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    Prologue


    Six years ago, at the Usami household──


    “Look, Hii-chan, look!”


    Hikari paused the video she was watching on her computer and turned to Chikage, who had just hurried back from elementary school.


    Chikage was holding a slightly oversized cardboard box in her arms as if it were something precious.


    “What’s that, Chii-chan?”


    As Hikari approached, something white moved slightly inside the box.


    It was a white cat—a kitten, a tiny newborn kitten.


    “Wow, it’s a kitty!”


    Hikari’s eyes sparkled with excitement, but then she quickly realized this was a serious situation.


    Chikage wore an uneasy expression.


    “What should we do… I picked it up on the way home…”


    “I see…”


    Hikari looked into the box once more.


    At the bottom lay a brand-new towel—the last act of love from its previous owner.


    On top of it lay a small life, likely born at the beginning of spring. Whether it was due to its youth, sleepiness, or weakness, it barely breathed and did not meow.


    Chikage couldn’t overlook this small life that had been abandoned by the roadside.


    That’s just the kind of person Chikage is. She often acts without thinking ahead, leading to worry or regret later.


    Hikari thought it was because Chikage lacked confidence in herself.


    What one believes is right may not be right for someone else. Chikage knows this, which is why she hesitates over her choices.


    As her older sister, Hikari wondered what she could do for her timid younger sibling──


    With determination, she suggested,


    “Why don’t we ask Mom and Dad if we can keep it?”


    She said this with a smile that spread across her face as if to dispel Chikage’s anxiety.


    “Mom and Dad will say okay.”


    “Really…?”


    “I’m sure it’ll be fine. But we can’t name it yet, okay?”


    “Okay…!”


    Following Hikari’s persuasion, their parents soon gave their permission.


    They quickly took the kitten to the vet for a check-up and medication and bought food and a cage.


    Thus, a new family member was added to the Usami household.


    It was Chikage who got to name the pure white kitten──


    “I’ll call her Mashiro!”


    “Because she’s pure white?”


    “Yeah.”


    “Isn’t that a bit too casual?”


    “Not at all! Right, Mashiro?”


    Chikage smiled at the kitten, and Mashiro meowed in response.


    Thanks to Chikage’s diligent care, Mashiro, who was initially skinny, gradually grew bigger.


    Strangely, while Mashiro would meow cutely when Chikage spoke to her, she would only stare back silently when Hikari or their parents spoke.


    Mashiro would rub her forehead against Chikage’s hand when she reached out, but she kept her distance from Hikari and the others.


    Perhaps she mistook Chikage for a parent or saw her as her savior──


    It felt as if Mashiro recognized her as someone special, and that was more than enough to make Chikage happy.


    Not the genius sister, but Chikage, who was ordinary, was needed by this special friend, a member of the family.


    Mashiro was there for her.


    That fact strengthened Chikage’s heart──


    ***


    ──Six years later, in the present.


    Clack, clatter, clack, clatter──awakened by these sounds and the rocking of her body, Chikage opened her eyes.


    “──Hmm… What…?”


    Still caught in a daze, as if she were in a dream, she tried to remember where she was──


    “Ah…?”


    When she turned her face slightly, she saw Sakuto’s gentle expression close by.


    “Oh, you’re awake?”


    “Wha…!? Sakuto-kun!?”


    Chikage was startled and quickly sorted out the situation in her mind.


    It was about a week into summer vacation, and she was on her way to a vacation home destination with her boyfriend, Sakuto, and her sister, Hikari.


    They were on a local train, sitting side by side on a long seat, with Hikari, who appeared to be sleeping peacefully with her eyes closed on the other side of Sakuto.


    It seemed that the twins had fallen asleep leaning on Sakuto’s shoulder.


    “I see… I must have dozed off… and fallen asleep…”


    “It was early in the morning.”


    “Um, how long was I asleep?”


    “About thirty minutes?”


    “That long, huh…”


    Chikage suddenly felt embarrassed and looked down.


    She must have been seen sleeping by Sakuto. She wondered if she had made any strange faces.


    She had fallen asleep partly because she felt safe with Sakuto and Hikari by her side but also because she had been too excited the night before, like the eve of a school trip, and couldn’t sleep well.


    She thought she was quite composed, but it seemed her emotions had gotten the better of her.


    She still had a lot of growing up to do, Chikage thought with a self-deprecating expression.


    “I’m sorry…”


    “There’s no need to apologize. But, you were talking in your sleep.”


    Chikage’s face turned red again.


    “Eh!? What did I say…!?”


    “You said something about ‘Mashiro’… Who’s Mashiro?”


    Chikage’s mouth opened wide in surprise, but then she quickly formed a smile.


    “Who knows? ──Anyway, are you looking forward to the trip?”


    “Huh? Ah, yeah…”


    Sakuto noticed that Chikage was trying to act cheerfully, perhaps to hide something she didn’t want to remember.


    It was a gesture she showed when trying to cover up something she didn’t want to think about.


    Although he was curious, Sakuto didn’t press further since she didn’t seem to want to talk about it, and he simply maintained his smile.


    Then──


    “──Fuaaah… Sakuto, Chii-chan, good morning〜”


    Hikari also woke up while rubbing her sleepy eyes.


    “Good morning. Though it’s almost noon.”


    “Hii-chan, you have a serious case of bedhead!”


    “Eh? …Where, where!?”


    In a fluster, Hikari took out her compact mirror and desperately tried to fix her sticking-up side hair, causing Sakuto and Chikage to burst into laughter at the sight.


    “Sakuto-kun, are we almost there?”


    “About ten more minutes, I guess?”


    “What kind of place is it?”


    “That’ll be part of the surprise when we get there.”


    Sakuto had not gone into detail about the town where their vacation home was located.


    The reason was that the town they were heading to was a very unique place, and he wanted to keep it as a little surprise for the two of them.


    He wasn’t one to tease, but he was looking forward to seeing their eyes sparkle with excitement.


    “What’s the name of the station we’re getting off at?”


    “The station, huh… if it’s the station──”


    Sakuto had an idea, and showed Chikage the transit app on his smartphone.


    The arrival station was displayed as 『双子子 (Futagoko)』—which was not a typo.


    “Can you read this?”


    “Umm… Futagogo?”


    “I thought so too at first, but that’s not it. Place names can be tricky sometimes.”


    At that moment, Hikari, who had finally fixed her bedhead, joined in on this place name quiz.


    “Could it be Futakko?”


    “Just because it’s romanized with a repeated ‘ko’ doesn’t mean it gets a small ‘tsu’.”


    “Hmm, I have no idea… Could I get a hint?”


    Sakuto said, “Well then,” and switched to the memo app──


    『子子子子子子子子子子子子』


    He entered a total of twelve “ko” characters and showed it to them.


    “…? What’s this?”


    “It’s a wordplay from the Heian period. It’s said to have been invented by Emperor Saga, but do you know how to read it?”


    By the way, it is pronounced『Neko ko koneko, shishi koko jishi (a kitten of a cat, a cub of a lion)』──a play on words using the onyomi and kunyomi readings of “ko” for kitten and lion cub, respectively──


    “Ah… I got it!”


    Hikari’s face lit up with realization.


    “Because there are lots of 子, it means ‘having many kids’, right!?” (TN: 子 (ko) also means child)


    “That’s not ittttt!”


    Sakuto hung his head at Hikari’s surprising leap of logic, which would have even surprised Emperor Saga.


    Then Chikage, her face turning bright red, timidly raised her hand and said softly, “Yes.”


    “Sakuto-kun, does that mean… you want twelve children…?”


    “Not at all! Didn’t I say it was Emperor Saga’s idea? Why is it being twisted into my own wish!?”


    And so, with Chikage’s unusual answer, Sakuto’s face turned red as well──


    “But I don’t think I could handle that many…”


    “Chii-chan, we can do it! If it’s you and me, we can have six each!”


    “Ah…! Then…!”


    The twin sisters clenched their fists.


    ” “We can do it!” “


    “We cannot!”


    ” “Why not!?” “


    Leaving aside the wordplay invented by Emperor Saga of the Heian period and the Usami sisters’ enthusiasm that seemed to have a great interest in countermeasures against the declining birthrate of the Reiwa era──


    “It’s because your ideas are too out of this world!”


    ──And so.


    The summer vacation had begun at the private Arisuyama Academy High School, but Takayashiki Sakuto’s daily life was still noisy and fun, thanks to the beautiful twin sisters Usami Hikari and Usami Chikage.


    Their relentless approach was still ongoing, and with the help of a trip where they didn’t have to worry about public scrutiny and the wildness of summer, their “daring and fearless” mode was activated, increasing their momentum.


    Sakuto, on the receiving end, wanted to escape──


    However, considering the feelings of the Usami sisters who had been holding back on their lovey-dovey behavior until now, he decided to go along with their wishes as much as possible on this seaside trip, even if it meant stopping occasionally.


    Because──


    《The fact that the three of us are dating will be kept a secret》


    Under this rule, the purpose of this trip was to let off the stress that the girls had been suppressing, or so Sakuto secretly thought.


    However, he must not go too far──due to his seriousness, it was as if he was tightening the noose around his own neck.


    Being a boyfriend does not mean he can just go with the “brother, just do it” mindset, so his automatic avoidance technique for lovey-dovey situations was becoming something to be proud of in the world (whether it should be a matter of pride is another question).


    Therefore, while Sakuto managed to dodge the Usami sisters’ bold pursuit as usual, he couldn’t shake the concern that a major accident might happen someday.


    The sisters, as if to dispel his worries──


    ” “Let’s sleep together tonight♡” “


    ──No, that was not his intention at all.


    Rather, it was a welcome to a major disaster.


    Not just a car, but runaway locomotives times two.


    Although it was an attractive proposal, Sakuto had no choice but to hold his head in his hands.


    Since they were outside of school, there was no need to hold back, but to some extent, they needed to save things for the sake of common sense because various things could become various problems.


    But could he really put a stop to these two──


    Even now, his reason was being shaken.


    Hikari, the older sister, blushed and looked at him with a mischievous sidelong glance. And Chikage, with teary eyes, looked at him with a longing gaze.


    That being said, it was definitely an enviable situation──


    “Um… let’s go back to the answer for earlier!”


    ” “Ah, he escaped…” “


    “Sa… the answer earlier was ‘Neko ko koneko, shishi koko jishi (a kitten of a cat, a cub of a lion)’! You see, ‘ko’ can also be read as ‘shi’ or the zodiac ‘ne’ and so on──”


    ” “Mmm…” “


    Despite being flustered by the two clinging onto his arm, Sakuto continued his explanation.


    “Anyway, the place we’re going to is called 『Futagoko (Twins Child)』!”


    At that, both of them reacted with a start.


    Hikari had a look of interest, saying, “Ohh,” but for some reason, Chikage’s expression darkened.


    “Futaneko… Neko… Cat…”


    “Hm? What’s wrong, Chikage…?”


    The moment Sakuto asked, Hikari suddenly became flustered.


    “Ah, it’s nothing! Right, Chii-chan!?”


    Hikari sought agreement from Chikage with a bright tone, but it was clear she was trying to hide something.


    Could it be related to earlier, when Chikage had evaded the word 『Mashiro』?


    Just as Sakuto felt a sense of doubt, the train announcement came on──


    『──We will soon arrive at Futagoko, Futagoko station. This is an unstaffed station, so please insert your fare tickets into the box at the front and exit through the front door. For those with commuter passes──』


    The three of them quickly took down their carry-on luggage from the overhead rack and started preparing to disembark.


    Eventually, the train came to a gentle stop, and the door at the front opened.


    The three of them stood in front of the middle-aged conductor, about to put their tickets into the fare box when──


    “Thank you for riding with us…!”


    Sakuto didn’t miss the conductor’s sudden change in complexion.


    (What’s going on…?)


    The conductor’s expression had changed the moment he saw Hikari and Chikage’s faces.


    He was now looking away as if trying not to see something ominous──


    “Oh, I’m sorry…”


    Then, the conductor quickly put on a smile.


    “Are you all on a trip? I-I hope you have a good time.”


    With that, the conductor hastily covered his eyes with the brim of his cap and returned to the front as if nothing had happened.


    ──And so.


    Sakuto, Hikari, Chikage──these three stepped off into the well-known resort area of 『Futagoko Town (Twins Child Town)』.


    The conductor’s behavior was certainly concerning, but so was Chikage’s reaction to the words “Mashiro” and “cat.”


    (Mashiro… cat… A pure white cat…)


    As Sakuto walked along the platform, pondering such things──


    “Kyaa!”


    Suddenly, something darted in front of Hikari, causing her to scream and fall on her behind.


    “Hikari!?”


    “Hii-chan!?”


    What on earth had happened to Hikari?


    And what was about to happen to them in this Futagoko Town──

  


  
    Chapter 1 - Mountains, Sea, and… a Town Full of Cats…?


    “Kyaa!”


    “Hikari!?”


    “Hii-chan!?”


    Sakuto and Chikage hurried over to Hikari, who had fallen on her bottom.


    “Ouch… I hit my butt…”


    With tears welling up in her eyes, Hikari watched as something brown hopped out of the nearby bushes.


    Upon closer inspection, it was a tiger-striped cat. Judging by its size, it was an adult.


    Seemingly accustomed to people, it didn’t run away but instead started nonchalantly licking its front paws right next to Hikari.


