work. I was informed that the meeting was scheduled for 10 AM, though..."


  "This is my first time at this venue, so I was hoping to do a quick walkthrough of the photo locations. If possible, could I have the pleasure of greeting the groom, Tanaka-sama?"


  Prez smiled charmingly while dressed as a guy.


  The staff lady seemed to catch her breath for a moment, nodding as if she were in a dream.


  "...Ah, of course. I'll go check with the groom if that's the case."


  "Thank you very much. We'll accompany you."


  Ever the lady killer, Prez.


  I followed behind them, trying to stay out of sight by keeping my head down.
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  ...Ah, there's Yanami, the fake Shiratama, lurking near the restroom.


  Yanami, who had been aimlessly wandering around, noticed us and gave a sneaky thumbs-up. Stop that.


  "-I think it's a wonderful job, giving out dreams to everyone. Be proud of yourself."


  "Thank you. I feel a bit more at ease now."


  "If you ever want to talk, I'm always here to listen. Please feel free to visit the studio anytime."


  Wait, what? Prez is now listening to the staff lady's life story? How long was I distracted by Yanami's thumbs-up…?


  I continued to follow them as we headed up to the second floor.


  To the left at the top of the stairs is the conference room where the briefing has been held. To the right are the dressing rooms for the bride and groom.


  The groom and bride each have separate rooms, and since the venue hosts two weddings per day, there are a total of four dressing rooms lined up.


  A staircase leads down to the reception hall beyond the rooms.


  The staff member knocked on the door of the second-to-last room, which had a sign that read, "Tanaka Family - Groom's Room".


  "Tanaka-sama, the photographers have arrived."


  The door opened almost immediately. Tanaka-sensei, dressed in a tuxedo, looked at us with surprise.


  "Oh, you're a bit early."


  "Yes, it's our first time at this venue, so we wanted to do a camera test. I hope we're not interrupting."


  As he accepted the business card handed to him, Tanaka-sensei looked pleased.


  "No problem at all. We men finish getting ready quickly, so I was just waiting around."


  Prez flashed a smile at the staff member who was still staring at her in a daze.


  "Thank you, Natsumi-san. You can return to your duties now."


  "Yes, of course. If you need anything, just let me know."


  Natsumi-san gave Prez a meaningful glance before turning away. Huh, so that's her name.


  ...I hope Shiratama-san's infiltration of the chapel went smoothly.


  I discreetly glanced at my smartwatch as Prez and Tanaka-sensei chatted.


  A message popped up on the screen right on cue.


  


  <THE RICE IS COOKED>


  


  —That's Yanami's signal. Riko Shiratama has successfully infiltrated the chapel.


  I gave Prez a light tap on the back while she continued making small talk with Tanaka-sensei.


  "Toratani-san, the sun is getting higher."


  Prez raised the camera beside her face, flashing a charming smile that defied gender.


  "Well then, Tanaka-san, if you would kindly follow me- let's take the best photos possible."


  *


  The chapel is filled with shimmering light.


  The morning sunlight streamed in through the three windows, brightening the room as if lifted by the ceiling fan spinning above. The atmosphere is solemn and serene.


  As I stood there, taking it all in, Prez turned to look at me.


  "Get everything ready, Kazuko-kun."


  Kazuko- that's me, right? I quickly pulled a collapsible reflector out of the bag.


  A reflector is a board that reflects light, supposedly helping to take beautiful photos. The one we are using could expand to over a meter in size.


  Tanaka-sensei approached out of curiosity, and I lifted the reflector to hide my face.


  "This is pretty serious gear. Will you be using this during the actual ceremony as well?"


  "We're testing the lighting, simulating the natural light during the ceremony. Could you take four steps to your right?"


  "Oh, excuse me. Here?"


  Prez adjusted the camera.


  "Yes, perfect. Now, turn 30 degrees to your right. Angle your face toward the wall- ah, that's spot on. Hold that position."


  Chak, chak, chak. The shutter clicked repeatedly.


  Prez stepped back from the camera's viewfinder and motioned to me with her hand.


  "Kazuko-kun, could you reflect the light from a bit farther back?"


  That was the signal. I nodded and carefully approached the pulpit, making sure not to make any noise.


  I maneuvered around behind the pulpit, calculating my position relative to Tanaka-sensei- there, behind the pulpit, crouched Shiratama-san, dressed in her white gown. Our eyes met briefly.


  Lowering the reflector to the floor, I watched as Shiratama-san slowly moved from behind the pulpit to the back of the reflector.


  "I think we need a bit more light. Kazuko-kun, could you move a bit closer? Actually, come right up next to the groom."


  I nodded and quietly, but not too quietly, moved forward at a slow, deliberate pace.


  It's only about three meters, but right now, it feels like an eternity away.


  "Your tuxedo collar is a bit off. A little higher- yes, perfect..!. Let's take another shot. Turn your body slightly towards the wall. Keep your face just like that. Hold still, please!"


  Ka-chak. Ka-chak. Ka-chak.


  Taking advantage of the noise, I closed the final step and moved the reflector to the side.


  And in that instant, everything changed.


  In the spot where I had just been standing, Shiratama-san now appeared, holding a bouquet, dressed in her wedding gown- positioned right next to the groom.
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  It was only a few seconds in real-time and even less than a fraction of that was captured by the camera.


  Prez raised a single finger, signaling the completion of the shoot.


  I quickly moved closer and set the reflector upright on the floor.


  Just as Shiratama-san hid behind it, Tanaka-sensei turned around.


  Our eyes met at close range.


  "Uh, sorry, I got a little too close. E-Ehehehehe…"


  "Was that you? I thought I felt someone else next to me just now."


  Tanaka-sensei started to move closer, but Prez smoothly stepped in between us.


  "Apologies, my assistant was a bit too close. The camera test is complete."


  "Oh, really…? I'm glad I could help."


  Tanaka-sensei looked a bit overwhelmed. Prez wrapped an arm around his shoulder and began guiding him toward the chapel exit.


  "I'll make sure to capture the best moments during the actual ceremony. Have you already seen the bride in her dress?"


  "Yes, during the fitting."


  "That's lovely. She'll look even more stunning with makeup on the big day."


  They continued chatting as they left the chapel.


  As I stood there watching the closed door, I suddenly noticed Shiratama-san standing beside me.


  "Are you okay? It went well."


  "Ah, yes…"


  Shiratama-san seemed dazed, standing still as if lost in thought.


  Sensing her unease, I spoke up again.


  "Go hide again until Yanami-san comes to get you. I'll go check and make sure Tanaka-sensei has returned to his room."


  She nodded slightly. I folded up the reflector and exited the chapel.


  We are so close to completing the mission. All that's left is to escape, and it will be over.


  As I texted Yanami to inform her that the mission was complete, I followed Prez up the stairs to the second floor.


  All the preparations we had made over the past week seemed to have passed in an instant.


  I finally felt the weight lift off my shoulders. I'm relieved that I don't need to utilize my backup plan…


  But the message I received from Yanami jolted me back to reality.


  


  <Shiratama-chan isn't anywhere to be found.>


  *


  Shiratama-san has vanished.


  Prez, Yanami, and I gathered in the chapel where she was last seen.


  "She didn't come out after I gave the signal. I went to check, but no one was there."


  Yanami said as her limbs flailed around.


  Prez looked up from her phone and shook her head.


  "Asagumo-kun also confirmed that she didn't see her leaving the building."


  Which means…Riko Shiratama is still hiding somewhere.


  She must be planning something if she disappeared without a trace.


  I straightened the wig's bangs, trying to refocus.


  "There's no point in just standing here. Let's split up and search for her."


  "Agreed. Fortunately, the guests haven't started arriving yet."


  "Hey, can I have Shiratama-chan's bouquet later? Holding it is supposed to mean you're the next to get married, right?"


  The first girl who took it didn't even get a chance to be rejected, not to mention getting married. But you do you, I guess.


  We left the chapel and entered the venue's main building.


  If Shiratama-san is hiding somewhere, it could be in the family dressing rooms. Or maybe the restroom or a storage room…


  As I walked toward the entrance, thinking about the possibilities, I noticed two men at the reception desk talking to each other.


  Camera bags are hanging from their shoulders- the real photographers have arrived.


  "...Kazuko-kun, let's back off."


  Prez grabbed my arm and pulled me back the way we came.


  Yanami followed us, looking confused.


  "Wait, what do we do now? What should I do?"


  "Yanami-san, it's better if you're not with us. We're splitting up here."


  Prez and I left Yanami behind and exited the building, returning to the front of the chapel.


  "Let's hide first, Prez."


  "Is there a good spot?"


  "Over here."


  I led Prez into the bushes between the chapel and the wall.


  While the sides and front of the chapel have large windows, there's one corner that's out of sight.


  We both let out a sigh of relief once we were sure we were hidden from view.


  "This isn't good. We won't have any excuses if we run into the real cameramen."


  "We have no choice. We should escape while we can."


  "Going through the front entrance is too risky. They might be looking for us."


  Prez pinched the brim of her newsboy cap and looked up at the high wall.


  "We can just climb over this wall. I'll give you a boost, so climb up first."


  The objective has been achieved. It's clear that deciding to escape was the wisest choice.


  But then there's the issue of Shiratama-san. She could either come to terms with her feelings and return to her usual life.


  -Or resolve to make a drastic move and abandon everything.


  "...I'm staying."


  I continued, addressing the surprised Prez.


  "I can't just leave Shiratama-san like this. I need to see if there's something more I can do."


  "Then I'm staying with you. I can't leave you here alone."


  I shook my head.


  "There's a large black duffel bag in the Drama Club room. Could you bring it here and toss it over the wall?"


  Prez, frozen for a moment, looked at me with a surprised expression.


  "...Did you anticipate this? From the beginning?"


  "More like I was prepared for it."


  My smartwatch showed the time as precisely 10:00 AM. The wedding is set to begin at noon.


  In that time, I have to find Shiratama-san, convince her, get her changed, and ensure she participates in the ceremony.


  ...Yeah, that's all. I gave Prez a thumbs-up.