    “Oh, it’s just a cat…”


    While Sakuto gazed at the tiger-striped cat in astonishment,


    “Wow… so cuteeeee! Look, look, it’s a kitty!”


    Hikari’s eyes sparkled as she sat on the ground.


    “Hello there. You gave me quite a scare just now, didn’t you?”


    Hikari let the cat sniff the back of her hand. After sniffing, the cat proceeded to lick Hikari’s index finger.


    It seemed to be used to people, though it didn’t have a collar.


    Seeing Hikari happily playing with the cat, Sakuto finally looked relieved.


    “Is this one a stray?”


    “Probably.”


    “It’s so friendly, isn’t it? ──So cute♪”


    “This is a Cat Town. That’s probably why they’re so used to people.”


    “Oh, I know about that.”


    Hikari’s eyes shone even brighter.


    “Enoshima and Naramachi are famous, right?”


    “Yeah. This place isn’t as well-known nationally as Enoshima or Naramachi, but I thought you two would be happy to know, so I kept it a secret──”


    Before they knew it, a calico cat had also appeared at Sakuto’s feet.


    The calico cat narrowed its eyes and rubbed its body against Sakuto’s leg, seemingly trusting him.


    “It looks like they’re all used to humans──”


    Sakuto reached out to pet the calico cat’s head.


    Suddenly, the cat tensed up, leaped away, and ran towards Chikage.


    “It doesn’t let me pet its head. Chikage, over there──”


    “Hyah, a cat…!?”


    Chikage jumped in surprise, and the startled calico cat ran away.


    “Huh? Chikage…?”


    “Ah…”


    “…Could it be that you’re not good with cats?”


    Chikage made a face as if she had slipped up.


    “I… I’m fine!”


    It was clear that she was anything but fine.


    Moreover, saying “I’m fine” in such a way suggested that she actually wasn’t good with cats.


    “Could it be that you’re really not good with cats…?”


    When Sakuto asked again, Chikage shook her head.


    “I’m okay! It’s not that I’m particularly bad with them!”


    She seemed to be forcing a smile.


    However, thinking back, it made sense. Before summer vacation, when she was on the audit committee, she used to say “woof woof”──


    “I see, Chikage is one of the dogs of the student guidance department…”


    “Um, well, that doesn’t mean I prefer dogs, okay? Don’t jump to conclusions…”


    Chikage glared at Sakuto with a reproachful look.


    While they were having this exchange, Hikari was talking to the tiger-striped cat from earlier.


    “Nyanya nyann? Nyaa?”


    “Nyaa Nyaa.”


    “Nyannyan nyaa… nyan.”


    It seemed like they were having a conversation, but what on earth were they talking about?


    

    


    “Hikari, what is that cat saying?”


    “Um, it’s saying, ‘I’m hungry, give me some food, damn it.’ “


    “That’s some rough language…”


    Sakuto was dumbfounded, but he couldn’t shake the feeling that the tiger-striped cat was indeed saying something like that.


    ***


    Beyond the Futagoko Station, where they had rolled their carry-on cases, there was a shopping district called “Futaneko Shopping Street.”


    The town had a retro atmosphere reminiscent of the Taisho Romance era, with old public phones and postboxes not seen in Yuuki City.


    There were also shop signs and house nameplates featuring cat motifs, creating a thorough blend of retro and cat-themed ambiance throughout the town.


    “Wow! It’s like a movie village!”


    Hikari was as excited as a little child.


    “Everywhere is a photo spot! ──Ah, that’s cute!”


    Hikari seemed to really like it, her excitement level higher than usual as she looked around happily.


    On the other hand, Chikage had been restlessly looking around while clutching Sakuto’s arm since earlier.


    And no wonder. There were cats everywhere in the town, and for Chikage, it must have felt like she was being watched.


    (I thought Chikage would be happy too…)


    Sakuto started to feel a bit guilty.


    He had thought that bringing them to Futagoko Town would make both of them happy… It was a reminder that there was still so much he didn’t know about his girlfriends.


    “Ah! What’s that over there!”


    Hikari pointed at something between the buildings.


    Approaching, they found an old bronze statue completely covered in verdigris.


    On its pedestal, two women of the same height in kimonos were holding hands amiably, and a cat was walking between them. The statue stood quietly in a secluded spot.


    Hikari put her index finger to her mouth, making her usual thinking gesture.


    “Could it be that these two are twins?”


    Chikage also seemed interested and mimicked the gesture of stroking her chin in thought.


    “Certainly, their faces do resemble each other. What could this cat be?”


    “Maybe it’s a pet cat?”


    “Twins and a cat? Futago, neko… Futagoko?” (TN: Futago=Twins, Neko=Cat)


    “Hmm… Maybe it’s a play on the name of the town?”


    While Hikari and Chikage were observing the statue, Sakuto was thinking about how he could make Chikage happy.


    The three were heading to a villa owned by a friend of Sakuto’s aunt, Kisezaki Mitsumi.


    From the photos he had seen, the villa itself seemed nice, and there was a mountain nearby where they could go hiking, which Chikage loved.


    Accepting that they were in Cat Town—


    (Hopefully, the mountain air in the afternoon will change Chikage’s mood)


    Thinking about what lay ahead, Sakuto quietly braced himself for action.


    ──An old woman with white hair happened to pass by and watched the three from a distance.


    “Those are twins…”


    The old woman showed a look of regret and quietly closed her eyes.


    “…I hope no disaster befalls them…”


    ***

  


  

  
    “Wow! This is amazing!”


    “Chii-chan, Chii-chan! You can see the ocean!”


    Chikage was cheerful upon arriving at the villa.


    She and Hikari looked around the living room, which was surrounded by glass on three sides, and then stood side by side at the window with a view of the sea.


    “Sakuto-kun, the ocean is beautiful!”


    “The view is the best!”


    Sakuto also stood next to them and looked outside.


    “That’s true, it’s a really beautiful view.”


    The villa was situated on a slightly elevated spot at the top of a hill, allowing them to look down upon the sea.


    In the foreground, there were rows of houses with vermilion-tiled roofs, reminding Sakuto of the Ishizuchi tiles from Tottori Prefecture.


    After enjoying the view for a while—


    “Let’s go explore inside the villa!”


    Hikari led the way, followed by Chikage and Sakuto.


    First, the exploration team headed to the bathroom. The toilet and bath area were separated by frosted glass, giving it an open and intricate design.


    (These kinds of designs are stylish, but…)


    A toilet and bath area separated only by glass, needless to say, required Sakuto to be quite considerate, especially with two girls present.


    As a couple, they could probably manage to some extent, but still, it was a layout that made one hesitate to act too boldly.


    Seeing Sakuto’s embarrassed look, Hikari giggled and whispered in his ear.


    “Chii-chan and I don’t mind this kind of thing, you know?”


    ” ! “


    Sakuto’s face turned even redder as his thoughts were completely seen through.


    Then, Chikage, who had been looking at the bathtub, noticed something and said, “Huh?” There were two faucets.


    “One is for water, and the other for hot water, perhaps──”


    As she turned the faucet, a gentle scent began to fill the air.


    “Wow! Is this a hot spring!?”


    Chikage looked at Sakuto in surprise.


    “Yeah, it’s a simple hot spring.”


    It wasn’t a sulfur spring, so there was no distinctive pungent smell of hot springs.


    The source was apparently the same as the nearby hot springs.


    “It’s alkaline and said to have skin-beautifying effects.”


    “Really!? I love hot springs!”


    Seeing Chikage’s excitement, Sakuto breathed a sigh of relief.


    (I knew it, this villa was a hit…)


    And Hikari, too, was grinning—no, smirking—at the spaciousness of the bath.


    “We can fit three people in here, right?”


    “Wait… Hii-chan!? That’s definitely not okay…!”


    Chikage’s face turned bright red in panic.


    “Eh? Why not?”


    “Dec… Decency!”


    “Chii-chan, you are so serious…”


    Hikari let out a wry smile, but Sakuto exhaled a sigh of relief.


    (Thank goodness, I was worried Chikage might suggest we all get in together…)


    For now, it seemed the brake was functioning properly.


    If Chikage in runaway mode joined full-throttle Hikari, it would be a real mess.


    Then Hikari smirked again.


    “But, about last night──”


    “Ah ah ahhh───!”


    Chikage turned bright red and flustered.


    “Why are you telling Sakuto-kun!?”


    “Because~ Because it’s funny♪”


    “Hey Hii-chan!?”


    “Hey Sakuto, last night Chii-chan was like──”


    “No, stop it! That naughty story is off-limits──────!”


    Chikage’s scream echoed in the bathroom as Sakuto awkwardly scratched his reddening cheek.


    ***


    Led by Captain Hikari, the villa exploration team moved upstairs. There was a bedroom, a guest room, and another toilet on the second floor.


    For now, Sakuto was relieved that there was a toilet available while the sisters took a bath, but then a new problem arose: room assignments.


    The bed in the hotel-like bedroom was a king-size, and the guest room had two semi-double beds, which meant there were enough beds in theory──


    “So, should the three of us use this big bed together?”


    “Yeah, it’s spacious enough for three of us──”


    “Wait, wait, wait…”


    Sakuto instinctively put a stop to it.


    “There are three beds, so why not use one each?”


    “Ehh… I’ll be lonely…”


    “I’m embarrassed about the bath, but I don’t mind sleeping together…”


    Hikari and Chikage gazed up at Sakuto with upturned eyes.


    “It’s a vacation where we don’t need to worry about what others think, maybe it’s okay to sleep together?”


    “No, that’s not good, if we go too far…”


    “Indeed…”


    Chikage said with a look of disappointment as she went to open the curtains at the back of the bedroom.


    (Hmm… I wonder if sleeping together is really okay…?)


    Since even the serious Chikage seemed to allow it, perhaps “sleeping” didn’t carry any deeper meaning.


    Just lying next to each other—Chikage had said it with that intention, but perhaps Sakuto had overreacted.


    While Sakuto was caught in his complex feelings, Hikari’s gaze sharpened.


    “It’s within your expectations, right?”


    “Huh?”


    “Before coming here, you could have predicted we’d end up in such situations, right? …Of course, in the adult sense of ‘sleeping.'”


    The moment Sakuto showed his agitation, Hikari leaned in closer as if on cue.


    “Hey, Sakuto──”


    Her sweet voice tickled his ear.


    “…you don’t need to feel responsible, you know?”


    Sakuto’s heart skipped a beat at the breath on his cheek.


    “It’s all within our expectations too. So, there’s no need for you to feel responsible alone, okay? Why not enjoy the fun irresponsibly? It’d be a waste to hold back.”


    Sakuto’s heart pounded at her secretive manner of speaking.


    Hikari’s whispers at times like this were sweet music to Sakuto’s ears, stirring his instincts to the point where morals and common sense seemed foolish.


    Of course, Hikari knew exactly what she was doing.


    How far could Sakuto’s reason hold out—or rather, it was as if she wanted to see what would happen after his reason crumbled, tempting him with sweet words.


    However, Sakuto, who had set certain boundaries, managed to hold back just before crossing the line.


    “Hey…”


    He gently reprimanded her by placing his right hand on Hikari’s left cheek, causing her shoulder to twitch.


    “What is it…?”


    “You’re actually nervous, aren’t you?”
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    Suddenly, Hikari’s face turned bright red, and she hastily looked away from Sakuto.


    Sakuto had realized it a little earlier.


    Hikari’s whispers in his ear were her way of hiding her embarrassment.


    “I hate it, you can see right through me… It’s embarrassing…”


    “Right? I don’t like having my thoughts read either…”


    “If you think so, then clear up my confusion…”


    “Your confusion?”


    “You know what I mean──”


    Saying that, Hikari traced her index finger over the area around Sakuto’s heart.


    “Don’t make me hold back all the time…”


    “Sorry. But that’s because──”


    “You want to protect us? But you know, sometimes you have to let loose a little──”


    With those words, Hikari wrapped her arms around Sakuto’s neck, closed her eyes, and offered her lips.


    Before he could say “Hikari,” Sakuto jerked his head away in surprise.


    Hikari’s kiss landed on Sakuto’s cheek instead of his lips.


    Annoyed that it wasn’t a kiss on the lips, Hikari glared at Sakuto with a pout.


    “Come on, Sakuto, just a kiss──”


    “No, because…”


    ──Stare──


    Chikage was watching the two of them with a serious expression, observing them intently.


    

  


  

  
    “Chikage, what’s wrong…? Why are you watching us?”


    “Ah, please, don’t mind me, go ahead and continue.”


    “No, even if you say that…”


    It was quite awkward to be watched so closely.


    “I just thought it seemed nice.”


    “…What does?”


    “The way Hii-chan and Sakuto-kun sometimes have conversations that only the two of you understand… I find that kind of thing enviable.”


    Sakuto and Hikari exchanged a blink of surprise.


    “Hmm… really?”


    “I think there are times like that with Chikage too…”


    Then Hikari said as if she had just remembered, “Look.”


    “The other day in Sakuto’s room, when I was sleeping, you kissed Sakuto, right?”


    “Ah, yes… wait, huh!?”


    Chikage’s face turned bright red.


    “Hii-chan, you were awake at that time!?”


    “Ah──teehee♪”


    Hikari stuck out her tongue playfully.


    “See, Chii-chan, you also sneakily do things, so we’re even!”


    “That’s not what I mean!”


    “Then show me a conversation between the two of you that I can’t understand.”


    “Eh? Right now? Ah, um…”


    Chikage struggled to think, but──


    “Sakuto-kun, please kiss me!”


    ” “Straight to the point!?” “


    Always straightforward, she couldn’t be sly like her sister.


    ***


    After finishing lunch at the villa, the three of them prepared to climb the mountain and headed out from the villa towards the mountain.


    Sakuto followed behind the twin sisters, who had changed into their mountain girl outfits, and watched them with a wry smile as they continued their conversation from the bedroom.


    “It’s easy. You just have to whisper it softly in his ear, okay?”


    “But… I can’t think of what to say.”


    “Why not just say what comes to mind?”


    “That’s not it, I want to have an exchange like the one between Sakuto-kun and you, Hii-chan!”


    Hikari, with a look of exasperation, advised Chikage.


    “You just need to do it like you’re rubbing something.”


    “Rubbing? How do you do that?”


    “Like this… *whisper whisper*…”


    Hikari softly whispered into Chikage’s ear.


    Sakuto thought they must be plotting something naughty, and just as he did, Chikage’s face turned as red as if steam were about to come out.


    “Eeeeh──!? I can’t say something so lewd〜〜〜!”


    Hearing that she had just said ‘lewd,’ Sakuto turned towards the mountain, not knowing what kind of face to make.


    ***


    The mountain they were about to climb was called 『Imoko Mountain』, and it was said to be rich in broadleaf trees. He had heard that beech forests were brighter than cedar forests, but he wondered what it was really like.


    As he pondered this, he spotted something vermilion halfway up the mountain.


    “Is that a torii gate?”


    “Ah? It looks like a torii gate?”


    “I wonder if something is enshrined there?”


    At that moment──


    “Hyah!?”


    Chikage was startled by something and clung to Sakuto.


    “What’s wrong!?”


    “A cat… it was looking at us from those bushes…”


    Looking in the direction Chikage pointed, they saw a long-haired gray cat bounding through the trees.


    “There are cats even in the mountains… Chikage, are you okay?”


    “I-I’m fine…! I was just surprised because it appeared so suddenly…”


    “I see… Well, can you let go of me now…?”


    “Oh, sorry…!”


    Sakuto was surprised by the sudden embrace but let out a wry smile with a sense of resignation.


    As they walked, they arrived at a large parking lot with bungalows on the side.


    “We found it. This is the 『Imoko Mountain Climbing Trail』.”


    When Sakuto checked the location on his smartphone map, the signal dropped from two bars to one.


    “This will probably go out of range once we enter the mountain…”


    “Do you have a map?”


    “No, I was planning to rely on the smartphone map app…”


    They should be fine following the marked trails, but it would be good to have a map just in case.


    With no other choice, Sakuto took screenshots of the map, zooming in and out, trying to memorize it in his head.


    “Ah… Is someone else already climbing the mountain?”


    Chikage pointed towards a compact car and a light truck parked near the bungalows.


    Approaching the bungalow, the three of them stood in front of the door and peered inside through the window.


    “It seems like no one’s here…”


    Just as Sakuto said that──


    Bang───!


    Caw caw, caw caw──


    Suddenly, the sound of a gunshot and the cries of birds echoed through the mountains, causing Sakuto and the others to flinch.


    “Was that… a gunshot?”


    “Yeah, probably…”


    “Is it, like, local hunters or something…?”


    As the three of them panicked──


    “──What are you doing there…?”


    Startled by the sudden voice from behind, the three of them jumped.


    Turning towards the source of the voice, they saw an old woman holding a sickle who had appeared out of nowhere.


    The three instinctively exclaimed, “Eek!?”


    Upon closer inspection──


    She wore a straw hat with a floral shirt, arm covers, monpe pants, and black rubber boots, looking like she was about to start some farm work.


    She was an old lady with a bent back, easily in her eighties.


    Under the brim of her straw hat, she stared at them with sharp eyes.


    Sakuto, flustered, opened his mouth to speak.


    “Uh, excuse me──”


    “You shouldn’t enter this mountain.”


    His words were abruptly cut off by the old lady, causing Sakuto to flinch.


    The old woman’s tone was calm and quiet, but she seemed to not want them near the mountain, exuding a kind of pressure. Sakuto was curious about the reason for prohibiting entry to the mountain.


    “But this is a hiking trail, right? We researched and it’s listed as a tourist spot…”


    The old woman frowned and said,


    “…A bear has been sighted.”


    ” ” “A bear…!?” ” “


    The three of them were shocked and turned pale.


    “It happened yesterday. A pair who went mushroom picking were attacked. Luckily, they were both unharmed… but who knows what could happen next?”


    The old woman said in a low threatening tone while looking towards the mountain.


    “The local hunters have gone bear hunting, so it’s dangerous to enter.”


    With that explanation, the three of them exchanged glances, understanding the situation.


    “Chii-chan, it’s a shame, but…”


    “Yeah… I was looking forward to it…”


    “It can’t be helped, Chikage. If that’s the reason…”


    Hikari and Sakuto consoled a disappointed Chikage.


    Then the old woman stared intently at Chikage’s face.


    “…The girl with the ribbon, may I have a word with you?”


    “Eh? Are you talking to me?”


    “Are you the younger sister of that young lady over there?”


    “Yes, that’s right, but…?”


    Sakuto tilted his head in confusion.


    From their brief exchange, how did the old woman know that Chikage was the younger sister?


    “Remember this well──This mountain is a very dangerous place for you…”


    “…? What do you mean by that…?”


    The old woman’s face grew even more tense.


    “This mountain, Imoko Mountain, is──” (TN: Idk how its related, but 妹 in 妹子山(Imoko Mountain) means younger sister.)


    Bang───!


    …Aaaaaaah───


    …──


    Just as the old woman was about to say something, another gunshot rang out──


    “Ah!? Was that a scream just now!?”


    The three of them looked towards the mountain in surprise.


    It certainly sounded like a human scream.


    However, the old woman laughed with an eerily calm demeanor.


    “Perhaps you misheard?”


    “But just now, there was a human voic──”


    “You misheard.”


    “But──”


    “Come now, there’s no point in staying here. You should head to the sea──”


    Saying this, the old woman turned on her heel and began to walk slowly towards the mountain.


    As the old woman rounded the corner of the bungalow, Sakuto and the twins realized something.


    Despite having said it was dangerous, was the old woman planning to enter the mountain alone?


    The three of them followed after the old woman. But──


    “Eh!? She’s gone…!?”


    The old woman had vanished into thin air. They looked around, but she was nowhere to be found.


    The three of them stood there, unable to move, feeling a chilling sensation.


    Finally, it was Chikage who broke the silence.


    “What exactly was that old woman…?”


    “It’s not a ghost… right? That would be unscientific…?”


    Feeling a sense of unease, the twin sisters clung to Sakuto’s arm.


    “No, that can’t be it…”


    Right, it couldn’t be a ghost. After all, there’s even a song that goes “There’s no such thing as ghosts, ghosts are a lie.” In other words, there are no such things as ghosts.


    Sakuto put on a smile to reassure the frightened twin sisters.


    Nevertheless──


    Ever since meeting the old woman… no, since arriving in this town of Futagoko, Sakuto had been unable to shake a strange sense of discomfort.

  


  
    Twin Talk──! ① Do I just have bad luck…?


    “Sigh~~~~…”


    After shedding her mountain girl outfit, Chikage, now in her underwear, let out a deep sigh.


    (I really do have the worst luck…)


    She wasn’t exactly averse to cats, but she struggled with them—it was a personal issue, but being in a town filled with cats made her feel restless.


    It was unavoidable since it was a cat town, but she thought she should have told Sakuto about it before he suggested the trip.


    (And then there was even a bear…)


    The mountain hike she had been looking forward to was canceled, just adding insult to injury.


    If it were just her own problem, that would be one thing.


    But she had dragged Sakuto and Hikari into this as well. Ever since they arrived in Futagoko Town, she felt like she had been constantly causing them concern, which weighed heavily on Chikage’s mind.


    (No, no, I have to keep smiling in times like this!)


    Trying to cheer herself up, she slapped her cheeks lightly—


    Bang───!


    …Aaaaaahhh───


    …──


    Suddenly, the sound of gunfire echoed deep in her ears, startling her.


    (Wait… I didn’t mishear that, did I?)


    After the gunfire on Imoko Mount… that was a human scream.


    Or could there be an animal that makes a sound similar to a human scream──


    (And then, that old lady…)


    Her last ominous words still echoed in Chikage’s eardrums──


    『Remember this well──This mountain is a very dangerous place for you…』


    What did those words mean?


    (What is on that mountain…?)


    After that, the old woman disappeared as if she had vanished into thin air.


    Where on earth could she have gone──


    “You’re wide open───!”


    “Kyaa!”


    Suddenly, Chikage felt someone grope her from behind.


    “Wait, Hii-chan…!? Don’t scare me like that! And stop groping me!”


    “I did it because you didn’t seem to notice me approaching at all. Besides, what’s got you so worried?”


    “I’m not really worried. I was just… lost in thought…”


    As Chikage said this, Hikari looked at her with an unusually concerned expression.


    “…Could it be about Mashiro?”


    “Eh?”


    Mashiro, the white cat they had at the Usami household years ago—indeed, since coming to this town, the thought had lingered in the back of her mind, perhaps because of the dream she had on the train.


    But that wasn’t what she was thinking about right now.


    “No, it’s not that, it’s about that old lady.”


    “Oh, right… where did she disappear to…?”


    Hikari recalled and turned pale.


    Hikari had always been scared of ghosts. Despite being well-versed in various fields of study, she had her fears, and while she claimed not to believe in unscientific things, she was visibly trembling.


    Seeing her sister like this, Chikage felt silly for her own worries.


    “Hii-chan, let’s get changed quickly and go to the beach? Don’t worry about me.”


    “Eh? But…”


    “the three of us have to make wonderful memories with Sakuto-kun, right?”


    Chikage smiled brightly, and Hikari’s face lit up as she nodded in agreement.


    “That’s right! Let’s make lots of fun memories!”


    Hikari hurriedly began to change into her swimsuit, but Chikage, while watching her out of the corner of her eye, let out a small sigh.


    (I don’t want to ruin the trip because of me… I have to make it a wonderful trip for the three of us!)


    Was it a sense of mission or obligation?


    Either way, Chikage decided to shift her mindset, but in the back of her mind, the words of the old woman and the thoughts of Mashiro still lingered faintly.

  


  
    Chapter 2 - Suddenly Cat Ears…?


    After hearing about the bear sighting on Imoko Mountain, the three of them decided to head back to the villa to refresh their spirits before going to the beach.


    Sakuto, who had finished getting ready first, pulled out three bicycles from the garage and was busy pumping air into the tires.


    “──Phew…”


    After making sure the brakes were working well, all that was left was to adjust the saddle height.


    Having finished his task, Sakuto waited for the twin sisters and thought about Chikage.


    (It’s a shame… She was looking forward to hiking…)


    Even though he hadn’t known, he felt guilty about bringing her to this cat town since she wasn’t fond of cats. Additionally, cancelling the hike must have added to her frustrations.


    He had wanted this trip to be a wonderful memory for the three of them, but so far, it might not have been a very good experience for Chikage.


    Hikari seemed to be considerate of Chikage’s feelings as well.


    As their boyfriend, Sakuto wanted to lift Chikage’s spirits at the beach and make sure both she and Hikari had fun.


    (Come to think of it…)


    Sakuto remembered a conversation he had with Chikage before the summer break──


    『I’m not really confident in my figure, so even though I want to wear a swimsuit──』


    Chikage had said that, but did she really have reservations about wearing a swimsuit?


    He had seen her in her gym clothes before, and even in her underwear, so surely Chikage’s figure wasn’t something to lose confidence over──


    “Ugh…”


    The image of Chikage in her underwear flashed in his mind, along with her seemingly perfect proportions.


    And then, as if attached to that image, came the fantasy of Hikari in her underwear saying, ‘What about me?’──


    To push these thoughts out of his head, Sakuto tapped the right side of his head.


    Having a good memory can be inconvenient at times. Sometimes memories are intentionally recalled, and other times they resurface without warning.


    Add adolescence to the mix, and it becomes even more complicated, as he sometimes found himself unexpectedly recalling the dangerous images of the twin sisters.


    (Both of them are just too cute…)


    It was a pleasant problem to have, but as a boyfriend, he knew he needed to exercise self-control.


    Lost in these thoughts, the front door opened.


    “Ah! Sakuto, thanks for pumping the tires!”


    “Sorry to keep you waiting〜”


    The Usami sisters emerged with relaxed expressions.


    Hikari was dressed in a T-shirt, jean shorts, and flat beach sandals—a simple outfit that highlighted her healthy charm.


    Chikage, on the other hand, wore an off-the-shoulder dress with a wide-brimmed hat and low-heeled sandals—a mature and stylish summer look that was very much like her.


    Both were already wearing swimsuits under their clothes.


    What kind of swimsuits they might be──


    (I shouldn’t… My memory and fantasies are mixing again…)


    Sakuto tried not to look at them too much and urged the two to adjust their bicycle saddles.


    “Ah? Sakuto-kun, your face is red?”