  "Leave it to me. I'm used to situations like this."


  Shit like this happens all the time in the Literature Club, and despite my looks, I'm the president, you know?


  *


  Just after 11:00 AM, guests began arriving at the reception.


  As the waiting area and garden started to fill with people, I made my move from the hiding spot.


  Not as Izumi Kazuko, the camera assistant, but as a plain high school boy, Student A.


  Prez brought me the black duffel bag.


  It contains a boys' uniform from Kirinoki High School borrowed from the Drama Club.


  Students typically attend weddings in their uniforms, making this a perfect disguise that wouldn't draw any attention.


  "Yeah, pants just feel so much more comfortable..."


  I'm still not used to that breezy feeling, though it might be surprisingly refreshing in the summer…


  Thinking about the hot summers of Toyohashi, I entered the indoor waiting area.


  Chairs and tables line the walls, with glass doors opening to the garden on one side. The doors are wide open, letting in a refreshing early summer breeze.


  I scanned the chatting guests for any sign of Shiratama-san, but it was clear she wasn't there.


  As I reached the bar counter, I decided to grab some oolong tea and take a moment to calm down.


  It's been over an hour since Shiratama-san went missing. She's probably hiding somewhere and hasn't moved.


  The first floor is too crowded, so I guess I should search the second floor next…


  Two ladies walked up beside me as I sipped my oolong tea.


  "Wow, Noritama-chan looks so cute. She's too good for Tanaka-sensei."


  Huh!? This is- Amanatsu-sensei!?


  I quickly turned my face away, and then I heard the second lady speak.


  "Ara, that girl is perfect for an older gentleman. She's so responsible. She needs someone who'll let her relax and be spoiled."


  Konuki-sensei too. I slowly edged away, trying to stay unnoticed.


  "I want to be spoiled too, okay…? Should I have bought that apartment…?"


  "Konami, have you been drinking already?"


  "This would only be 1% of my power had I drank."


  She's like this even in her personal life? I slipped away while the teachers were caught up in their conversation.


  Shiratama-san clearly isn't in the crowd. That means she's probably hiding somewhere quieter…


  Avoiding attention, I made my way down a dimly lit hallway leading to the back area.


  A little further along, I found a door marked <Storage>. Glancing around to make sure no one was watching, I turned the doorknob. It's not locked. I slowly opened the door.


  "Shiratama-san, are you in here…?"


  The storage room is pitch black. As I fumbled for the light switch- someone suddenly grabbed my hand violently.


  "Hya!?"


  "Where did you go, Nukumizu-kun!?"


  She's- Yanami. She pulled me into the storage room and quickly shut the door.


  The light from Yanami's phone illuminated our faces in the darkness.


  "Why are you here, Yanami-san?"


  "All of Shiratama-chan's relatives arrived right after you left! I would've been dead if her parents found me! I've been running around like crazy to avoid them!"


  Before I could respond, Yanami got right up in my face, not giving me a moment to speak.


  "And get this! One of her uncles caught me right before I hid in here! He kept saying it was good to see me after so long, but I had never met him before! And he called me fat five times! Five friggin times! After I lost three whole kilos, you know!?"


  "Uh, well, it's good you didn't get caught. But we need to focus on finding Shiratama-san."


  I tried to calm Yanami down as I checked the time on my phone.


  It's already past 11:15. The wedding is set for noon, so we're running out of time.


  Once Yanami had vented her frustrations, she seemed satisfied and put on a blue mask.


  "Alright, Nukumizu-kun, help me out. She wasn't in the bathroom, so the only place left to check is the second floor."


  So, it really comes down to that. I nodded silently and opened the storage room door.


  *


  The second floor houses the bride and groom's waiting rooms. While it appears that no guests ventured up there, relatives and friends often come by to offer greetings, so there's a fair amount of foot traffic.


  We started by exploring the area opposite the bridal suites, heading left after ascending the stairs.


  At the far end of the hallway, we checked out a meeting room about the size of a small classroom.


  This was the place where we first received our briefing during the tour, and today, it seems to be temporarily used as a storage area.


  I even checked the balcony through the large window at the back, but there was no sign of Shiratama-san.


  As I exited the room, Yanami, who had been checking the other rooms, shook her head.


  'She's not here either."


  -That leaves only the area with the bride and groom's waiting rooms.


  Yanami gulped nervously.


  "You don't think something drastic happened, right? I don't want to be the first one to see someone getting stabbed by a knife. You go first, Nukumizu-kun."


  "There's too much foot traffic for anything like that. She's more likely hiding in the banquet hall just beyond."


  "The banquet hall…?"


  Yanami crossed her arms, deep in thought.


  "What's wrong?"


  "I've got it. It's the cake…!"


  "Are you hungry?"


  "I am, but that's not it. You know how at weddings there's that huge cake that's taller than you? What if Shiratama-chan ate her way into it and is hiding inside?"


  Wait, is she serious? Of course, she is. This is Yanami we're talking about.


  "You know, aside from the part they cut into, that cake is usually just for show."


  "Eh? The cake is a lie? You've got to be kidding me."


  The 16-year-old Anna Yanami stands stunned by the revelation.


  I get that she's shocked, but this really isn't the time.


  "Look, I'm sure you could order the whole thing to be real as an option. Come on, let's go."


  "Was it all real during the real estate bubble era…? Maybe back then everything was real cake...?"


  "Yeah, let's hope the bubble era comes back."


  I said, urging Yanami to hurry up as we made our way back toward the stairs.


  Just as we reached the staircase, a middle-aged woman who had been coming up stopped in front of us.


  "Ara, could you be Riko-chan? Do you remember me? It's Aunt Mitsue from Kosai."


  What?! Shiratama-san's relative, here of all places?


  "I'm Riko. It's been a while."


  Aunt Mitsue smiled warmly and grabbed Yanami's hand.


  "It really has been ages! You were so slender back in elementary school, but now you've grown so fat- fantastically!"


  "Yeah, I love eating rice."


  Since Yanami responded with Shiratama-san's voice, she's now stuck continuing the conversation using the recorded audio.


  Yanami, clearly flustered, shot me a pleading glance. This is…


  


  -Leave this to me. You go on ahead.


  


  That has to be what she's saying. It has to be. I decided that way.


  I slowly backed away, giving Yanami a thumbs-up before slipping away from the scene.


  All the while, I could feel Yanami's glare burning into my back.
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  *


  There are four doors along the hallway leading to the banquet hall.


  The one at the very end is the bride's waiting room, and the next one is the groom's.


  After a moment's hesitation, I decided to turn the doorknob of the door just before the groom's room.


  …It's not locked. I quietly pushed the door open.


  Bathed in the soft light pouring in through the window stands Riko Shiratama.


  Her back is straight, and she holds a bouquet in both hands, standing silently as if waiting for someone.


  When she noticed me, her expression wavered slightly, like gentle ripples across a still lake.


  "You've changed, Prez. That outfit suits you, too."


  I stepped into the room and closed the door behind me.


  "More importantly, you need to change quickly. You won't make it to the ceremony in time."


  "...Yeah, I really won't make it if I stay here."


  Something in her tone made me pause mid-step.


  Her eyes, clear and transparent like a mirror, met mine as she began to speak softly.


  "I never realized just how bad I am at giving up."


  Shiratama-san lowered her gaze as if to avoid my eyes, and the hem of her dress swayed slightly.


  "When I have one wish fulfilled, I start wanting another. And if that one comes true, I'll probably want something else again."


  She lifted her face, revealing a smile that wasn't self-deprecating but more like a painful, dry laugh that seemed to erode her from the inside.


  "Shiratama-san…"


  "That's the kind of woman I am. I want to destroy everything and run away, but I'm too cowardly to do it. I'm just a coward, waiting here for time to run out. So-"


  She forced the corners of her lips to curl up.


  "-Please leave, Prez."


  I stood there, rooted to the spot, my chest swirling with emotions.


  I'm angry- not just with her, but also with myself.


  I should've known this side of her.


  Selfish and stubborn.


  Clumsy and always making a mess of things.


  But in the end- she always thinks about someone else's happiness before her own. Some girls are like that.


  And empty platitudes wouldn't reach someone like that.


  I locked eyes with her, glaring with resolve.


  


  "…Are you really ready to give up on Tanaka-sensei?"


  


  Shiratama-san seemed ready to reply, but she froze as if something suddenly clicked for her.


  "…Are you telling me to take onii-chan away from her?"


  "Exactly."


  I didn't bother to hide my frustration as I stepped closer to her.


  "You hid in the room right next to Tanaka-sensei's without locking the door. Didn't you want someone to find you? Whether by chance or not, you wanted to wreck everything with the help of someone you love, didn't you?"


  "You! I just-"


  I pressed on before she could say anything.


  "Even if you did that, you still wouldn't be able to give up, would you? You've been hiding these feelings for so long. There's no way you're the type of person who'd give up just because he married your sister or because you destroyed everything."


  Shiratama-san, who had been glaring at me defiantly, finally lowered her shoulders as if she had been defeated.


  "...I don't want to destroy their happiness."


  "Then what if they aren't happy anymore?"


  "That's…"


  Shiratama-san's eyes bulged.


  She wanted to retort, but she finally gave in, shaking her head.


  "...I didn't know you could be so cruel, Prez."


  "Did I disappoint you?"


  "No, it was just a little- thrilling."


  Despite her brave words, the bouquet slipped from her hands, falling softly to the floor.


  "...I'll be waiting."


  She said, looking up at me with those eyes that seemed to see right through a man's heart.


  "I've kept these feelings hidden for over ten years since I was old enough to understand them. I can keep hiding them for another five, ten years if I have to."


  "Then the place you should be right now isn't here. You need to go and properly congratulate them and stay by their side."


  "...Yes, Prez."


  Returning to her usual tone, Shiratama-san gave me her usual perfect smile.


  "You can still make it if you hurry and change-"


  "Hngh…!"


  Eh? What? Why did she just make that lewd sound?


  Shiratama-san fidgeted in front of me, blushing and looking down.


  "No, uh, it's not what you think. Asagumo-san gave me this vibrating button earlier, and…I didn't have anywhere else to put it, so I...taped it to my inner thigh."