    “Eh? Oh, it’s just a bit hot…”


    “Let me see… I’d be worried if it’s heatstroke—”


    Suddenly, Chikage leaned in to look at his face from below. The sight of her cleavage and the fresh floral scent made his heart skip a beat, but Sakuto smiled back at her.


    “I’m fine, really…”


    “Are you sure?”


    “Yeah, really really…”


    Sakuto tried to brush it off with a wry smile, but Hikari, sensing something, grinned mischievously.


    “I see, I see〜, Sakuto-kun wants to see Chii-chan’s swimsuit soon♪”


    ” “Wha…!?” “


    At Hikari’s words, both of them blushed and started to fuss.


    “I-is that so!?”


    “Ah, no, not exactly, but kind of…!”


    “But-but〜 I’ll feel lonely if you only look at Chii-chan〜”


    Hikari playfully lifted her T-shirt slowly, revealing her untanned, pure white stomach and a glimpse of her swimsuit top.


    It was definitely a bikini, but it was so provocative that it was hard to look directly at it.


    “How about it?”


    “Let’s save the comments for later…!”


    ──And so, amidst the heart-pounding moments, the three of them had bright expressions.


    Chikage, who had been a concern, now seemed to be back to her usual self, or rather, she had a more peaceful expression than when she was on Imoko MOuntain.


    Finally, the twin sisters began adjusting the height of their saddles.


    “Ughh〜 It’s so hard〜〜〜”


    Chikage was trying to push down the saddle, but the connection seemed to be rusted and stiff.


    Sakuto quietly approached to help her.


    “How about this?”


    “Thank you. As expected of a boy.”


    “No, no, it’s nothing…”


    “Sakuto, help me too〜”


    “Sure.”


    As Sakuto went to adjust Hikari’s bicycle saddle, she gave him a teasing smile.


    “…What?”


    “I was just wondering what you were reminiscing about before we came. It must be hard having such a good memory?”


    “!?”


    Most of Hikari’s questioning is just her confirming things she already knows, making it all the more annoying.


    “But you know, I’m happy.”


    “Huh? About what?”


    “That your head is full of us. That’s something a girlfriend would be happy about.”


    “Ah, yeah… this is the leading question, huh?”


    Hikari laughed again with a mischievous grin.


    Am I really so easy to read…? No, ever since I met these twin sisters, I’ve become more transparent, Sakuto realized.


    ***


    “It’s the sea───!”


    Hikari, the most excited upon seeing the blue ocean, parked her bicycle in the bike parking area and dashed toward the sea.


    This place is named “Koishi Beach.” Whether the name plays on the words “pebble” (小石, koishi) and “yearning” (恋し, koishi) is unclear, as the beach doesn’t seem to be particularly notable for pebbles.


    Despite being the summer holidays, it wasn’t too crowded, perhaps because it was a weekday.


    White sandy beach, blue sea──with few people around, the waves were calm, and the sea breeze was pleasant.


    About a kilometer off the shore from the beach, there was an onigiri-shaped triangular island. It seemed close enough to swim to if one tried.


    The calmness of the waves might be due to the island acting as a breakwater.


    It seemed that there was a torii gate, similar to those at Imoko Mountain, standing facing the land, perhaps venerating the sea god, visible even from a distance.


    

  


  

  
    “What a lovely place.”


    “Yeah, it’s really nice.”


    Sakuto, while talking to Chikage, watched Hikari energetically running ahead.


    “Hii-chan, she’s already so far away… Geez…”


    Hikari had gone off on her own, but just before doing so, she had made eye contact with Sakuto. It seemed like she was entrusting him with taking care of Chii-chan and leaving them alone together.


    “Shall we take our time going?”


    “Yes. Let’s go then.”


    As they started walking, Sakuto quietly took the baggage from Chikage’s hand. Chikage let out a surprised “ah,” but soon chuckled and took Sakuto’s arm.


    “As expected, such a gentleman?”


    “No, it’s not like that… I just wanted to carry it.”


    When Sakuto offered a smile, Chikage blushed.


    In truth, he had simply employed a technique taught to him by Mitsumi during a shopping trip, “Silently Take the Bag” move, but it seemed to be very effective.


    “I really love that casual kindness of yours, Sakuto-kun.”


    “Is that so?”


    “Yes♪”


    Chikage’s smile made Sakuto feel a bit embarrassed.


    In this way, they enjoyed a casual date-like atmosphere as they approached the beach, transitioning from asphalt to sand.


    “Hii-chan is over there, right?”


    “Yeah.”


    Hikari had run quite a distance but was waving towards them, signaling “Hey, over here, over here!” to show where she was.


    “She’s so excited.”


    “Chikage, you should get excited too.”


    “Of course, that’s what I intend to do…”


    Chikage pulled her dress taut and blushed.


    “…Please don’t laugh at my figure, okay?”


    “I wouldn’t do that.”


    “Really?”


    “Really.”


    Then, as Hikari sometimes did, Chikage gave him a mischievous sidelong glance.


    “Are you looking forward to seeing my swimsuit?”


    Sakuto’s heart skipped a beat. Unsure of the correct response, he simply nodded “yes.”


    “But, I feel a bit embarrassed. Actually, Hii-chan picked it out for me…”


    “Is that so?”


    “I’ve never worn this type of swimsuit before, so… please don’t laugh, okay?”


    “I won’t laugh…”


    He had a feeling that she would look so good in it that laughter would be impossible.


    “But please let me know your thoughts? I want to use it as a reference for the future.”


    “O-okay…”


    While thinking she was being rather forward, Sakuto also realized that this was Chikage’s way of mustering all her courage.


    Chikage must be feeling embarrassed too.


    Perhaps she was trying to be proactive like her sister.


    Chikage’s determined and brave front was irresistibly attractive. After all, the thought that she was making such efforts for him made her all the more endearing.


    “Then, I guess I’ll change into my swimsuit now〜…”


    Unable to withstand Chikage’s bashful glances, Sakuto turned away.


    (This is kind of nice too…)


    Sakuto whispered this sentiment to himself.


    ***


    “──Alright, it’s all set!”


    A vinyl sheet, a parasol, a cooler box──everything borrowed from the villa was now set up as their base.


    The cooler box was empty, so they needed to stock up on supplies.


    “Then, I’ll go buy some ice and drinks.”


    “I’ll come too,” “Me tooー!”


    Before changing into their swimsuits, Sakuto and the others headed to a nearby beach house.


    This was a place that had caught the trio’s attention since arriving at the beach.


    Surrounded by several palm trees and hibiscus plants, the stylish white building had a tropical resort feel. An old surfboard, painted with the name ‘Karen’, served as the sign at the entrance.


    On the white wooden deck’s terrace, several men and women sat, enjoying the view of the sea and chatting happily.


    While Futagoko Town had an air of Taisho romance, this beach had a perpetual summer, tropical atmosphere──the contrasting worlds felt like stepping into another dimension.


    Finding this contrast intriguing, the three of them approached the entrance of the shop──


    “Whoa…!”


    Chikage hid behind Sakuto’s back because there was a small pedestal-like structure in the shade in front of the store, and several cats were huddled on it.


    The cats twitched their ears and noses, scrutinizing Sakuto and the others.


    Eventually, one of the cats yawned, and the others, seemingly losing interest, closed their eyes and quietly resumed their naps.


    “…Chikage, are you okay?”


    “Ahahaha… Look, there are so many cats…”


    Chikage stared intently at the cats. Calico, white, mackerel tabby, black, tortoiseshell—cats of various fur colors were huddled together like dumplings.


    Sakuto gently spoke up.


    “Are these the house cats? There are four of them.”


    “They’re so cute… But, Chii-chan, are you really okay?”


    “Y-yeah… I-I’m fine?”


    She didn’t seem fine at all.


    Sakuto casually stood between Chikage and the cats, becoming a wall as they entered the shop.


    As they entered, ringing the doorbell, the interior was just as white as the exterior. It was cool inside thanks to the air conditioning.


    There was a long counter in front, bottles of liquor for cocktails lined up on the wall behind it, and to the right, there were about five four-seater tables.


    There was also a small stage that seemed suitable for acoustic live performances.


    On the corkboard on the left wall, there were Polaroid photos of what seemed to be visitors to the shop, along with autographs of celebrities who had visited.


    The stylish interior, which hinted at the shop owner’s good taste, impressed the three of them.


    Aside from the cats that Chikage disliked, it was a slightly mature and nice atmosphere.


    “Where’s the staff?”


    Hikari looked around restlessly, but there were no customers or staff in sight.


    “Maybe they’re in the back?”


    As Sakuto said this, Hikari found a call bell on the counter that read, “Please ring for service.”


    ──Ding.


    Hikari amusingly rang the bell, and a voice from the back said, “Yes?”


    But at that moment, Sakuto thought, “Hm?”


    (That voice…)


    He sensed something unpleasant, but then a high-pitched voice from the back said, “Please wait a moment.”


    And the person who appeared was a girl Sakuto knew well, dressed in a camikini (a camisole-type bikini) with a staff apron and cat ears(?)—


    “Welcome… S-Sakuto!?”


    A muffled high-pitched voice came, and it was indeed Sakuto’s childhood friend.


    As expected… it really was her—Sakuto made a disheartened face.


    Kusanagi Yuzuki.


    

  


  

  
    “It’s Yuzuki after all…”


    Then Yuzuki frowned and put her hands on her hips.


    “What’s with that look of disgust…? And, you’re with the Usami sisters too…”


    The ones who looked more awkward than Sakuto were the twin sisters. It had been about a month since the “Hydrangea Festival”.


    “Hello, Yuzuki-chan… What a coincidence, huh?”


    Hikari said with a wry smile.


    Meanwhile, Chikage grabbed Sakuto’s arm, pulling him towards her, and glared sharply at Yuzuki.


    “Why is Yuzuki-san…”


    This is bad──Sakuto instantly thought so.


    He could sense anger in Chikage’s question.


    Why are you here? ──That kind of tone.


    “Um, Chikage…”


    Sakuto hurriedly tried to intervene──


    “Why are you wearing cat ears!?”


    “It’s just a coincidence that Yuzuki and I met here… Huh? Oh, that!?”


    Sakuto looked at Chikage with a surprised expression.


    “I think wearing cat ears is really sly!”


    “Th… This is the uniform here, I can’t help it…!”


    Ah, Yuzuki is arguing back? Sakuto was taken aback.


    But seeing Yuzuki’s face turn red, he realized she was probably embarrassed.


    Perhaps it was more about matching the theme of the town rather than the shop’s concept, Sakuto thought, but he couldn’t help feeling it was also the shop owner’s personal taste.


    “Don’t you think so, Sakuto-kun!?”


    “Well, I don’t really──”


    ──I don’t really dislike it, Sakuto thought, but he decided to keep his mouth shut to avoid any strange misunderstandings or jealousy.


    Then Yuzuki pointed out that Chikage was holding Sakuto’s arm.


    “Ah… If you’re talking about being sly, that’s…!”


    Then she looked at Sakuto’s face and snorted with an unamused “Hmph.”


    “So that’s what it was. Sakuto’s girlfriend is Chikage-chan after all…!”


    Technically, Hikari was also his girlfriend… Now, how to respond──As Sakuto hesitated for a moment, Hikari spoke up first.


    “I wonder about that?”


    Saying so, she entwined herself around Sakuto’s other arm.


    “I’m his girlfriend too♪”


    Hikari smiled triumphantly… no, this was not the time to smile…


    Yuzuki’s eyes narrowed.


    “Wait, Sakuto… Don’t tell me you made both of them your girlfriends?”


    “──────!?”


    Sakuto stiffened, but then…


    “…No, that can’t be right.”


    Suddenly, Yuzuki’s tone softened, and she sighed as if exasperated, seemingly thinking it was a joke. Sakuto felt a profound sense of relief.


    “…anyway, what brings you here?”


    “We came to buy ice and drinks…”


    “Then over there──”


    Yuzuki pointed indifferently towards the area where the refrigerator and freezer were located.


    Then Hikari spoke up.


    “Hey, why don’t we also buy some yakisoba or something? I’m getting a little hungry…”


    With a giggle, Hikari looked expectantly at Sakuto and Chikage, who both agreed.


    “Then I’ll go for a corn dog.”


    “I would like shaved ice──”


    “Um, hold on a second…”


    Suddenly, Yuzuki extended her right hand forward.


    “Actually, the manager of this place hasn’t arrived yet…”


    “What do you mean?”


    When Sakuto asked, Yuzuki made a troubled face.


    “It means we can’t serve any food because there’s no one who can work in the kitchen. Right now the manager’s relative is trying to get in touch with them──”


    Then, from the back of the store,


    “Seriously…”


    A disappointed-sounding girl’s voice could be heard.


    However, Sakuto thought to himself, “Huh? Hmm!?”.


    (Could that voice possibly be…!)


    This time, instead of just an unpleasant feeling, Sakuto sensed something ominous, and cold sweat streamed down his forehead.


    And the person who appeared from the back of the store was──


    “Sorry, Yuzuki-chan… Oh?”


    Kousaka Matori.


    The vice president of the Newspaper Club, who had been a great help before the summer vacation.


    Matori was also a staff member of this store, currently dressed in a light blue triangle bikini with a staff apron and cat ears.


    “Takayashiki!? Hikari and Chikage are here too! Why, why──!?”


    Sakuto and Chikage made a “oh no…” face.


    Only Hikari from the same Newspaper Club exclaimed in surprise, “Matori-senpai!?”