  So that's what it was.


  "...Uh, so, why is it vibrating now?"


  "Well, Yanami-san has been pressing it...for a while now…"


  …For a while? If I remember correctly, one press means 'advance', two mean 'retreat'.


  And four or more times means- get the hell out of there.


  I immediately rushed to the door and locked it.


  The doorknob rattled at the next second.


  "Huh? It's locked. Do you have the key, Yamashita-san?"


  "Hold on, I think it's here…"


  I heard some guys' voices outside the door. The venue staff are trying to enter the room.


  There's not even time to exchange glances. With only one door out of the room, the only other exit is-


  Without thinking, we threw open the window leading to the balcony and leaped outside, not bothering to check what was on the other side.


  Just as we made our escape, the door to the room we had just left creaked open.


  ...Shiratama-san and I crouched down, holding our breath in a spot where we couldn't be seen from the window.


  The voices of the young employees who entered the room carried out to where we were hiding.


  "Whose coat and bouquet are these?"


  "Maybe the last group left them behind. Let's just hold onto them for now."


  A coat? Oh, right, Shiratama-san was wearing a long coat over her wedding dress.


  We stayed as quiet as possible as the employee closed the open window, locking it with a click.


  Now there's no way to go back into the room.


  Are we really going to have to make a run for it in a wedding dress...?


  "We've come this far, Prez. Let's just make it through."


  Shiratama-san whispered in my ear as if reading my thoughts.


  …She's right. There's no turning back now.


  The wall on the garden side of the balcony is only waist-high, with decorative gaps that leave us partially visible. Depending on the angle, anyone in the garden could easily spot us, so we couldn't stay here long.


  But the biggest issue was time. I checked my smartwatch.


  We have 30 minutes until the start of the ceremony.


  *


  Clack, clack, clack, clack, clack. We crept along the balcony to the other side of the building, reaching the large meeting room where I had searched earlier. I slid the window open, and we slipped inside.


  We crossed the room quietly, and I pressed my ear against the door.


  ...No signs of anyone outside. Slowly, I opened the door and led Shiratama-san into the hallway.


  The hallway turns left at the end.


  Peeking around the corner, I saw a long corridor with a staircase descending a few meters ahead.


  Beyond that, further down the hallway, are the waiting rooms from which we have just escaped.


  Once we get down the stairs, we will be right near the entrance. If we brace ourselves to be seen, the two of us can make a run for it.


  The problem is the group of middle-aged women gathered around Yanami in front of the stairs. And there are more of them now.


  "Riko-chan, you've grown so much!"


  "You've become so strong, like a completely different person. Your auntie is so relieved."


  …It seems like the beans haven't been spilled yet. At that moment, Yanami and I locked eyes.


  Yanami's glare was full of silent complaints. Don't look at me like that.


  I slowly shook my head and subtly pointed behind myself, indicating she should stay put.


  Yanami, who had been about to move toward us, suddenly stopped.


  She seemed to understand the situation and tilted her head.


  I pointed subtly toward the staircase. Yanami froze.


  Then, steeling herself and closing her eyes, Yanami took a deep breath and then opened them with resolve.


  "Hey! Since we're here, why don't we go see onee-chan in her wedding dress?"


  She said it in her own natural voice, loud and clear.


  The women froze for a moment, surprised.


  "Ara, Riko-chan, what happened? Your voice just changed all of a sudden…"


  "That's right. You should sound a bit more refined now that you're in Tsuwabuki."


  "But I do want to see Minori-chan in her dress!"


  The group, now lively again, surrounded Yanami and began moving down the hallway, away from the staircase.


  The escape route to the stairs- cleared.


  I exchanged a nod with Shiratama-san, and we quickly made our way toward the staircase. Yanami, I won't forget your sacrifice.


  Fortunately, the stairs are empty. We dashed down them and headed straight for the entrance- only for me to suddenly stop in my tracks. Shiratama-san bumped into my back with a soft thud.


  "What's wrong? We should just rush through even if someone sees us."


  "I know, but-"


  I peeked around the corner cautiously, with Shiratama-san following my lead. She quickly pulled back, her face pale.


  "Dad…!"


  Indeed, standing near the entrance and engaged in conversation is Shiratama-san's father. We might have walked right into him had I not seen his photo beforehand.


  Shiratama-san was so startled that she placed her hand on her chest, taking deep breaths to calm down.


  "We definitely can't let him see you. We'll have to wait until he leaves."


  "Ah, yes, I understand."


  …Wait a second. The person Shiratama-san's father is talking to is the venue manager. I recognized him from the tour.


  And if I remember correctly, the bride is supposed to enter the chapel with her father during the ceremony.


  There are 25 minutes left until the start of the ceremony.


  In other words, Shiratama-san's father's next destination is likely the bride's room on the second floor.


  The voices are getting closer to the stairs.


  I'm familiar with the voices of the young men. They are the venue staff.


  "Prez!"


  Shiratama-san, her face pale, grabbed onto my clothes.


  …Shit. The only option is to go back upstairs if we want to run, but we'll be trapped with nowhere to go.


  I have to find a way to get Shiratama-san out of here, even if it's just her-


  A trembling yell roared through the surroundings in the next second.


  


  "E-Excuse me! D-Did someone see a c-cat running in h-here!?"
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  It's Komari.


  Komari's shaky voice drew everyone's attention.


  Peeking out to assess the situation, I saw Komari burst into the entrance, ignoring everyone's attempts to stop her and plant herself firmly in front of Shiratama-san's father.


  Shiratama-san's father looked puzzled, yet tried to reassure her with a gentle smile.


  "Please calm down, lady. Did a cat run in here? I didn't see it, but what does it look like?"


  "I-It's a very g-greedy cat! I-It will eat all the f-food in front of it! We need to c-catch it, quick!"


  That's just Yanami.


  But the Yanacat has made enough of an impact.


  The venue manager began calling out to the nearby staff, gathering information about this supposed cat.


  "Ah! I-It ran that way! T-To the kitchen! We have t-to catch it!"


  "My my, no need to push so hard."


  Komari, pushing Shiratama-san's father in the opposite direction from where we were, led him away.


  The venue staff, now distracted, started heading toward the kitchen, chasing after the nonexistent cat.


  -We have a window for a split second.


  Footsteps are closing in from upstairs.


  There was no time to hesitate. I grabbed Shiratama-san's hand and bolted for the entrance.


  We dashed past guests, bursting out of the building into the open air.


  People in the parking lot turned to stare, astonished.


  A bride, being dragged along by a man, had just come flying out of the venue.


  We are certainly drawing attention, but we can't afford to worry about that.


  We headed along the wall, aiming for the gap between the buildings- and then Shiratama-san suddenly pulled my hand.


  "Wait, my shoe-"


  I turned back to see a lone white shoe lying in front of the venue.


  Venue staff came rushing out in the split second I hesitated.


  This commotion isn't going unnoticed, after all.


  Without thinking, I scooped Shiratama-san up into my arms and took off running.


  "Prez!?"


  Still carrying her bridal style, I dashed into the narrow space between the buildings.


  She's heavier than Kaju, but she feels as light as a feather compared to Yanami.


  Without slowing down, I leaped through the gap in the hedge that Asagumo-san had coincidentally discovered earlier.


  "Kya!"


  With Shiratama-san's cute scream ringing in my ears, I kept running without stopping-


  *


  I looked up at the ceiling, panting heavily in the Drama Club room at Kirinoki High School.


  Did we make it…?


  After diving into the hedge, it was all a blur. I didn't look back, just ran as fast as I could.


  We have made it here somehow, but my arms and waist are screaming in protest.


  "…You can put me down now, you know?"


  "Huh!?"


  Snapping back to reality, I realized I was still holding Shiratama-san. I quickly set her down on the floor.


  "Uh, sorry about that. Are you hurt?"


  "No, not at all. You protected me, Prez."


  I listened carefully, trying to sense any movement around us. There are no signs of anyone nearby.


  The only sounds were the distant shouts of the sports teams and the steady notes of brass instruments-


  "It doesn't seem like anyone's following us."


  "Indeed. We should be safe now."


  Shiratama-san reached up and plucked a leaf from my hair.


  Here we are, alone in a dimly lit classroom, just the two of us, with her still in her wedding dress.


  Feeling a bit embarrassed, I scratched my cheek and took a step back.


  "We only have 15 minutes left. You should change quickly."


  "But it seems a shame to take it off after all that effort."


  Looking down at her dress with a wistful expression, Shiratama-san spun around gracefully.


  The sequins on her dress sparkled in the dim room.


  "Does it look good on me?"


  "Uh, didn't you ask me that already?"


  "I want to hear it again."


  She's being awfully persistent. Resigning myself, I nodded.


  "Yeah, it suits you."


  "And what does that mean?"


  Shiratama-san leaned in, looking up at me expectantly. This is one of those situations where there's no escape until I say what she wants to hear.


  I'm a refined dating sim enjoyer, after all.


  "Alright, fine. You're cute. But I'm not saying it again."


  I answered brusquely, trying to hide my embarrassment. To my surprise, Shiratama-san's expression turned unexpectedly serious.


  Shiratama-san stood in front of me and extended her arms toward me before saying-


  


  "Shall we kiss?"


   


  


  
    
      [image: ]
    


    
  


  


   


  …Ha? A kiss?


  That's something that happens in the final volume of a classic rom-com. Though lately, some series push the boundaries and do it in the first chapter-


  Wut!? A kiss!? Here!? And now!?


  I jumped back with more force than I expected, startled.


  "Shiratama-san!? That's not something you should say, even as a joke!"


  "...So you're not doing it?"


  She tilted her head cutely, blinking.


  "Ah, yeah, I won't…"


  "I see. You won't, huh?"


  Shiratama-san let her arms drop, looking a bit deflated.


  ...Wait, hold on. Was she actually serious about this? Was this going to be my final volume moment?


  As I stood there in shock, Shiratama-san turned her back to me and headed toward the changing area's curtain.


  "Well then, I'll go change. I'll be a good girl and attend the ceremony."


  "...Right."


  No, no, why would I take her seriously? It was just a joke from a kouhai.


  I might’ve gotten accused of sexual harassment and got a bad end if I took it seriously.


  While I nodded to myself, trying to shake off the thoughts, Shiratama-san looked over her shoulder at me as she opened the curtain.


  "You know, Prez. You're actually…"


  "Eh, what!?"


  My voice cracked, and Shiratama-san chuckled softly.


  "Quite a wuss, aren't you?"


  With that, she disappeared behind the curtain.


  *


  Ding…


  The soft electronic chime from my phone pulled me back from the shallow waters of sleep.


  Right after Shiratama-san had changed into her uniform and headed off to her sister's wedding, I collapsed onto the sofa, utterly exhausted.


  The last thing I remembered was my thoughts trailing off into sleep, so I must've dozed off without realizing it.


  As I rubbed my eyes and sat up, a blazer from Tsuwabuki High slipped off my shoulders and fell to the floor. It seemed someone had draped it over me while I slept. Considering I'm already wearing a blazer, I must have been double-layered in them.


  Thinking that, I picked up the blazer. The familiar, comforting size makes it clear that it belongs to Yanami…


  I checked my phone and saw that I hadn't been asleep for even an hour. As I skimmed through the flood of notifications, it seemed the mission had been completed despite a few accidents.


  Asagumo-san and Prez are currently retrieving the equipment they have planted around the area.


  I didn't fully understand the details, but apparently, getting caught could lead to some severe issues with radio laws and other legal concerns.


  …So, what now?


  Shiratama-san has decided to continue hiding her feelings for Tanaka-sensei and to be a good little sister-in-law. And if she ends up joining the Literature Club, our future would be secure.


  As I stood up and placed Yanami's blazer back on the rack, I noticed the curtain in the changing area moving slightly.


  "Nukumizu-kun, are you alone right now…?"


  "Huh, you're here, Yanami-san? Thanks for putting the blazer on me."


  Glad I didn't say anything weird to myself.


  While I sighed in relief, Yanami quietly called out again.


  "...Hey. Come over here for a second."


  Huh? Into the curtain?


  "No way. I'm not going in while you're changing."


  "I'm fully dressed. It's fine. Just come in."


  …Then why aren't you coming out?


  I couldn't figure it out, but arguing seemed like a hassle. I pulled back the curtain, and the sight before me left me speechless.


  There stands Yanami, wearing Shiratama-san's wedding dress.


  She looked down shyly, her white dress swaying slightly.


  Compared to Shiratama-san, her more prominent bust pushed the dress beyond its intended design, almost bursting at the seams.


  "Eh? Why are you wearing-"


  


  "...Take it off for me."


  


  What?! Am I still dreaming!?


  I'm scared. This is more like a nightmare. Yanami slowly raised her head.


  Faint tears are welling up in her eyes.


  "No, how about you ask someone-"


  "I was curious and tried it on, but now I can't get it off! Do something, Nukumizu-kun!"


  …Wat?


  "The zipper on the back won't budge! I think the dress shrunk after I put it on! It happens all the time, so I'm sure that's what's going on!"


  Is that so? Does this happen often? This nightmare still hasn't ended then.


  "Alright. I'll go get Asagumo-san and the others, so just stay here, Yanami-san."


  "Wait! You want me to live with this kind of embarrassment? I don't want anyone else to know!"


  But it's okay if I do?


  Yanami turned around, lifting her hair to expose the zipper on her back.


  "Hurry up and pull it down. PULL. IT. DOWN."


  Eh…? Are we really doing this?


  Honestly, I don't want to do it, but I can't exactly refuse. Despite my looks, I'm pretty good at reading the mood.


  I placed my left finger next to the zipper and slowly started to pull it down with my right hand-


  "Uwah, it's completely stuck. It won't budge at all."


  "That can't be right. Nukumizu-kun, are you just too weak?"


  …I could just leave her behind and go home.


  But a samurai's kindness made me give it another try, putting more effort into pulling the zipper down, slowly revealing more skin. I averted my eyes a little, feeling awkward.


  Then, the zipper stopped midway, refusing to move any further.


  "What's wrong? Just pull it all the way down."


  "Hold up. The zipper's caught on something blue underneath..."


  "...Something blue?"


  Yanami paused for a moment, then let out a scream that sounded almost like a cry.


  "Wait!? That's my bra-"


  Huh!? This blue thing is underwear!? Now that I think about it, I do see some hooks.


  "Shit. I'll go get someone-"


  "No! I don't wear underwear under my clothes! It's not a bra!"


  Isn't that even more embarrassing?


  But if she insists it's not her underwear, then leaving now would only make me seem overly conscious of it, which would be even worse. I braced myself and continued with this nightmare scenario.


  "No looking, Nukumizu-kun! And no touching either!"


  "Yeah, I don't want to touch it either-"


  "What? I wash my clothes, you know!? Please! I'll let you touch it. Just get it off me!"


  I really don't want to. Why do I have to touch someone else's underwear?


  But we're not going anywhere at this rate.


  "Yanami-san, do you have any butter or margarine?"


  "Huh, what? Are you going to eat me up?"


  No. I'm not you.


  "You smear the butter on the zipper to make it slide easier. But it's not like you would have butter on you-"


  "Ah, I do have a pack in my bag."


  Why? But now's not the time to question it.


  With the help of Yanami's butter, the nightmare finally came to an end not long after.


  *


  ...I'm exhausted. This was three times more tiring than dealing with Shiratama-san's situation.


  As I slumped into the sofa, completely drained, Yanami, now dressed back in her uniform, plopped down beside me.


  "...I've been defiled."


  That's misleading. If anything, you're the one who defiled me.


  Yanami fiddled with the ribbon on her chest for a while before sighing and speaking up.


  "How did you convince Shiratama-chan?"


  "What do you mean-"


  "She was about to do something reckless, wasn't she? Something must have happened for her to back down so easily."


  It's not really a big deal, but it's not exactly something I want to share, either…


  I chose my words carefully.


  "...Well, if I have to say, I guess she realized now isn't the right time."


  "...You mean like she's postponing it?"


  "Yeah, something like that."


  …Postponing. Making a decision isn't always the solution.


  There's a moment when the answers you don't have now might come. It could be next year, or it could be tomorrow.


  When that time comes, you might not even realize it, and by then, what you're holding onto now might just be a memory.


  I don't trust who I am at this moment.


  That's why I don't despair about the future, and I don't get overly hopeful either.


  Shiratama-san might one day steal Tanaka-sensei away, or she might find a new love.


  Things will turn out as they are meant to, and they will only turn out that way.


  The only responsibility we can truly hold is for ourselves in the here and now-


  Yanami gave me a deadpan look as I was lost in thought.


  "Eh? What?"


  "...Hey, Nukumizu-kun, you didn't take advantage of the mood and try anything weird with Shiratama-chan, did you?"


  "Of course not-"


  I started to respond, but then Shiratama-san's deep, captivating eyes flashed through my mind.


  


  -Shall we kiss?


  


  It was just a whim. Take it seriously, and you'll regret it. That's who Riko Shiratama is.


  "Wait, something did happen, didn't it!? Did you make a move on her? Seriously?"


  "No, I didn't! I turned her down-"


  "What!? What do you mean by that!?"


  Shit, I let that slip. Yanami's face twisted into a furious expression as she grabbed my tie.


  This is bad- at this rate, I'm going to look like a bad guy who made a move on a kouhai.


  As I struggled to think of an excuse, I noticed a pair of eyes on us. I glanced over at the classroom door.


  There stand Asagumo-san and Prez, both with amused, knowing grins plastered on their faces.


  "Thank you for the food." (x2)


  Yanami and I hurriedly shouted back in perfect sync.


  


  "We're not like that!"


  Epilogue: Riko Shiratama, Class 1-F


  Five days have passed since then. Looking back, it's hard to believe how reckless we were.


  I always aimed to keep a low profile to avoid causing any ripples in my school life.


  And yet, here I am, already tangled up in such a mess right at the beginning of my second year-


  With those thoughts in mind, I parked my bike next to the entrance of my house.


  


  -Two weeks of temporary club suspension.


  


  That was the punishment handed down to the Literature Club.


  I thought we had managed to get through everything without getting caught, but I had forgotten entirely about Komari. Totally slipped my mind.


  Komari had stormed the wedding venue to help us escape, which, unsurprisingly, caused quite a bit of a scene.


  The venue staff were convinced it was a surprise orchestrated by Shiratama-san, so they let it slide. But the Tsuwabuki teachers who were present weren't as understanding.


  As for what a "temporary suspension" actually entails, I have no idea. None of us do.


  "I'm home~"


  I sighed as I opened the front door and saw the numerous pairs of shoes lined up in the entryway.


  Dragging my feet, I opened the door to the living room.


  "You're late, Nukumizu-kun."


  "T-Think about what you have done."


  ... All the members of the literature club gathered around the living room table.


  We can't use the club room due to the suspension. But why did my house become the new hangout spot?


  Shiratama-san quickly approached and took my bag from me.


  "Welcome back, Prez. Everyone is throwing me a welcome party today."


  "I see. Ah, I can take off the jacket myself."


  "No need to be modest. Here, I'll hang it up for you."


  Indeed, Riko Shiratama has officially joined the Literature Club.


  Having joined forces and successfully executed our plan, our bonds have grown much stronger.


  "Looks like the senpai breeze is blowing! Wind speeds exceeding 5 meters per second!"


  "I-I'm getting blown away."


  Yanami and Komari jeered at me from the side.


  Just so we're clear, this teasing is a sign of our strengthened bonds.


  That's why I don't mind that Komari is reading the manga I had hidden behind the bookshelf or that Yanami is eating my pudding without asking. It's all a sign of our close-knit relationships. Definitely.


  "Ah, Nukkun's back! Welcome home!"


  It's Yakishio walking into the living room while drying her hair with a towel. Apparently, the distance from school to my house is just right for her warm-up, so she's been dropping by more often lately.


  That's fine and all, but I would appreciate it if she didn't shower at my place. It gives me weird feelings.