    “What’s with you guys, all lovey-dovey with your arms linked together?”


    Matori teased them excitedly despite being surprised by the unexpected reunion.


    Hikari and Chikage blushed and quickly let go of Sakuto’s arm. Matori was the last person they wanted to be seen by.


    Unperturbed by the trio, Matori happily ran over to them.


    Even so──


    Matori was quite something. Her assets, lifted by the bikini, bounced up and down, left and right, along with her ponytail.


    Then, Matori looked at Sakuto with a sly grin and said,


    “Hehe… What do you think, Takayashiki? I’m pretty good, right?”


    She struck a pose like a gravure idol.


    “How about it? Are you excited? Oh, what about this? ──Nyan nyan, goro nyan♡”


    This time, she started doing a cat pose.


    “How about it? Cute, right? Don’t get too excited though──”


    “Did you forget to take your medicine?”


    “That’s rude!? I tried to be brave and you’re being mean to me!?”


    “You’re just being painfully embarrassing, Matori-senpai…”


    Sakuto stared at Matori with a completely expressionless face, or rather, with a look of withdrawal.


    No matter how sexy Matori tried to be, she was still Kousaka Matori.


    Sakuto, who had been trapped by her honey trap before the summer vacation, was confident that he could maintain this unshakable stance indefinitely.


    “If your parents saw you now, they’d cry, wouldn’t they?”


    “My papa and mama always say, ‘Maa-chan is always cute!'”


    Ah, so that’s why she turned out this way, Sakuto thought, suddenly making sense of it.


    “More importantly, what happened?”


    “Huh? What do you mean?”


    “Just now, you sighed ‘seriously…’ in the back… You were trying to contact the manager, right? Something about a relative…”


    Matori, as if remembering, exclaimed “That’s right!” and clasped her hands together with a panicked look towards Yuzuki.


    “Sorry, Yuzuki-chan!”


    “Eh…?”


    Yuzuki, unaware that Sakuto and Matori knew each other, looked dumbfounded but regained her composure seeing Matori’s panic.


    “What happened to the manager?”


    “Well, it turns out they’ve been hospitalized…”


    “Eh…!?”


    “So, we’re suspending the sale of food… We’ll just have drinks and ice cream, and I’ll be making shaved ice and stuff…”


    “But the customers coming in want to eat──”


    ──The two of them discussed the problem with troubled expressions.


    As Sakuto and the others watched them with confusion──


    “Excuse me…!”


    A voice came from the side.


    Chikage was staring at Matori and the others with a serious face.


    “Could I hear more about what you were just discussing?”


    Sakuto thought to himself, “No way…”

  


  
    Chapter 3 - An Order Has Come In…?


    At the beach house “Karen”──Sakuto and the other four sat at a table, beginning to listen to the circumstances from Matori.


    “Actually, this beach house is managed by my uncle.”


    They had briefly heard about this before, but Yuzuki tilted her head in curiosity.


    “Matori-senpai, you go to Arisuyama Academy like Sakuto and the others?”


    “Yes. My father’s family is from Futagoko Town. I was born there, but I come back during summer vacation and such. My uncle lives here, so I help out with the beach house in the summer.”


    I see, so those cat ears are Matori Uncle’s hobby──Sakuto thought, oddly convinced.


    The Kousaka family seems to have a lineage that undoubtedly enjoys having others dress up in cosplay.


    “And you know, my uncle is an incredibly talented person. He can do anything like play instruments, cook, and he holds various certifications. He’s also a member of the local hunting association, but——”


    At that moment, Sakuto realized something, but he continued to listen to Matori’s explanation.


    “Yesterday, there was a big bear sighting at Imoko Mountain.”


    “A bear!? That’s scary…”


    “And, this morning, it seems he went into the mountain with the local hunters members──”


    ──Summarizing the rest of Matori’s story, it went like this:


    Imoko Mountain is a tourist spot for mountain climbing, but recently there have been no climbers entering the mountain, and it’s been left to its own devices except for occasional maintenance.


    Originally, Imoko Mountain had dense vegetation, and due to poor management, the damp rocky areas grew moss, making it slippery and dangerous.


    Into such a mountain, Uncle Matori entered from the morning, and then he found the bear.


    Amidst the tension, he approached, aimed his rifle, and put his finger on the trigger──but he slipped on the rocky terrain and ended up yelling “Aaaaaahhh.”


    Hearing Matori’s story, Sakuto and the others went “Ah…”


    When they had encountered the old lady on Imoko Mountain──


    Bang───!


    …Aaaaaahhh───


    …──


    ──That gunshot and scream must have been what it was about.


    Fortunately, the sound of the gunshot and the scream seemed to have scared the bear away.


    However, during the incident, Uncle Matori hit his back on a rock and now needed to be hospitalized for today and tomorrow, which led to Matori’s earlier “Seriously…”──


    “──That’s the situation, and he was supposed to return around noon but…”


    Saying this, Matori made a troubled face.


    In short, they need to run the beach house today and tomorrow without her uncle who usually manages the kitchen.


    “That’s unfortunate… I hope the manager is okay…”


    Yuzuki said with a concerned look on her face.


    “So, I’ve been left in charge for now, but I don’t really know how to handle the kitchen.”


    That’s when Hikari spoke up.


    “Isn’t there anyone in your Uncle’s family who can work in the kitchen? Like your parents, Matori-senpai?”


    “Mom and Dad have work, so they can only come here on Sunday… Uncle is currently enjoying his bachelor life, so I don’t think there’s anyone else who could work in the kitchen…”


    “I see…”


    Hikari also looked down, troubled.


    Matori turned to Yuzuki with a resigned expression.


    “Either I or Yuzuki-chan would be good in the kitchen, but do you have any experience?”


    “I don’t, and it’s impossible for me…”


    “I see-I see, then I guess we’ll have to give up on the cooking…”


    Matori tried to smile to avoid causing Yuzuki any concern.


    Then, Chikage, who had been quietly listening to the situation up until now, looked at Sakuto and Hikari with a thoughtful expression.


    “…Excuse me, could we talk outside the store for a moment?”


    Sakuto had a hunch about what Chikage was thinking, but he decided to follow her outside for now.


    ***


    On the white wooden deck, Sakuto and the twin sisters stood side by side for a conversation.


    The cats from earlier were still comfortably stretching out in the shade.


    Chikage hesitantly began to speak.


    “Um, this is a bit hard to say but…”


    She looked at Sakuto’s and Hikari’s face, then stopped herself with a muttered “never mind,” but Sakuto gently asked her,


    “…you want to help in the kitchen?”


    Chikage, looking a bit guilty, nodded and said, “Yes.”


    “Since her Uncle is hospitalized and they seem to be in trouble, I thought if there’s something I can do…”


    Chikage was accustomed to doing household chores at home. She saw that Matori and the others were in trouble and wanted to make use of her skills here.


    Chikage spoke as if she was considering doing something wrong, but her intention was certainly not misplaced.


    However, the three of them had come on this trip together.


    Taking a separate action on her own might feel to her like she was doing something wrong to Sakuto and Hikari, or it might weigh on her conscience—Sakuto guessed as much.


    As Sakuto was considering what to say, Hikari spoke up first.


    “But, Chii-chan… Are you really okay with that?”


    “No, I think it’s not okay…”


    “That’s not what I mean. The people you’d be helping are Matori-senpai and Yuzuki-chan, right? Matori-senpai is one thing, but Yuzuki-chan is the person who hurt Sakuto──”


    “Hikari, that matter──”


    “I know. Sakuto, in your mind, you have already forgiven Yuzuki-chan, and it’s a resolved issue, right? But I… I still can’t forgive Yuzuki-chan…”


    Hikari spoke calmly, but her gaze was sharper than usual.


    “Chii-chan, can you forgive Yuzuki-chan?”


    “…”


    “She’s the girl who made Sakuto do that dare confession, remember?”


    “That is… I don’t know.”


    Chikage said uncertainly, but then added,


    “But I saw that Yuzuki-chan has properly apologized to Sakuto-kun, and it’s true that Matori-senpai and the others are in trouble…”


    Saying this, she looked straight into Hikari’s eyes and smiled.


    “Hmm… I see…”


    Hikari let out a troubled smile and looked at Sakuto.


    

  


  

  
    “What do you think, Sakuto?”


    Sakuto also gave a wry smile but touched by Chikage’s kindness that couldn’t overlook someone in trouble, he somehow felt a warmth in his own heart.


    “Chikage, if you want to help, then we’ve decided what we’re going to do.”


    “We’re going to help too, right?”


    As the two nodded to each other with grins, Chikage exclaimed in surprise, “Eh?”


    “No, I’ll help them by myself, so Sakuto-kun and Hii-chan should──”


    Hikari waved her index finger from side to side with a “tsk tsk tsk.”


    “Chii-chan, have you forgotten about the night we all agreed to stick together?”


    “Eh? Ah… right, that night…”


    That’s when Sakuto too remembered the night they made wishes upon the countless stars──


    『We, hereby, swear to the heavens…』


    『We, uh, although born on different days… wait? Hii-chan and I were born on the same day…』


    『Just keep going!』


    『Ah, right… uh… so, together, the three of us, forever and ever…!』


    『Wish to be happily in love…! …something like that?』


    ──It was something like the “Oath of the Peach Garden.”


    (Thinking about it now, it’s kind of embarrassing…)


    Sakuto chuckled and nodded to the smiling Hikari.


    “It won’t work if even one of us is missing. We’re like pieces of a jigsaw puzzle. It’s only right when the three of us are together. Right, Sakuto?”


    Hikari had summed up everything Sakuto wanted to say.


    “Yeah. If Chikage wants to help, then we’ll help too.”


    “But…”


    “If the three of us help, it’ll surely be a relief for Matori-senpai and Yuzuki as well—”


    Sakuto looked at Chikage with an embarrassed face.


    “Or maybe, I just don’t want to be apart from you, Chikage. Is that so bad…?”


    At that moment, Chikage’s face turned bright red as if on fire, overwhelmed with joy.


    While on the verge of tears, she smiled at Sakuto and Hikari and replied with a smile,


    “Yes! I want to be with Sakuto-kun and Hii-chan too…!”


    “Then it’s decided! I’ll go tell Matori-senpai〜”


    Saying that, Hikari winked at Sakuto and went back inside first. It was a sign for him to take care of the rest.


    Then, an emotionally moved Chikage hugged Sakuto.


    “…What’s this all of a sudden?”


    “I’m so happy…”


    “Oh, um… that’s good…”


    While Chikage buried her face in his chest, Sakuto was concerned if anyone around was watching them, but only the nearby cats were staring intently.


    ──And then.


    Among the cats that had been lounging around, one white cat stared intently at Chikage’s face.


    Suddenly, it leaped from its perch and landed silently on the deck.


    Then, the white cat, having separated from the group, passed by Sakuto and Chikage as if nothing had happened.


    Chikage, who had been watching from the corner of her eye, felt a strange sense of nostalgia upon seeing the white cat.


    On closer inspection, it resembled Mashiro, the cat she once had──


    “…What’s wrong, Chikage?”


    Chikage snapped out of it.


    It seemed she had inadvertently projected the image of Mashiro onto another cat.


    “Ah, no… it’s nothing.”


    Sakuto was curious where Chikage’s gaze was directed.


    He looked in the direction of her gaze but only saw people playing around on the white sandy beach.


    ***


    “Alright! Then, since we’re paying you three for your part-time work, please take care of today and tomorrow, okay?”


    Matori spoke with a smile while Yuzuki next to her was trying to suppress her laughter. The reason being──


    “Um, may I say something…?”


    Chikage raised her hand timidly.


    Her face was red with either anger or embarrassment, and her shoulders were shaking.


    “What is it? The kitchen stuff? No worries, I heard you were amazing at cooking, so that’s a relief!”


    “No, that’s not what I mean…”


    “Oh, if it’s about break times, you can take them whenever──”


    “That’s not what I’m trying to say…!”


    Chikage made a fed-up face and pointed above her own head.


    “Why do I have to wear cat ears too〜〜”


    Matori tilted her head with an “eh?” feigning ignorance.


    Yuzuki, on the other hand, seemed to be holding back laughter at Chikage’s cat-eared appearance, perhaps still holding a grudge from being called sly for wearing cat ears earlier.


    By the way, those fluffy cat ear headbands, while the same shape, represented different cat breeds.


    Chikage was a black cat, Hikari was a tabby, Matori was a calico, and Yuzuki was a white cat.


    “I’ll be in the kitchen, so I don’t need them?”


    “No, that’s because, you see, it’s about maintaining the ambiance or something?”


    “Ambiance? But isn’t this supposed to be a classy, resort-style establishment… Refreshing and perfect for a summer at the beach, such a lovely place isn’t common, right…?”


    “Eh? Ah, thank you?”


    Matori, not sure whether he was being praised or scolded, decided to just express his gratitude.


    “Yet, with cat ears… aren’t we actively disrupting the ambiance?”


    “Well, I don’t know what to tell you… The concept seems to be a beach house where you can interact with cats.”


    “That doesn’t mean the staff should be wearing cat ears, right?”


    “Umm─── Uhh──”


    After a moment of contemplation, Matori said,


    “──The cat ears suit you!”


    And with a beautiful smile, she gave a thumbs-up.


    “Don’t dodge the question───!”