  Shiratama-san handed her a glass of barley tea.


  "Here you go, Yakishio-san."


  "Thanks, Tama-chan!"


  Yakishio downed the tea in one gulp and then joined Yanami and the others at the dining table.


  Feeling somewhat out of place, I sat down on the sofa, and a sweet aroma wafted from behind me.


  "Cheesecake's ready, everyone!"


  Kaju emerged from the kitchen, holding a whole cheesecake.


  As I heard Yanami's cheers, I glanced down at my phone and noticed a message from Konuki-sensei.


  ...Apparently, regarding the temporary suspension, Konuki-sensei did a lot of behind-the-scenes work for us.


  Given the situation, it wouldn't have been surprising if we had been disbanded entirely, but it seems we were lucky that there were people at the wedding from both schools who had connections to Konuki-sensei.


  I didn't ask for more details. I'm too scared to know.


  "I'll have to thank her properly later…"


  That aside, the message from sensei included a suggestion for a home visit.


  That makes sense. As our advisor, Konuki-sensei is probably concerned about how we're handling the temporary suspension.


  Alright, I'll politely decline the visit and then grab some cheesecake.


  Just as I was typing up my response, a new email notification slid down from the top of my screen.


  ...Huh, it's from Shiratama-san.


  The email has an attached file. Judging by the title, it seems to be a novel.


  "Nukumizu-kun, hurry up, or the cake will be gone!"


  "I'll be there in a minute. You girls go ahead and start without me."


  I answered Yanami and clicked on Shiratama-san's file.


  *


  Literature Club Report


  <The Twilight Tenement's Terminator> by Riko Shiratama


  


  From the Sujikai Watchtower on the outskirts of Edo Castle, if you head south down Yatsukoji Street, you'll eventually find yourself at the fish market in Nihonbashi.


  A man is diligently moving a brush in a small room of a tenement off the main road.


  He's applying a mixture of bracken and persimmon tannin glue to the ribs of a paper umbrella.


  Once the glue was evenly applied, the man held his breath and carefully pressed the oiled paper onto the frame.


  He stared intently at the paper, then gave a slight nod of satisfaction and reached for the brush again.


  Just then, as the sky began to darken, the sound of a bell rang out.


  It's 6 PM. The time bell at Ishimachi rang.


  Oil has become expensive lately, and it would be a disaster if he made a mistake in the dim light, so the man set his brush down.


  "Yunosuke-san, I'm coming in."


  Before the words had entirely left her mouth, the sliding door was opened by a petite girl with her hair tied up.


  She looks to be around 15 or 16, her well-shaped lips slightly pouting as she steps into the earthen floor entry.


  "You came at the right time, Orin-chan. I'm broke at the moment."


  Orin's expression remained unchanged as she climbed up to the raised tatami area and sat down.


  She began inspecting each of the umbrellas stacked against the wall, opening them one by one.


  "Alright, that's three umbrellas."


  She said as she wrapped the umbrellas in a cloth and placed a single isshugin coin in their place. [TL: Coin used during the Edo period.]


  "Isn't that a bit stingy? I've got debts piling up all over."


  "You took an advance the other day. I've deducted that amount already."


  Orin's reply was cold, but seeing the look on Yunosuke's face, she seemed to soften slightly.


  She pulled another coin from her silk pouch and placed it quietly on the tatami.


  "This is just for this time."


  "Thank you. Now I can finally buy some rice."


  Yunosuke said, tucking the money into his sleeve as he glanced at Orin's face with concern.


  "What's wrong, Orin-chan?"


  "You promised to teach me arithmetic. Have you already forgotten?"


  Orin mumbled, her tone sulky. Yunosuke scratched his cheek in embarrassment.


  "…It's better if I don't step foot in Shirataya again."


  "Why? If it's about onee-chan, then-"


  Orin started to speak but bit her lip and looked down.


  ...Yunosuke was once meant to become a son-in-law at Shirataya.


  Shirataya is a store in Teruteru that sells umbrellas and wooden sandals, and for Yunosuke, the fourth son of a low-ranking Sanshu samurai family with no inheritance, it was an opportunity too good to pass up. [TL: Sanshu, an old Japanese administrative region located in modern date Aichi Prefecture.]


  Orin had never doubted that Yunosuke would become her brother-in-law- until her sister, Mino, lost her life.


  "There's no place for someone like me in a big store like Shirataya. The previous arrangement was too good to be true."


  "Big store is just a name. We're barely managing by selling umbrellas to real big stores to get by."


  Orin spoke in a mature tone, clutching the wrapped bundle of umbrellas to her chest.


  "…There's talk of marriage for me. The third son of the Sakakiya house."


  Yunosuke involuntarily held his breath. He's fifteen years older than Orin and still thinks of her as a child.


  Yet here she is, already of marriageable age-


  "I see. I hope it goes well."


  Sakakiya is a well-known kimono shop in Nihonbashi.


  Lately, they have been doing well as purveyors to the shogunate, making them a suitable match by all accounts.


  Hearing Yunosuke's indifferent response, Orin quietly stood up.


  "…The next batch of materials will be sent tomorrow. Don't be late."


  Without another word, she left the room, leaving Yunosuke alone, staring at the shoji door left ajar.


  In his mind, Mino remains just as she had been three years ago.


  And for Yunosuke, time has stopped at that point as well.


  "Oh, Orin-chan's getting married, huh?"


  A young man stepped through the door as he spoke.


  He set down the small tobacco cabinet he had been carrying on his back and pulled a kiseru pipe from his chest pocket. [TL: Those long Japanese smoking pipes you sometimes see in paintings.]


  "Nukusuke, you were listening? You've got a bad habit."


  "It's hard not to overhear in this shitty tenement."


  The tobacco seller, Nukusuke, lit his pipe and exhaled the smoke with satisfaction.


  "That third son of Sakakiya has a bad reputation. Been known for his mischief for years."


  "Is that so?"


  Yunosuke replied disinterestedly as he began to tidy up his umbrella-making tools.


  "The family tried to straighten him out by sending him to a swordsmanship dojo, but it backfired. He ended up falling in with an even worse crowd. Shirataya's master sure got himself a bad one."


  Yunosuke's hands had stopped moving entirely. Nukusuke shrugged and extended a hand.


  "As a favor to an old comrade, I'll give you a discount if you want me to dig into it."


  "You're charging a poor man?"


  Yunosuke muttered, but he still reached into his sleeve and handed Nukusuke a coin.


  "Thanks. I'll put the rest on your tab."


  Taking the coin, Nukusuke slung the tobacco cabinet over his shoulder and turned to leave, but not before glancing back at Yunosuke.


  "What's wrong? Why don't you return to what you used to do? The blood on your sword won't wash away just by sitting here."


  Yunosuke shook his head and pointed to the swords leaning against the wall.


  "The real swords were pawned off long ago. What's left there is just bamboo."


  "Is that so? Then again, your eyes still have the same look they did back then."


  Nukusuke left without another word, disappearing as quietly as he had come.


  …How much time has passed since then?


  Once he was sure that Nukusuke was gone, Yunosuke lifted the worn tatami mat, revealing a hidden compartment beneath it.


  From within, he retrieved a sword.


  It's the Mikawa no Kuni Kanetsugu, a blade given to him by his father when he left their homeland.


  The grip, worn from use, fit perfectly in his hand as if it were part of him.


  He had vowed never to use it again. Or rather, he had convinced himself that he would never need to.


  "…There are things you just can't forget."


  He murmured, almost theatrically, as he felt the gears of time within him begin to turn once more.


  *


  A period novel, huh? It's surprisingly well-written. Well-written, yes, but the characters' names and the setting- it's better not to dig too deep into those. It's a little unnerving…


  "Prez, you read my story, didn't you?"


  A voice whispered in my ear, making me jump. I turned to find Shiratama-san standing beside me.


  "How long have you been there?"


  "Who knows? How long do you think?"


  She walked around the sofa and sat down next to me, her movements light and graceful.


  "It made me happy because I wanted you to be the first to read my work. My first time is yours."


  -This girl definitely said it on purpose.


  The way she moves, the choice of words- everything about this girl is calculated.


  I know that. I know it all too well, and that's precisely why the mature response is to play along.


  I'm aware of the sweet, milky scent she's wearing today and the fact that her skirt is just a little shorter than usual. I know all of it. So go ahead, spin me around as much as you like.


  But contrary to my resolve, Shiratama-san suddenly adopted a more somber tone.


  "...It was such a beautiful wedding that day."


  Her usual smile was gone, replaced by a simple, genuinely happy expression.


  "Onee-chan and my brother-in-law looked so happy. Seeing them like that made me feel delighted-"


  Kaju's pouring tea for everyone at the table behind us.


  Shiratama-san glanced in that direction, then leaned closer, whispering softly in my ear.


  "I would've been even happier if you hadn't run away, Prez."


  …She got me.


  But let's not get the wrong idea here. As the president, I was just doing my duty- this isn't to say that my heart was truly stolen.


  That said, it's hard not to be a little swayed when an adorable new club member acts like this.


  "Oh, by the way, would you like to see a picture of onee-chan?"


  Whether she was aware of her effect on me or not, Shiratama-san pulled out her phone and showed me the screen.


  Displayed there is a photo of her sister in a wedding dress, standing beside Tanaka-sensei in his tuxedo.


  Her sister, who bears a striking resemblance to Shiratama-san, is dressed in a long, elegant gown, standing close to Tanaka-sensei. In her hands is a white bouquet-


  "Eh? This is-"


  The bouquet held by Minori Tanaka in the photo was the very one Shiratama-san had been making in the clubroom.


  We had left it behind at the venue when we made our escape, and yet, here it was in her sister's hands.


  Eh? Does that mean her sister knew already? How much does she know…?


  I looked up in surprise, only to find myself staring into Shiratama-san's eyes.


  "I can't win against onee-chan. She's going to be a tough opponent."


  She said this with a light laugh.


  After a soft giggle, Shiratama-san's expression turned serious again.


  "…I think I've started to understand a little why I feel so calm when I'm around you, Prez."


  "Huh? Calm? What do you mean-"


  I stammered, repeating her words like a fool, and Shiratama-san's eyes crinkled slightly in a small smile.


  "There was an empty lot near our house, filled with pampas grass. When we were little, the three of us would play hide and seek there. In the fall, when the pampas grass withered, it would give off a scent that reminded me of my brother-in-law. Onee-chan and I used to laugh about it."


  Shiratama-san sniffed the air lightly, almost subconsciously.


  "You smell just like that withered pampas grass, Prez. It's a very calming scent."


  …Wait, I smell like withered pampas grass? Am I dying or something?


  "Onee-chan has moved out now, and I can't rely on my brother-in-law any more. It feels kind of lonely. So, you know-"


  She placed her fingertips gently on my knee and leaned in close to my ear.


  


  "-I would be thrilled if you became my onii-chan, Prez."


  


  Huh, after the older sister play comes the little sister play? I mean, I'm used to being a big brother…


  Just then, a chill ran down my spine, like a block of ice had been placed against my back. I sense a thirst for blood!


  "...Onii-sama, would you care for some tea?"


  "Huh!?'


  Somehow, Kaju appeared behind me, holding a teacup and teapot, her smile both sweet and terrifying.


  My body felt as cold as winter, yet a single bead of sweat trickled down my forehead.


  "...U-Uh, yeah, I'll have some since you made it."


  I stammered, accepting the cup with trembling hands. Kaju then began pouring the tea from an unusually high position with an unsettling calmness.


  The tea made a perfect arc as steam billowed around us, and a thick fog formed in the air.


  The tea filled the cup to the brim, and just when it seemed like it would spill over, Kaju stopped with precise timing.


  "Alright, onii-sama. Please enjoy it while it's hot."


  "Ah, yes, I'll enjoy it…"


  With the tea precariously balanced on the edge of overflowing, I cautiously brought the cup to my lips.


  It had been steaming just moments ago, yet somehow, the tea is now icy cold. How is that even possible…?


  As I shivered and sipped the frigid tea, Shiratama-san spoke up with a bright smile.


  "You care about your brother so much, Kaju-chan. I wish I had an onii-chan like that."


  "That's unfortunate. Onii-sama's only little sister is Kaju. Please don't feel too disappointed."


  "Well, I guess I'll have to settle for being a kouhai for now."


  "Yes, please do your best to endure that. Forever."


  "Hehe, you're so cute, Kaju-chan."


  Smile, smile, smile. The two of them exchanged warm smiles.


  It's supposed to be a heartwarming scene, but why are my hands shaking so damn much…?


  Right, those three idiots- if anyone could break the tension, it would be them.


  I glanced over, desperate for help, but they were already heading out the door.


  "Hold up, where are you all going?"


  "Nukumizu-kun, I'm starving, so I'm heading to the convenience store!"


  "I've got to get back to practice!"


  "N-Nukumizu, make sure you buy the n-next volume of that m-manga."


  With those parting words, the three girls waved goodbye and exited the room. These girls bailed on me.


  As despair set in, Kaju plopped down onto my lap with a soft thud.


  Shiratama-san smiled at the sight, her expression full of cheer.


  "Prez, you seem pretty close with Kaju-chan."


  "Yes, we are very close. Right, onii-sama?"


  "Uh, yeah, right…"


  I mumbled awkwardly, my eyes fixed on the surface of the tea.


  


  Riko Shiratama, Class 1-F.


  A somewhat peculiar addition to the Literature Club as its fifth member.


  And so, the new chapter of the Literature Club began, marking the start of what is sure to be an eventful year.


  
    Afterword


    Nukumizu-kun and the gang have successfully moved up to the second year, marking the beginning of a new chapter in their school lives.


    With the addition of a cute new club member, the Literature Club is livelier than ever. Please look forward to what's in store for them!


    Once again, I must extend my deepest apologies to Imigimuru-sensei and my editor, Iwassa-shi. (This is an ongoing situation, by the way.)


    …If only I could have gotten the manuscript done more promptly. I deeply regret that.


    I believe the anime will be aired already by the time this volume is released.


    To see a story born from 20,000-yen and a used laptop reach audiences around the world, thanks to the incredible talents of top-tier creators and the support of readers like you, is beyond words.


    And I'm still using the same laptop to write my manuscripts, by the way.


    It seems "Made in Japan" is still king, huh?


    
 

    Although I participated in the anime script meetings remotely, I'm certain I must have been a bit of a nuisance- being an amateur among a group of seasoned professionals.


    Yet, despite that, they listened to me patiently and showed the utmost respect for the original work.


    I can't thank the entire team enough for creating such a divine anime while also dealing with this clumsy author.


    …And I have a confession to make.


    I was a huge fan of a certain rom-com manga that was brilliantly adapted into an anime before winning the award.


    While watching that anime, I dreamed, "Wouldn't it be amazing if these people could bring my work to life someday…" Little did I know the team responsible for that beloved anime was the same team that brought my own work to life.


    You might think, "Could such a thing really happen?" Well, it did.


    I'm convinced that I must have defeated a demon king or something in my past life for this to happen. Surely, people are saying, "That's exactly what Amamori would have done."


    I've used up all my world-saving karma, so I'll have no regrets if I'm reborn as a water flea in my next life.


    Even after the anime ends, there will be BD releases and events to look forward to.


    Indeed, the time has come to use this phrase:


    The fun has just begun!

  


  
    Extra: Alike Minds Don't Mix


    Asami Gondou, a third-year student at Momozono Middle School.


    She found herself spending her weekend at the Machinaka Library near Toyohashi Station.


    As a student preparing for high school entrance exams, she had planned a study session with a friend who shared the same goal, but the two had already relocated to the cafe on the lower floor. Her friend, Kaju Nukumizu, had been sighing so much that studying seemed out of the question.


    "Nuku-chan, did something happen with your brother?"


    As Asami, affectionately known as "Gon-chan", brought up the topic, Kaju's eyes widened in surprise.


    "Wow! How did you know it was about onii-sama, Gon-chan?"


    Gon-chan responded with a smile, pouring some herbal tea into a cup.


    The herbs used in the tea are grown in the rooftop garden of the library, and it has become one of her recent favorites.


    "I don't know what happened, but why don't you tell me?"


    "Well, you see, a new member just joined the Literature Club that onii-sama is in."


    Kaju sipped her orange juice through a straw.


    "That's great, right? Didn't you say no one was coming to check out the club recently?"


    "Yeah, I'm delighted someone joined, honestly. But, but that person..."


    Kaju let out a long, deep sigh.


    "-isn't a great fit for onii-sama."


    Gon-chan paused, her hand hovering over the herbal tea cup.


    They were supposed to be talking about the new club member, so why did Kaju suddenly bring up her brother's partner?


    "Is that person dating your brother?"


    "They aren't dating!"


    Kaju shot to her feet, the sudden motion causing a loud clatter. Noticing the curious glances from the other patrons, she awkwardly sat back down.


    "...Kaju wouldn't oppose onii-sama finding a wonderful partner, you know? Kaju would actually support it."


    "So, you would be okay if your brother dated someone else in the club?"


    Kaju smiled and nodded.


    "Of course! Kaju would be happy for them. Yakishio-san is bright and beautiful, Komari-san is smart and is good at taking care of housework, and Yanami-san enjoys her food with such enthusiasm."


    Gon-chan tilted her head slightly as she inhaled the herbal tea's fragrance.


    "Then why is this new member not okay?"


    "It's just that…"


    Kaju gripped her glass with both hands, slowly shaking her head.


    
 

    "That person's role is…overlapping with Kaju's."


    
 

    Overlapping? It's not a concept Gon-chan hears often in real life, so she took a sip of her herbal tea to calm her thoughts.


    "...I see. She's…overlapping, huh?"


    That was all she could manage to say, but Kaju nodded vigorously as if it were the most natural thing in the world.


    "Onii-sama already has Kaju, right?"


    "He does?"


    "He does."


    Kaju cleared her throat dramatically.


    "You wouldn't buy another bed if you already have one in your room, would you? There's no need for her to exist if he has Kaju."


    "But you're his little sister, and she's his kouhai. So, it's okay if you two overlap, right?"


    Kaju pouted in protest.


    "Gon-chan, that's not the point. What Kaju is saying is, if he's okay with her, then he might as well be okay with Kaju-"


    "Nuku-chan! Here, say ahh!"


    This needed to stop before it went any further.


    Gon-chan quickly scooped a spoonful of milk pudding and fed it to Kaju.


    "Is it tasty?"


    "It's delicious! They use a different kind of milk, right?"


    "Maybe you should make some for your dear onii-sama next time."


    "Yeah, Kaju will give it a try. Let's buy the ingredients."


    Kaju stood up and headed toward the register. As Gon-chan watched her go, she let out a small sigh of relief.


    
 

    They say that similar people tend to clash.


    But if they could get past that, they might actually get along better than anyone expected, or so she hoped…


    
 

    As Gon-chan inhaled the aroma of her second cup of herbal tea, her thoughts drifted to the new member of the Literature Club, whom she had yet to meet.


    



    

  


  Bookwalker Special Intermission: S-san Looks Like She Wants to Join in


  *This contains spoilers, so please read it after finishing Vol.7.


  


  One day after school. At the Nukumizu residence in a certain part of the city.


  Three Tsuwabuki High School girls gathered in a room on the second floor.


  "Uh, are we allowed to be here? This is Prez's room, right?"


  The hesitant voice belonged to the new club member, Riko Shiratama. As she cautiously looked around the room, the veteran member Anna Yanami crossed her arms and responded.


  "The president is supposed to sacrifice everything for the sake of the Literature Club in exchange for his power. And since the president isn't here, the VP holds the highest authority. Komari-chan, if you would."


  Komari, now under Yanami's watchful gaze, steeled her expression and declared with determination.


  "F-From this moment on, this room shall be the Literature Club's second club room!"


  …Kazuhiko Nukumizu's room has turned into the Literature Club's room from this second onward.


  No one can stop them since the room's owner isn't home yet.


  Yanami clapped her hands together with a loud smack.