    Then there was another person, someone who also wanted to object to the staff wearing cat ears──


    “No… why do I have to wear these too…”


    Sakuto, wearing tabby cat ears, said with a look of dismay,


    “What are you talking about, Takayashiki? It suits you perfectly, It totally suits you.”


    Matori said, giving a thumbs-up.


    “Sakuto, it looks super good on youー♪ So cute♪” Hikari said cheerfully.


    “Doesn’t it suit you…?” Yuzuki turned away as she spoke.


    “It really suits you♡” Chikage said, her eyes sparkling.


    The four girls unanimously mandated the wearing of cat ears for Sakuto.


    (Even you, Chikage…?)


    “Et tu, Brute?”


    (TN: “Even you, Brutus?” Caesar’s shock and betrayal by someone he considered a loyal friend.)


    —Sakuto could somewhat understand how Julius Caesar must have felt.


    “Hey hey, what about me-what about me?”


    Hikari twirled around happily. Her cuteness was such that one might think she had always had cat ears, as they suited her so well.


    (Indeed, Hikari does have a cat-like vibe…)


    Her free-spirited and skillful charm was particularly cat-like.


    On the other hand, Chikage also looked quite fitting in cat ears, but it was more the sight of her wearing cat ears and being embarrassed that was cute.


    (No, really, both of them are so cute… I might get hooked on cat ears…)


    

  


  

  
    As Sakuto was watching the twin sisters, Yuzuki quietly entered his field of vision.


    “Your nose is stretching out…” (TN: drooling or gawking)


    “It’s not…”


    “Hmm…”


    “What?”


    “Nothing…”


    Yuzuki seemed, for some reason, to be in a bad mood.


    That’s when Matori said with a beaming smile, “Alright!”


    “Since it’s about time for more customers to come in for a break, let’s get pumped and do our best!”


    ***


    Just as Matori had said, around 2:30 PM, the number of customers surged. Everyone took their positions and started attending to them.


    Soon after, Matori called out to the kitchen with an order sheet.


    “Chikage, we’ve got an order. Two servings of yakisoba and one cold Chinese noodle.”


    “Got it!”


    Chikage, who was in charge of the kitchen, took out the pre-prepared ingredients from the refrigerator and started cooking one dish after another.


    The kitchen was small, so only one or two people could fit in, but for now, Chikage was managing fine on her own. Sakuto wandered around the counter area, occasionally assisting Chikage.


    “Sakuto-kun, could you please help with the toppings?”


    “Okay!”


    Sakuto relied on his memory of the images he had seen to decide what and how much to put on each dish instantly.


    For the yakisoba, there were four toppings: green seaweed, red pickled ginger, mayonnaise, and bonito flakes, and he had to follow the instructions on whether to add them or not, so he placed them accurately based on the order sheet.


    “Matori-senpai, two servings of yakisoba and one cold Chinese noodle are ready!”


    “Okay!”


    As Matori carried the dishes away, Sakuto noticed Hikari, who was taking orders at a table, being approached by two college-aged men.


    Sakuto couldn’t help but watch intently—


    “Hey, do you want to hang out with us after this? Maybe later tonight?”


    “I’m sorry, but my boyfriend is actually here, and we have plans to hang out together after this.”


    “Really? For real?”


    “Yes. Thank you for inviting me──So, what would you like to order?”


    She responded with a smile, but Hikari was in full social courtesy mode.


    She deflected with a smile and conversation skills, making sure they wouldn’t approach her further.


    Her ability to handle the situation was so adept that it was hard to believe it was her first time serving customers, and Sakuto breathed a sigh of relief.


    Meanwhile, Yuzuki, who was serving a family, was smiling at a little girl.


    “Wow, you swam in the sea for the first time? That’s amazing, weren’t you scared?”


    “Nope! Ehehe〜♪”


    As usual, she seemed comfortable with children, having made friends with the little girl. The girl’s parents were also smiling as they watched the two of them.


    Then, a pair of college-aged girls with brown hair and tanned skin approached Sakuto.


    “Excuse me, can we take a commemorative photo with that instant camera?”


    “Yes──Matori-senpai, could you please take a photo with the instant camera?”


    “Sure!”


    As if to say that Matori-senpai was the one for cameras, Sakuto passed the request to Matori.


    Matori took the camera and guided them to the front, where the cats were lounging, and took a photo with them.


    By the way, the instant photos cost three hundred yen each (including tax). Additionally, if customers handed over their camera or smartphone, they would take photos for free, which apparently served as free advertising for the shop when customers posted on social media.


    After a while, the two college-aged girls left with satisfied smiles on their faces.


    When Matori returned to the shop, Sakuto called out from the counter.


    “Thank you. Did the photo turn out well?”


    Matori handed Sakuto the instant photo, saying, “Of course.”


    “What’s this?”


    “I took it to put up in the shop. Once it’s developed, write the date with a permanent marker and stick it on that corkboard over there.”


    “Understood.”


    Before long, the image on the film began to faintly emerge.


    Between the two smiling girls making peace signs, the cats from earlier were faintly visible.


    Sakuto, curious, asked Matori a question.


    “Matori-senpai?”


    “What is it?”


    “Are these four cats originally the shop’s pets?”


    “Nope, they’re strays. They’ve been around here for a while. Kind of like our guardian spirits? Some people come from far away just to take photos with them.”


    “Wow…”


    “On social media, a beach house where you can take instant photos with cats in swimsuits is kind of popular, you know?”


    It might indeed be rare.


    Sakuto finished writing today’s date on the photograph and pinned it to the corkboard.


    ***


    After a while, Sakuto went to the back of the store to take out the trash. That’s when he heard Chikage’s voice talking to someone—


    “Understand? This isn’t because I’ve let my guard down or anything!?”


    ──Tsundere? To whom?


    Sakuto peeked around the corner of the wall to see who Chikage was talking to.


    Then—


    “That’s why… here you go.”


    Chikage placed a food dish on the ground, and the cats came over with a “meow,” gathering around it.


    It seemed she had been conversing with the cats.


    “…Chikage?”


    “Ah!? Sakuto-kun!?”


    Perhaps embarrassed to be seen, Chikage’s face turned bright red.


    “Are those cats the guardians of this shop? Were you feeding them?”


    “Yes… They were meowing behind the shop, and I thought they might be hungry…”


    “I see. And the cat food?”


    “It was left here by the store manager. There was also a dish, so I just…”


    Looking down again, Sakuto saw four cats alternately sticking their faces into the dish, crunching on the cat food. It was quite a charming scene.


    “Can I ask you something?”


    “What is it?”


    “Mashiro… Did you once have a cat with that name, Chikage?”


    “!? …Yes. How did you know?”


    “Well, just a guess──”


    ──Although he said that, he thought to himself, ‘I knew it.’


    “When I was in elementary school, I found a pure white kitten. I named it Mashiro and took care of it but…”


    Chikage stopped speaking, but Sakuto could imagine the rest.


    “So why did you become afraid of cats?”


    “…Why indeed? After Mashiro was gone, I suddenly became scared.”


    “I see…”


    “By the way, the white one is missing… where could it have gone?”


    While Chikage looked around restlessly, Sakuto thought about how he might help her overcome her fear of cats.


    She said she was afraid of cats——


    But from the way she fed them, even if just casually, it didn’t seem like she truly hated them.


    Not hate, but fear—


    (I thought it was a mistake to bring her here at first, but maybe not…)


    Sakuto hoped that this trip might help Chikage overcome her fear of cats.

  


  
    Chapter 4 - Playing at the Beach…?


    Around four o’clock, when the flow of customers finally began to wane and there was nothing left to do but clean up, Matori suggested,


    “Phew, you guys really saved me! It’s going to get busy again in the evening, so why don’t you take about an hour break?”


    Sakuto and the twin sisters showed a relieved expression.


    It seemed they had managed to provide satisfactory service to the guests without any particular trouble.


    “Hey, Yuzuki-chan, why don’t you go with them too?”


    “Ah? Me?”


    “You know them, right? Come on, don’t be shy, off you go.”


    Yuzuki seemed a bit reluctant.


    Though it was suggested they play together, Yuzuki probably felt awkward about it.


    But then Hikari touched Yuzuki’s arm and said, “Come on, Yuzuki-chan, let’s go together?”


    Sakuto was surprised by this.


    There was no sense of mere politeness or particular concern for Yuzuki.


    It just seemed like a simple invitation to a friend to join in the fun.


    I still can’t forgive Yuzuki-chan—or so Hikari had said—yet it was Hikari who made the approach.


    Was there some intention behind it?


    (Ah, I see…)


    For a moment, Hikari’s gaze sharpened as she looked at Yuzuki.


    It was the look of someone observing, trying to peer into a person’s inner thoughts.


    Perhaps Hikari was trying to figure out what kind of person Kusanagi Yuzuki really was.


    “Eh? But…”


    Yuzuki hesitated, about to decline, but Chikage also smiled and took Yuzuki’s other arm.


    “It’s more fun to play together, so Yuzuki-san should come too.”


    Caught between the twins, with no escape, Yuzuki looked embarrassed and a bit troubled as she glanced left and right before seeking confirmation from Sakuto.


    “Um, is it really okay for me to go too?”


    “Yeah, since it’s a special occasion, you should come along too, Yuzuki.”


    As Sakuto said this, Yuzuki blushed and nodded shyly.


    And just as they were about to leave the store, Matori reminded them.


    “Oh, keep the cat ears on, okay? It’s good advertising for the shop, and they’re waterproof anyway.”


    Realizing they had all become quite accustomed to the cat ears without noticing, the four of them were startled.


    ***


    After leaving the beach house “Karen,” the four of them arrived at the base they had set up.


    They filled a cooler box with ice and drinks and prepared to change into their swimsuits.


    However, Yuzuki was already in her swimsuit.


    Without the cat ears and apron, she was simply in a camikini.


    Upon looking at Yuzuki again, the area around her chest was frilly and somewhat indistinct, but the line from her waist to her hips appeared perfect.


    She had a slender model-like figure that was in no way inferior to the Usami sisters’ proportions.


    Yuzuki, noticing Sakuto’s gaze, blushed and glared at him.


    “What?”


    “Did you pick out that swimsuit yourself?”


    “Yeah, why?”


    “No reason, it suits you.”


    “Don’t just casually say things like that!”


    Yuzuki seemed to say angrily, probably out of embarrassment.


    Sakuto thought that if it were Hikari or Chikage, they might have been pleased—whether it was because Yuzuki was a girl or just because she was Yuzuki, Sakuto found it difficult to compliment someone.


    “Here we go, here we go—”


    “Phew… okay!”


    Hikari and Chikage began to change.


    Hikari took off her short jean shorts and lifted her T-shirt from the hem to remove it.


    Chikage, while paying attention to her surroundings, leisurely unbuttoned her one-piece dress and gently slid the straps off her shoulders, one by one.


    The sight of the two changing stirred something in Sakuto’s chest.


    Yuzuki, seeing Sakuto’s flushed face, looked annoyed.


    “What?”


    “You’re letting your true colors show…”


    “I’m not…”


    Feeling awkward, Sakuto scratched the back of his neck.


    “Sorry to keep you waiting! Ta-da♪”


    Hikari suddenly appeared in Sakuto’s field of vision, causing him to exclaim in surprise.


    “Hehehe♪ Sakuto, how’s my swimsuit?”


    Hikari’s swimsuit was a flashy triangle bikini tied behind the neck. It was a perfect blend of sexiness and cuteness.


    For a boyfriend, it would be twenty-five times cuter than usual. And above all, that wonderful proportions—Sakuto could only be impressed.


    “I think it’s really cute… it suits you.”


    “Thanks♪ I got a ‘cute’ from Sakuto〜♪”


    Hikari, spinning around with a smile in the sunlight, looked even more radiant and attractive.


    Then, a voice muttered from beside him.


    “Look, your face…”


    “I told you, it’s not like that…”


    As Sakuto turned red from Yuzuki’s comment, Chikage called out to him with a “Um.”


    Turning to her—


    “Sakuto-kun, what do you think…?”


    It was as if the final boss had appeared—or rather, a goddess had descended onto this sandy beach.


    Chikage was wearing a black triangle bikini slightly different from Hikari’s.


    The top had frills, but it was cunningly designed to emphasize the cleavage without being too blatant, overflowing with undeniable allure.


    Her hip line and legs were also incredibly seductive.


    Even Hikari and Yuzuki let out an “Wow!” in admiration.


    “Does it look weird…?”


    Chikage asked while holding her left elbow with her right hand.


    Whether she intended it or not, this action emphasized her chest even more.


    “Um… well, it’s not weird or anything, instead—”


    —It’s really great.


    He hesitated to say it out loud, struggling to find where to even begin with the compliments.


    “Pretty bold, huh~? Sakuto, you’re totally red!”


    “No, that’s just because it’s hot…!”


    “Oh really? Is it just the heat?”


    Hikari teased with a grin, causing Sakuto to become even more flustered.


    Yuzuki was watching Sakuto with a cool gaze.


    “…What?”


    “Nothing… Just thinking that Sakuto, you have such reactions.”


    What kind of reaction is that? Sakuto thought as he glared at Yuzuki, but she just turned away with a snooty face.


    Sakuto looked at Chikage again.


    It was embarrassing, but he had to convey what needed to be said—


    “Seriously, it really suits you. You look cute.”


    “R-really!? That’s good to hear…!”