  "Alright, let's get started. First, we need to check out Nukumizu-kun's collection of unusual manga and light novels."


  "L-Let's end him for good."


  The two senpais began rummaging through the room while Shiratama watched nervously from the sidelines.


  "B-But I heard that the President keeps anything he doesn't want at home in the clubroom."


  Yanami and Komari, who had been opening CD cases, froze at Shiratama's words.


  "True. He keeps the little sister-themed light novels he doesn't want his family to see in the clubroom."


  "T-Trash…"


  "Then what exactly are we looking for…?"


  Shiratama asked, tilting her head in confusion.


  "If he keeps it in the clubroom, it means he's okay with the possibility of us finding it. So for Nukumizu-kun, his sister complex isn't something he hides from others."


  Shiratama nodded slightly, still unsure. Yanami then leaned in with a smug look on her face.


  "But what do you think he does with the things he doesn't want even us to see?"


  "...So, he has hidden them somewhere in this room?"


  Komari nodded and approached the bookshelf with a long ruler in hand.


  "B-Behind here, for example-"


  She slid the ruler behind the bookshelf and began moving it up and down. 


  Suddenly, a manga volume tumbled out from the back.


  With a sly grin, Komari picked up the volume while Yanami and Shiratama leaned in to see the cover.


  "Huh, so Nukumizu-kun is into this kind of stuff."


  "Wow, this is quite lewd."


  "T-That guy should r-really go die."


  Komari muttered, then plopped down on the study chair and started flipping through the manga.


  "...Komari-senpai, you're actually going to read that?"


  "M-Manga isn't g-guilty of anything!"


  Indeed, there's nothing wrong with manga. It doesn't have any adult content markers, so it's perfectly fine for a high school student to read it.


  Having finished going through the CD and game cases, Yanami crossed her arms and looked around the room.


  "Hmm, so it's not here."


  "Are you still looking for something?"


  "Nukumizu-kun definitely has some hidden treasure- media with valuable images. There's no way he wouldn't."


  "If it's images, wouldn't they be on his computer or phone?"


  "Oh, is that where you keep yours, Shiratama-chan?"


  Shiratama kept her smile but averted her gaze, clearly dodging the question.


  Yanami, picking up on the shift in the atmosphere, but chose to let it slide.


  "Nukumizu-kun is such an otaku that he's obsessed with having the 'real thing'. Just the other day, he was hiding an SD card under the carpet. I'm sure he has something like that stashed somewhere."


  Hearing this, Shiratama's interest seemed piqued. She put her index fingers to her temples, thinking hard.


  "...Well, I've heard that people often hide things under the bed mattress or inside the desk drawers."


  "Nah, those spots are off-limits. Imouto-chan does regular inspections there, so it's unlikely."


  "Eh?"


  For a brief moment, Riko Shiratama's face turned serious.


  But it seemed she decided not to delve deeper into that matter, returning to her usual cheerful expression as she stared intently at the study desk.


  "What's wrong, Shiratama-chan?"


  "That clock over there. It's stopped, right?"


  Shiratama pointed at an alarm clock featuring a blue-haired anime character holding a sword. The clock's hands aren't moving.


  Yanami shrugged casually at the sight.


  "It's broken, but Nukumizu-kun keeps it because he likes the character."


  Shiratama silently picked up the clock and removed the battery cover on the back.


  Inside, nestled in the compartment, is a single USB stick, gleaming darkly under the light.


  "...!" (x2)


  Yanami and Komari gasped in unison.


  "Hehe, looks like I've found Prez's little secret."


  Shiratama said, holding up the USB stick next to her face with a flawless smile-


  *


  "-Alright, everyone, here we go."


  "D-Do it."


  "I'm so ready."


  With Komari and Shiratama watching intently, Yanami inserted the USB stick into the laptop she had "conveniently" brought along for just such an occasion.


  


  <Please enter your password:>


  


  The words appeared in the center of the screen, and the three of them exchanged glances.


  "This thing is encrypted."


  "L-Look at that s-sneaky Nukumizu getting a-all high and mighty."


  Shiratama, meanwhile, maintained her usual cheerful demeanor, listening to their complaints with a smile.


  After a moment of hesitation, Yanami began typing on the keyboard.


  


  NU-KU-MI-ZU.


  


  She hit the Enter key with a decisive tap.


  The message "incorrect password" flashed across the screen instantly.


  Yanami tried again, inputting "KA ZU HI KO" and "TSU WA BU KI", testing words that came to mind, but none of them worked. The lock remained secure.


  


  -3 attempts remaining.


  


  The warning message appeared on the screen, and Yanami's fingers froze.


  "...We've only got three tries left. Any ideas on what the password could be?"


  "T-That guy always u-uses the name of a v-voice actor he likes."


  "But he used a VA's name last time, remember? Knowing how paranoid Nukumizu-kun is, he probably changed it."


  "T-That criminal."


  Yanami and Komari started talking shit about their absent president.


  Shiratama, who had been quietly watching the screen, tilted her head cutely.


  "Oh, there's a password hint button. Let's try pressing that."


  With a tap on the touchpad, the hint appeared: "Name".


  Yanami and Komari exchanged puzzled glances.


  Nukumizu has set someone's name as the password.


  They had already tried his own surname, so whose could it be?


  While her two senpais were frozen in thought, Shiratama quickly typed on the keyboard.


  


  SHI-RA-TA-MA.


  


  The Enter key was pressed, and the screen flashed a message: "Two attempts remaining."


  Shiratama tapped her head playfully with a smile, looking at her astonished senpais.


  "Too bad it wasn't my name."


  Yanami, snapping out of her daze, reached for the keyboard again, only for Komari to grab her hand.


  "W-Wait! There are only t-two tries left!"


  "Come on, one for me and one for you, right? Let's get this over with."


  As the two bickered, Shiratama chimed in with a seemingly innocent suggestion.


  "But it could be someone else's name. Maybe someone he's interested in from his class?"


  Yanami shrugged dumbfoundedly.


  "Nukumizu-kun doesn't even have that many friends. It's got to be one of our club members."


  Subtly insulting the other two, Yanami's gaze drifted towards the 'Y' key.


  "Let's just try my name and then Komari-chan's-"


  "Aren't you going to try Yakishio-senpai's name?"


  Yanami shook her head slowly, almost as if in resignation.


  "Uh, let's not try Remon-chan's name…"


  Shiratama's eyes widened in curiosity.


  "If her name is indeed the password, it would just be…too real. It would be creepy."


  "Y-Yeah, t-that would be g-gross."


  "...Definitely feels like we would be seeing something we weren't supposed to."


  Shiratama agreed with a firm nod.


  It's not about logic. It's about a gut feeling, a sense of unease that they can't quite shake.


  As the three girls fell into an uneasy silence, they suddenly heard the sound of footsteps approaching in the hallway.


  The lively, almost noisy way of walking is unmistakable.


  With a bang, the door swung open, and Yakishio entered the room, towel-drying her hair as she stepped inside.


  "Oh, everyone's here. What are you girls doing in Nukkun's room?"


  She asked, tossing the towel aside and plopping down energetically onto the bed.


  Yanami turned the laptop screen towards Yakishio, showing her the USB interface.


  "We're exposing Nukumizu-kun's evil schemes."


  "That sounds so fun!"


  "Right? It's outrageous that the president would keep secrets from us."


  "Yeah, that's why I don't like this part of Nukkun."


  As the two continued chatting about Nukumizu, Komari, seizing the opportunity, quickly typed something into the password field.


  


  KO-MA-RI.


  


  The message "1 attempt remaining" appeared on the screen.


  Komari, startled by Yanami's sharp glance, quickly retreated to a corner of the room.


  "Eh, Komari-chan, did you just put in your own name?"


  "I-I just thought I w-would give it a t-try…"


  Komari stammered, turning her back to the others and staring intently at her smartphone.


  Yakishio, watching this scene unfold, tilted her head in confusion.


  "What's going on? You can't figure out the password?"


  "Yeah, we figured out it's someone's name, but we haven't been able to guess which one."


  With only one attempt left, Yanami steeled herself and moved her finger toward the 'Y' key-


  "Oh, so you put a name here?"


  Yakishio stood up and walked over to the laptop before letting her slender, tanned fingers fly across the keyboard.


  She typed in NU-KU-MI-ZU.


  "Huh!? Remon-chan, we've tried that already-"


  


  -The device is now fully locked. Formatting required.


  


  "It says it's fully locked. What does that mean?"


  Yakishio tilted her head innocently.


  Panic set in as Yanami hastily unplugged and replugged the USB stick.


  "Uh, did we mess up? Can we unlock it?"


  "I-I don't think w-we can…"


  Komari shook her head after checking her phone.


  The senpais, now enveloped in an uneasy silence, were met with Shiratama's unwavering smile.


  "Well, it can't be helped. Let's just go ahead and format it."


  Yanami seemed alarmed by the lack of doubt in Shiratama's voice.


  "But we're not supposed to break something, right? Even if that something belongs to Nukumizu-kun."


  "We can't unlock it, anyway. As compensation-"


  Shiratama pulled out her phone and snapped a quick selfie.


  "Why don't we replace the data with our photos?"


  Her unexpected proposal left the other three exchanging puzzled glances.


  Yanami nodded helplessly.


  "...I guess that works. Honestly, Nukumizu-kun should be thanking us for this."


  "I don't really get it, but it sounds like fun! Hey, Komari-chan, strike a pose!"


  "U-Uh, how s-should I…?"


  "Just do a peace sign with both hands- yep, that's perfect! So cute!"


  Yakishio said as she happily snapped away while Yanami was busy changing filters and taking selfie after selfie.


  


  …They saved their photos in the formatted USB drive after the photoshoot was over.


  Double peace signs from Komari, a handstand from Yakishio, and Yanami's carefully filtered selfies-


  As Yanami reviewed the photos on the laptop, she suddenly noticed something odd and blinked in surprise.


  "Wait, Shiratama-chan, your photo is password protected."


  "I played a little prank. I wonder if Prez can figure out the password."


  Shiratama smiled after that.


  Yanami jumped up.


  "Hold up, you didn't take a weird photo, did you!? We're talking about Nukumizu-kun, you know!?"


  "Wow, risky photos? Tama-chan, you're so bold!"


  'W-What did you take!?"


  Shiratama, faced with her senpais' anxious questioning, simply smiled and brought her index finger to her lips.


  


  "Well, I guess you'll just have to wait and see."


  



  Animate Special Intermission: The Cat VS Dog War at the Nukumizu Household


  *The following short story contains spoilers, so please read it after the main story.


  


  Leisurely moments at home.


  Sometimes, it's nice to just lounge around in front of the TV in the living room, casually watching evening news programs.


  The right amount of boredom can be relaxing.


  Right now, the TV is showing a video of a little kitten falling asleep while eating.


  This sense of relaxation perfectly encapsulates that sweet spot of boredom.


  "Prez, isn't it adorable? Look, the little kitten is so sleepy its head is bobbing up and down."


  "Hmm? Oh, yeah, kittens are pretty cute."


  Riko Shiratama, sitting beside me, clasped her hands together and smiled as she spoke.


  Even though the temporary suspension crisis for the Literature Club has been resolved, why is she still hanging around?


  I'm not really sure why, but she's been pretty gentle and cute lately, so I guess it's fine…


  "I'm so happy. I didn't know you like cats, Prez."


  "Huh? Well, I mean, most people probably like cats, right?"


  "But aren't most guys dog lovers? Or could it be that you like dogs too, Prez?"


  "Uh, if I had to pick one…"


  Shiratama-san's eyes sparkled as she looked at me expectantly.


  "...I like cats."


  "Wow, just like me! Hehe, it feels like fate."


  Shiratama-san nearly leaped with joy.


  Of course, I'm not lying. I just like cats more right now.


  "...Eh? Didn't onii-sama say he likes dogs more?"


  A sweet, innocent voice called out from behind me.


  My little sister Kaju approached with a tea tray. She set the tea down in front of us and asked curiously.


  "Uh, well, I've been thinking about switching to liking cats more lately…"


  I mumbled, trying to dodge the question, and picked up my teacup.


  "Hmm, so Prez actually likes dogs. That means we'll definitely get along well!"


  "What?" (x2)


  Shiratama-san giggled as my little sister and I both voiced our surprise in unison.


  "Actually, people often tell me I'm like a puppy. Prez, wouldn't you like to keep a puppy like me?"


  With that, Shiratama-san playfully struck a growling pose.


  Growling is something lions do, but she sounded cute, so I guess it's fine…


  …No, it's not fine. Kaju seems to be radiating some sort of ominous aura.


  "Unfortunately, pets are banned in our house since our father is allergic to them."


  Kaju smiled as she held her teacup, sitting across from Shiratama-san.


  "Yes, that's unfortunate. So, Prez, should we visit that cat café again? This time, I won't do anything like last time."


  "Uh, w-well…"


  I sneaked a glance at Kaju, who nodded with a smile.


  "It's fine, onii-sama. You can go. No problem at all."


  "...Really? Is it really okay for me to go?"


  "Of course, maintaining such fragile and fleeting relationships is important too. You might not even remember them after graduation."


  …Slurp. Kaju sipped her tea leisurely after delivering this statement.


  Shiratama-san nodded slightly with her usual smile.


  "I understand that too. Siblings can't always be together, right? You should cherish new encounters as well, Prez."


  Clink. Kaju gently set down her teacup.


  "Shiratama-senpai is right. But the bond between siblings is one that lasts a lifetime. It's a bit different compared to those fleeting and overwhelming connections."


  "Hehe, the broom might break under the weight if there are too many."


  "Indeed, at that point, you would just have to pick it up and toss it away."


  …Hehehehehehe. The two of them exchanged cheerful smiles.


  This…isn't some kind of showdown, is it? Why do I have to think about such awkward things while stuck between my little sister and a girl who doesn't like me…?


  The TV is now showing a segment on the latest dessert craze in Tokyo.


  I sipped the now cold tea, wondering what significance there was in learning about Tokyo's latest dessert trend while living in Toyohashi-


  Melonbooks Special Intermission: Bounitsuki and Inoshikacho


  *The following short story contains spoilers, so please read it after the main story.


  


  After school, in the student council room.


  The weather turned bad this afternoon, and now the only sound outside the window is the steady patter of rain.


  The kouhais have gone home already. Only the two third-year students, Yumeko Shikiya and Hibari Hokobaru, remained in the room.


  They are sitting across each other at a small table, each holding a set of cards as they play.


  This is a version of "karuta" known as "hanafuda". It's a card game that, for a time in the past, had been banned because it was associated with gambling.


  Hokobaru drew a card, matched it with one on the table, and then added it to her hand.


  "Are you sure this is okay? Just playing a game as payment for covering the study tour for me this weekend?"


  "Yes, this is…fine…"


  Shikiya flipped through the deck and drew a card with a blue ribbon design with her delicate fingers.


  Tilting her head slightly, she placed it on the table, and Hokobaru placed a card with a ribbon and a peony on top of it.


  "Aotan. I get 5 points."


  "...You're…really good at this, Hibari…"


  "Yeah, I was trained strictly by my grandfather in shogi, go, and hanafuda. And whenever I was short on pocket money, I would play with my grandfather and uncle."


  "Gambling…isn't good…"


  "Don't worry about it. It's just my way of being a good kid to the elders."


  Hokobaru smiled as she shuffled the deck.


  While dealing the cards, Hokobaru casually asked-


  "So, how was the wedding venue tour?"


  "It was…kind of interesting…"


  Shikiya said thoughtfully as she looked at her cards.


  Hokobaru nodded and then drew a card.


  "Shikiya, it's rare to see you so taken with someone. You seem to like that boy a lot."


  Shikiya's hand paused as she was about to play a card.


  "That boy…feels kind of like…Koto-san…"


  She said, placing a "Bounitsuki" card on the table.


  "He's…interesting…"


  "Interesting, huh? I can see that."


  Hokobaru picked up the card on the table and nodded slightly.


  "Well, let's go for another round of koi-koi?" [TL: Hanafuda with 2 people.]


  Facing Hokobaru's confident smile, Shikiya drew a card and then turned over another from the deck. 


  She drew "Sakuranimaku".


  Shikiya swayed slightly and then placed the card down with a snap.


  "Ameshiko. I…win…"


  Hokobaru sighed deeply, her fingers still hovering over her cards.


  "I lost. I guess greed doesn't pay off after all."


  She smiled wryly and placed her cards on the table.


  "It's not over yet, right? How about another round?"


  "Fine by me…"


  The sports clubs have ended their training early due to the rain, leaving the school unusually quiet.


  -The student council's term is nearly over.


  They won't have moments like this anymore once they begin preparing for entrance exams.


  And both of them are fully aware of this.


  With the sound of rain behind them, Hokobaru and Shikiya quietly took turns playing their cards as if they were reminiscing.


  


  [TL: I've barely heard of hanafuda, and there aren't really English terms to describe the cards and combos used, so I'm keeping the original Japanese ones. I guess the game's point system is kind of like riichi mahjong's, but honestly, you should definitely Google this if you're curious.]


  Seibunkan Special Intermission: Please Don't Eat or Drink in the Store


  After school, I headed alone to the magazine section of Seibunkan Bookstore's Toyohashi main branch.


  I came here to gather material for the <City Bookstore Guide> that the Literature Club planned to create.


  This is supposed to be a club activity, so other members are expected to show up. But I haven't seen any of them yet.


  I spotted Yanami through the glass while wandering around aimlessly.


  Instead of coming inside, she was just strolling around in the arcade outside the store.


  What is she doing…?


  With a sigh, I exited the bookstore. Yanami noticed me and gave me a small wave.


  "Good work, Nukumizu-kun, you're already here."


  She said this casually, taking a bite of her crepe.


  "We're supposed to be gathering material in the bookstore. Why are you eating a crepe?"


  I asked, half-complaining. Yanami shrugged indifferently.


  "This crepe shop usually has long lines. It would've been a waste not to buy one today since there was no line."


  There wasn't much I could do since she had already bought it- it's Yanami, after all. I silently waited for her to finish eating, but then I noticed she was staring at me.


  "Huh? What now?"


  "Here. I'll give you a bite."


  …? What does she want me to do?


  Seeing my confusion, Yanami held the crepe out toward me.


  "You want some, right? You can have a bite."


  She pushed the crepe up to my cheeks in an utter lack of manners.


  I turned away, uninterested.


  "No thanks. The part you've already eaten is all soggy, and it feels kind of gross."


  "What? I am not gross!"


  Yanami's expression suddenly changed. Shit, I think I made her mad…


  "Uh, well, I know it's not a big deal in terms of hygiene, but it's more of a mental thing- or just that it's kind of gross, you know? Also, could you not shove the part you ate at me?"


  Okay, I think I expressed that pretty tactfully.


  Yanami should understand- though her expression suggests she might not.


  Just as I was struggling with this-


  "W-What are you two a-arguing about?"


  A savior's voice cut through the tension.


  Komari stood there before we knew it. She stared at us dumbfoundedly.


  "Ohh, perfect timing. Komari, you-"


  Eh? Komari's holding a crepe as well.


  Noticing my gaze, Komari awkwardly extended her crepe toward me.


  "A-Actually, you gave me a b-bite the other day. So, uh, h-here's your r-return."


  Oh, right. Komari did take a bite of my crepe here not too long ago.


  Saying no here might hurt her feelings…


  "Alright, I'll have a bite."


  I took a small bite from the edge of her crepe.


  The crispness of the outer layer and the sweet cream blended beautifully in my mouth.


  …Ah, Yanami's giving me a weird look.


  "Hold on, what's going on?! You wouldn't eat my crepe, but you'll eat Komari-chan's?"


  "Well, Yanami-san, it's just that..."


  It's just that taking a bite here and there is a little messed up.


  "...Yours is kind of gross."


  "Mine's not gross!"


  Ah, crap, I accidentally let that slip out.


  Resigning myself to the situation, I took another bite of the crepe with chocolate and cream mixed together-
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