    Seeing Chikage relieved and happy, Sakuto felt a sense of relief as well.


    Then, Hikari, who was particularly high-spirited, thrust her fist into the air.


    “Alright, let’s all play in the sea—!”


    ***


    When they reached the water’s edge, Hikari jumped around happily.


    “It’s cold and feels so good! Come on, everyone, hurry up!”


    “It really does feel nice, Sakuto-kun, Yuzuki-chan——Wait, Hii-chan! Don’t splash me all of a sudden… eek! Geez!”


    “Yuzuki-chan too—there! there!”


    “Hyah! Hikari-chan, not in the face!”


    Even as she said this, Yuzuki looked like she was having fun.


    Beautiful girls splashing each other at the beach—it really made quite a picturesque scene.


    As Sakuto was gazing at them absentmindedly, the three girls approached him with a look that spelled trouble—


    “W-what is it?”


    ” ” “On the count of three—” ” “


    “Whoa! Wait…!”


    Sakuto was drenched by the girls, fully tasting the saltiness of the seawater.


    Afterward, the four of them played in the sea for a while.


    They floated on swim rings and swam, but since they needed to return to the shop later, the three girls tried not to get their hair too wet.


    After playing, Sakuto, who had returned to their base to quench his thirst, was soon joined by Yuzuki, who had also come back quietly.


    “Yuzuki, you’re also thirsty?”


    “Yeah──Somehow, you seem happy?”


    “Ah, those two are always smiling like that—”


    “I’m not talking about them, I’m talking about you, Sakuto.”


    “Me?”


    “I mean, when you were with me…”


    “What?”


    “…Never mind.”


    Yuzuki unscrewed the cap of her water bottle and took a few sips.


    (What’s that about…)


    Although he wondered, Sakuto had an inkling of what Yuzuki was trying to say.


    When he was with Yuzuki, he used to be expressionless.


    Perhaps he had been frustratingly unable to convey his feelings, causing her worry. Or maybe she thought he was boring.


    Remembering his “study robot” days, he let out a wry smile.


    (If I had been like I am now back then, would my relationship with Yuzuki be different today…?)


    If he had been like now—Sakuto thought their awkward relationship might have been a bit better.


    ***

  


  

  
    “Ready… Go!”


    At Sakuto’s signal, Hikari and Chikage started running along the water’s edge.


    It was a simple race to see who was faster, with no stakes attached to winning or losing.


    Sakuto had always thought Chikage was the faster one, but Hikari was surprisingly quick too.


    She didn’t seem like the type to exercise regularly, but her running form was like that of a track sprinter.


    (Hikari seems more suited for the track team than the Newspaper Club. Chikage should join a club too.)


    While he watched the two sisters competing, Yuzuki spoke up softly beside him.


    “They’re not just smart, those two are good at sports too…”


    “I don’t know about Hikari, but Chikage said she gets a ‘5’ in PE.”


    “Hmm…”


    In fact, Chikage scored ‘5’ in all subjects, not just PE. (TN: 5 here is probably the highest possible score.)


    Her diligence was something even Sakuto, who had been rather slack lately, admired and aspired to emulate.


    “By the way, Yuzuki, why did you come to Futagoko Town?”


    “Do you remember the cafe ‘Ange’ where I work?”


    “Yeah, I do.”


    “The owner introduced me to it. She said there was a week-long live-in job available. It seems the owners know each other.”


    “The owner of ‘Karen,’ you mean the manager?”


    “No, it seems there’s someone else.”


    Yuzuki let out a small sigh.


    “…But I was surprised to find out that Matori-senpai and you guys knew each other. And Matori-senpai was in the Newspaper Club you mentioned before?”


    “Ahahaha… yeah, that’s right.”


    “…Why the wry smile?”


    “Well, there’s been a lot going on…”


    Remembering the commotion in the Newspaper Club before the summer vacation, Sakuto felt a bit exasperated.


    By the time they finished talking, the twin sisters had reached the goal, with Chikage as the winner.


    They waved their hands as they came back towards them.


    “…So, which one is it, Sakuto?”


    “Again with that story…”


    “But I’m curious…”


    “Why?”


    “You said you had a girlfriend, right? I can’t imagine you would come to the beach with those two and leave yopur girlfriend behind…”


    Sakuto couldn’t help but let out a silent chuckle.


    “…What?”


    “Nothing, it’s nothing.”


    “I’m curious now. Do you really have a girlfriend? Tell me?”


    “Nope, I won’t tell. Didn’t I say it was a secret before?”


    “…Meanie.”


    Yuzuki snorted disinterestedly with a “Hmph.”


    However, Sakuto wondered what kind of reaction Yuzuki would have if he told her about his girlfriend(s).


    She might be surprised, or she might be disappointed, or she might even be put off.


    As he amused himself with imagining Yuzuki’s reaction if she found out, the twin sisters returned and immediately grabbed Sakuto’s arms.


    “What were you talking about?”


    “Mmm… Suspicious.”


    “It’s nothing.”


    Sakuto said with a wry smile.


    Yuzuki looked on with a suspicious gaze, but it seemed she still couldn’t figure out which one was his girlfriend.


    ***


    After playing together for a little while, they returned to “Karen.”


    “Matori-senpai, we’re back.”


    Matori was facing a middle-aged man dressed like a fisherman with a troubled expression.


    “Ah, welcome back.”


    “Did something happen?”


    Sakuto asked, and Matori replied with a similarly troubled look, “Well, you see…”


    “Actually, this is my uncle’s acquaintance. He was about to go out to sea in his boat, but the engine won’t start…”


    “Is it broken?”


    “Probably… He came here thinking my uncle could fix it, but…”


    Unfortunately, his uncle was in the hospital and not around.


    He wondered if there was anyone else nearby who could fix it—


    “Maybe I should take a look?”


    “Eh?”


    Both Matori and the middle-aged man looked surprised at Hikari.


    “Hikari, you can fix it?”


    “If it’s an electrical issue, I’m good at that. If I can find the cause, I might be able to fix it.”


    The middle-aged man looked impressed and said, “Well then, could you at least take a look? I’ll pay for the repairs.”


    “Yes! —Ah, Matori-senpai, do you have a toolbox?”


    “It should be in the storage shed out back.”


    “Got it. I’ll just borrow it for a bit—”


    Hikari said and left the shop heading towards the storage shed.


    “Well then, let’s leave the boat to Hikari and start preparing for the evening. I want to learn cooking from Chikage, can you teach me?”


    “Okay. I’ll be waiting in the kitchen—”


    Chikage said and went to the back of the shop… diligently wearing cat ears, whether out of duty or because she liked them.


    “Takayashiki, can you help Yuzuki-chan with the counter service?”


    “Um, can I go with Hikari instead?”


    “Ooh—”


    Matori suddenly smirked.


    “…What?”


    “Nothinggg~… Well then, Takayashiki, take good care of Hikari, okay?”


    Matori seemed to be under some kind of misunderstanding (though not really), but for now, Sakuto decided to ignore it.


    ***


    The pier was on the opposite side of the breakwater.


    Among various types of boats, the middle-aged man led Sakuto and Hikari to the broken one. It was a small motorboat for sea fishing that didn’t look too old.


    “Hikari, you said you’re good with electrical systems, but can you inspect a boat?”


    “I can do the basics. Actually, I just got my small boat license the other day.”


    “Really? That’s amazing…”


    “Hehehe, peace♪ I also learned how to repair and inspect boats along with piloting them, so leave it to me.”


    Hikari checked the gears and the kill switch (a safety device that stops the engine if the operator falls off the boat) to make sure they weren’t disengaged.


    “Hmm… everything seems fine up to here, but maybe—”


    Hikari took out a multimeter from the toolbox and connected it to the battery.


    “—Just as I thought. When was the last time you changed the battery?”


    “Um… it was when I first bought the boat, so about three years ago…”


    “Then it might be the battery’s lifespan.”


    The middle-aged man seemed to understand but then looked troubled again.


    “But I don’t have a spare battery…”


    “A battery for boats──”


    Sakuto recalled his memories since arriving in Futagoko Town.


    “—Wasn’t there a fishing gear shop on the outskirts of the shopping district?”


    “Yeah, I stopped by there earlier.”


    “They might have one, why not give them a call?”


    “If they have a battery, we can replace it.”


    The middle-aged man seemed convinced again and quickly made a call to the fishing gear shop. It turned out that there was a battery for the boat.


    Saying he would go buy it immediately, he left, and Sakuto and Hikari were alone together.


    “You’re really amazing, Hikari.”


    “…? What do you mean?”


    “No, I mean, being able to repair and inspect boats. And even getting a small boat license, that’s not something just anyone can do.”


    “Hmm… I think it’s more important to act first rather than overthink things. You know, if there’s something you like or want to try, you have to move on it right away or you’ll lose your enthusiasm.”


    Hikari definitely has a point.


    Thinking “I want to do this” or “I want to try that” can be exciting in the moment, but as time passes, most of those feelings fade into indifference.


    “So that’s why──”


    Suddenly, Hikari hugged him.


    “Act on your impulses.”


    “Uh… sometimes it’s important to stop and think a bit too…”


    “Don’t you want to kiss me?”


    “I do, but… right now?”


    To Sakuto’s question, Hikari just chuckled softly and quietly closed her eyes.


    After a slightly long kiss, Hikari smiled with her cheeks still flushed.


    “The timing is always okay whenever you want to, Sakuto.”


    “I see…”


    “Make sure you do the same for Chii-chan later, okay? She worked really hard today.”


    “Got it…”


    “Then, just one more time──”


    ──And they kissed.


    At the moment of their second kiss, a white cat was watching them from atop the breakwater.


    It was the time of day when the twilight sky reflected off the sea.


    The water’s surface shimmered as if it were aglow with gold.


    Perhaps bored with the endless long kiss, the white cat yawned, stretched its legs out in front, straightened its back, and with a little leap, hopped down and went off somewhere.

  


  
    Twin Talk──! ② The Guest is His Childhood Friend…?


    “──Hey, can I talk to both of you both for a second?”


    It was during break time. Yuzuki approached the twins who were building a sandcastle on the beach.


    Sakuto had just gone to the restroom, so Hikari muttered softly, “I see.”


    “Is it about Sakuto?”


    Yuzuki was startled and stammered, “Uh…”


    “Well, yes, but it is also about you, Hikari-chan and Chikage-chan…”


    “Us? What is it?”


    “Well… which one of you is Sakuto’s girlfriend?”


    Hikari and Chikage looked at each other and chuckled.


    “Rather, which one do you think is his girlfriend?”


    “I’m asking because I don’t know. Sakuto won’t tell me, he says it’s a secret…”


    “Why are you so curious about that?”


    “Uh… well, Sakuto is… my childhood friend…”


    Yuzuki looked away from the twins as if trying to hide her nervousness, even though she knew that wasn’t a good enough reason.


    Since the Hydrangea Festival, Yuzuki had found the Usami sisters somewhat difficult to deal with.


    Chikage has a strong personality and can be scary when angered. She even confronts boys like Matsukaze Shun with fierce opinions. She’s beautiful, but someone whose mood you wouldn’t want to spoil.


    Hikari hides her feelings behind a smile, yet she has a sharp mind that can pinpoint various things, which makes her somewhat intimidating.


    Of the two, Hikari is the harder one for Yuzuki to deal with. Even now, before she could ask, Hikari had guessed it was about Sakuto, making Yuzuki feel as if her thoughts had been read.


    Yuzuki understood that both sisters were formidable when angered.


    Yet, she also thought they were genuinely kind people.


    Compared to Sakuto’s demeanor up to middle school, the calm way he carries himself now must be influenced by these two.


    They are beautiful, stylish, smart, and athletic—qualities the twins possess that Yuzuki feels she lacks.


    She admits to herself that they are simply out of her league.


    If Sakuto had changed because of meeting them, Yuzuki would have wanted to know how they managed to change him so much.


    That curiosity was eating away at her.


    She also wanted to know which one was his girlfriend.


    The reason for that wasn’t entirely clear to Yuzuki, but still──


    Then, Hikari raised her hand.


    “Actually, I’m Sakuto’s girlfriend〜”


    “Ah, no fair! That’s not true! I’m his girlfriend!”


    Chikage also raised her hand as if to assert herself.


    “Um, so… who really is the girlfriend?”


    “Me!” “It’s me!”
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    Yuzuki let out a big sigh.


    Was she being teased not only by Sakuto but by these twins as well?


    “…Okay, how about this? I’ll tell you a ‘certain secret’ about Sakuto if you tell me which one of you is dating him?”


    “A secret about Sakuto? What is it?”


    “What kind of secret? I’m curious.”


    The twin sisters showed interest.


    “It’s something embarrassing for Sakuto, like a weakness.”


    “What’s that!?”


    “I’m very interested!”


    “So, who’s the girlfriend? Raise your hand honestly.”


    “Me, me!” “It’s me! Me!”


    This is hopeless──Yuzuki sighed again.


    However, through this exchange, she realized one thing and smiled slightly.


    “…So, both of you like Sakuto?”


    Hikari and Chikage looked at each other, their cheeks blushing,


    “Yes!” “Yes!”


    They turned their innocent smiles towards Yuzuki.


    Yuzuki became even more unsure about who Sakuto’s girlfriend was, but it somehow seemed less important as she watched the twins’ smiles.


    It was thanks to these two that Sakuto had changed for the better──that thought lightened Yuzuki’s mood.


    Still──


    Was it a lie when Sakuto said he had a girlfriend?


    No, as far as Yuzuki knew, Sakuto wasn’t the type to lie, at least not to her──ah, it’s all becoming too confusing.


    But there was one thing that was really bothering her now.


    Yuzuki pointed at the castle the twins had built.


    “Um, that… isn’t that a bit too much of a castle?”


    ” “Eh?” “


    The twins looked puzzled at the unfamiliar phrase “too much of a castle,” but in front of them was an impressive sandcastle about a meter high, with attention to detail.


    It looked like a model, too well-crafted to be made of sand.


    Then Sakuto returned.


    “──Ah. Is that Neuschwanstein Castle? The one in Germany?”


    “Wow, Sakuto, you knew? It’s said to be the most beautiful castle in the world♪”


    “Sakuto-kun, let’s live here together in the future!”


    “No, that’s probably impossible? The deposit and key money seem expensive──Still, it’s amazing how you’ve replicated even the small details. I should take a photo.”


    Yuzuki wanted to interject about many things, but she was at a loss on where to start with these three’s out-of-the-ordinary sensibilities.


    However, after taking the photo──


    “Yuzuki-san, can I talk to you for a moment?”


    Yuzuki was quietly approached by Chikage.


    “Could you tell me about Sakuto-kun from the past?”


    “Why?”


    “I just want to know more about Sakuto-kun… Is that okay?”


    Chikage asked hesitantly, yet with an awkward determination.


    (This girl… I wonder if she wants to outdo Hikari-chan…?)


    She had thought Chikage was a scary person.


    But now, all I see is a lovely girl filled with insecurities about love.


    Yuzuki, who felt a sense of empathy for the timid Chikage, shared just a little bit about Sakuto’s past.

  


  
    Chapter 5 - The Moon is Beautiful, Isn’t It…?


    After returning from the pier, Sakuto and the others diligently got to work.


    Once six o’clock rolled around and the locals finished their jobs, they came by and it turned into a bit of a party. They were all familiar faces to Matori’s uncle.


    Things got quite busy from there, but by eight o’clock, the gathering had dispersed.


    After completing the closing tasks, Matori, with a smile, gave instructions to everyone.


    “Great work everyone! That’s it for today, we’re done!”


    Sakuto and the others, having removed their cat ears and aprons, were relieved to have made it through the day.


    (Working feels like this, huh…)


    As relief washed over him, so did a wave of exhaustion.


    However, compared to the four girls, he felt like he hadn’t done much besides handling the cash register and assisting around the place.


    It might have been more of a mental fatigue than anything else.


    Hikari had perfectly repaired that boat, earning the gratitude of a middle-aged fisherman. As a token of thanks, the man brought a generous amount of freshly caught squid just before closing.


    Hikari gratefully accepted it, but since it was more than she could handle, she decided to use it at the beach house and handed it over to Chikage.


    Chikage had been a star in the kitchen.


    She even finished preparing for the next day during her spare time, taught Matori and Yuzuki how to cook when they were free and effortlessly managed to keep up with the variety of dishes—a display of her versatility.


    Yuzuki and Matori, drawing on their part-time job experiences, were also active on the floor.


    (I need to step up more tomorrow…)


    Then, Matori approached Sakuto.


    “Takayashiki, you’re really amazing.”


    “Hm? What do you mean?”


    “The cocktails. You make them so well? Have you done this before?”


    “Ah, I learned from reading some books──”


    He had simply done what he read in the books. Even the way he used the cocktail shaker was an imitation of a professional he had seen on TV.


    Nevertheless, he had memorized all the recipes in the book, so he didn’t need to open it every time he got an order. To the customers, it must have seemed like he was quite experienced in making cocktails.


    Of course, since he couldn’t taste them, there was no guarantee about the flavor.


    In essence, he just followed the recipes exactly and paying careful attention to the measurements to avoid any mistakes.


    “──Well, it was just imitation.”


    “Wow, you might have a talent for it then?”


    Being told he had talent just for mixing drinks didn’t make Sakuto feel particularly complimented, and he responded with a wry smile.


    After that, Matori went to talk to Chikage.


    “Chikage, really, thank you for helping out! Everyone said the food was delicious!”


    “No problem, I’m glad I could be of help.”


    “Hikari, you were a lifesaver! But seriously, how can you repair a boat like that?”


    “It was just a battery replacement, nothing big.”


    “Thank you too, Yuzuki-chan! Your customer service was perfect!”


    “Well, I’m used to it from my part-time jobs…”


    Matori went around praising and thanking each person.


    While she might be troublesome as an adversary, as an ally, she seemed to be a fundamentally good senpai.


    (Chikage looks satisfied too…)


    When she first came to Futagoko Town, she had a gloomy expression, but now, despite likely being tired, she looked bright.


    Being relied upon and entrusted with responsibility must have given her a sense of fulfillment.


    Initially, Sakuto thought they had been caught up in an irregular situation, but──


    Perhaps this was okay too, he thought.


    ***


    On the barbecue grill, meat, seafood, and vegetables sizzled as they cooked.


    When Chikage asked if it was okay to borrow the barbecue equipment, Matori provided the ingredients as well, and their slightly delayed dinner turned into a barbecue for the five of them.


    “But really, are you sure you don’t want money for this?”


    When Matori asked, Chikage smiled sweetly.


    “Yes, this is more than enough. We’re not here as part-time workers but as helpers.”


    “I see… Well, the meat is good, and the seafood and vegetables are all local. Please enjoy it.”


    “Thank you, Matori-senpai.”


    Afterward, Matori went around taking photos of everyone to commemorate the day.


    By the way, Hikari had been alternating between meat and seafood for a while.


    “Mmm, everything’s so delicious!”


    “Hii-chan, don’t just eat meat, make sure you have some vegetables too.”


    Even when Chikage reminded her, Hikari just kept smiling.


    Sakuto watched them with a smile while adding charcoal and adjusting the grill to prevent the grate and plate from burning. Then, Yuzuki quietly spoke to him.


    “…Sakuto, want me to take over?”


    “Huh? No, it’s fine. I like doing this.”


    “Really? …well, you seemed to enjoy it during our middle school camping trip too.”


    “Yeah. When I was tending the fire, I didn’t really need to talk to anyone.”


    “Uh… sorry…”


    “…? Why are you apologizing, Yuzuki?”


    “No… if you don’t get it, never mind…”


    Yuzuki, looking a bit embarrassed, went to talk to Matori.


    “Sakuto-Sakuto.”


    “Hmm? Hikari?”


    Hikari, still smiling, picked up some meat with her chopsticks.


    “You haven’t eaten much yet, right? Here, say ‘ahh’…”


    “Ahh…”


    He took a bite without hesitation, and the meat with barbecue sauce released its savory flavor in his mouth.


    It was really good meat, tender and delicious enough to eat again and again.


    “Delicious.”


    “Right? One more time, say ‘ahh’…”


    Then Chikage came over,


    “That’s not fair! By order and position, that should be my turn!”


    While saying that, she offered him some squid with her chopsticks—the same squid Hikari had received earlier.


    ” ‘Ahh’ for me please.”


    “Got it. Ahh…”


    Sakuto also liked the unique texture and taste of squid, but this was something else.


    It was so fresh that it tasted even better than the stuff he usually bought at the supermarket.


    “Delicious!”


    “Right? How about another bite?”


    “Ah, sure, I’ll take another.”


    “Sakuto, it’s m turn next, okay?”


    “Eh? Oh, yeah…”


    Since the twin sisters were both eagerly feeding him, Sakuto found it all a bit hectic.


    Or rather, he didn’t have to do anything as delicious food was continuously brought to his mouth, which was super convenient—


    (—Huh…!?)


    This was the “No-Hand Twin Eating System”—NTES—that Sakuto had once refused at the school cafeteria. And now, it had been upgraded with the sisters taking turns feeding him.


    In other words—


    “NTES modified…!?”


    The twin sisters looked puzzled.


    “Sakuto, what’s that…?”


    “Is that some kind of reaction when something tastes good…?”


    The two developers seemed to have no recollection of it, and they chuckled in a way that seemed considerate, causing Sakuto to turn bright red.


    “No, it’s a system you two developed…?”


    —Meanwhile.


    Matori and Yuzuki were intently observing the trio—


    “Matori-senpai, who do you think is more suitable to be Sakuto’s girlfriend?”


    “Hmm… Personally, I think Hikari? Out of camaraderie for the Newspaper Club. Hikari has such a cute smile when she’s with Takayashiki, you know?”


    “I’m rooting for Chikage-chan to do her best.”


    “Oh? Why’s that?”


    “Just a feeling… I like her hardworking nature and strong sense of responsibility…”


    Matori grinned mischievously.


    “Then, shall we make a bet? On who will win Takayashiki’s heart!”


    “Does that include us giving them a little push?”


    “Yeah. Besides, without a nudge, those three seem like they won’t make a move.”


    “Then, I’ll support Chikage-chan.”


    “Okay, I’ll go with Hikari then.”


    —And thus, they started scheming to meddle unnecessarily in the trio’s relationship.


    “By the way, Yuzuki-chan, what about you?”


    “Me? What do you mean?”


    “About Takayashiki. I heard you’re childhood friends, isn’t there something there?”


    “Eh!? No-no, there’s nothing like that…!”


    “Really? My nose is telling me it smells something fishy here.”


    Yuzuki held her left elbow with her right hand.


    “…I’m just, you know, a childhood friend…”


    “Hmm… I see.”


    Matori said that but couldn’t help noticing Yuzuki’s suddenly somber profile.


    ***

  


  

  
    An hour had passed since the barbecue started, and everyone was getting full.


    “Just wait a moment, okay? Phew… Phew—Here you go, sorry to keep you waiting♪”


    Hikari was cutting up unseasoned meat with cooking scissors and cooling it down for the cats at her feet, the guardians of the beach house, as Matori had mentioned.


    “Have you become friends with them?”


    “Yeah. They’re very friendly and cute.”


    “Meow…”


    “Eh? Yeah, yeah, I see. Meow meow meow.”


    It seemed like she could actually communicate with them.


    “Hikari, what is that one saying?”


    ” ‘Stop yapping and keep the meat coming, you furball!’ is what it’s saying.”


    “That’s some rough language…”


    Sakuto was amazed, but he couldn’t shake the feeling that it was indeed saying that.


    Then Yuzuki joined the conversation.


    “They’re cute, aren’t they?”


    “Yeah! Do you want to try feeding them too, Yuzuki-chan?”


    “Really? Then I’ll also—”


    Sakuto felt relieved watching Hikari and Yuzuki get along well, feeding the cats together.


    When had these two become friends?


    “…Ah, speaking of which, Sakuto. Chikage-chan is waiting over there.”


    Yuzuki pointed in a direction, and Sakuto saw Chikage walking towards the beach.


    “I see. I’ll go over there then.”


    “Then I’ll also—”


    “Ah! Actually, I have something I want to talk to Hikari-chan about…!”


    “…? What is it?”


    Leaving the two to their conversation, Sakuto followed after Chikage.


    ***


    “Chikage.”


    Reaching the water’s edge, Sakuto called out to Chikage.


    “Ah… Sakuto-kun.”


    “What are you doing?”


    “Nothing, I was just thinking how beautiful the stars are and decided to take a little walk.”


    The two looked up at the star-filled sky.


    The stars were twinkling.


    Below them, the sea’s surface shimmered in the starlight, looking like it was studded with jewels.


    In silence, they admired a beautiful scene, unlike anything in Yuuki City.


    “Right, didn’t you have something you wanted to talk to me about?”


    “Eh? Me, with Sakuto-kun?”


    “Yeah… No?”


    “No, I don’t have anything…”


    At that moment, Sakuto thought, ‘Yuzuki huh… you’re up to something.’


    It was suspicious how Hikari had tried to move but was stopped, probably because she had gone out of her way to leave him alone with Chikage.


    He didn’t know the reason, though.


    Then Chikage muttered as if to herself, “This might be just right,” and took Sakuto’s hand.


    “Sakuto-kun, let’s go a bit further over there.”


    “Hmm? Ah, sure—”


    After walking for a while, they arrived at a rocky area, completely away from the beach house where they had been barbecuing.


    What on earth did Chikage want to do here?


    Then, Chikage suddenly started to take off the dress she was wearing.


    “Chikage? Why are you undressing…”


    “Mm… just a sec—”


    Once she finished undressing, she was in her swimsuit, which was indeed incredibly striking.


    Being alone with her only made him more nervous.


    “Sakuto-kun, now it’s my exclusive time with you.”


    “Uh… What do you mean?”


    Chikage chuckled.


    “I want you to look only at me right now… Sakuto-kun, you never forget what you’ve seen once, right?”


    “Ah, yeah… well, I guess so.”


    “With that amazing memory of yours, I want you to firmly imprint this moment of me. It’s embarrassing to be photographed, but I thought it might be okay to exist in Sakuto-kun’s memory…”


    While saying that, Chikage rubbed her knees together.


    She seemed quite embarrassed.


    Eventually, Chikage clasped her hands behind her back and looked straight at Sakuto.


    “How do I appear to you now?”
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    Illuminated by the moonlight, her skin was white and smooth.


    Her soft expression, feminine curves, and the perfect balance of her figure—she was very attractive.


    Attraction is a force—essentially, it stimulates the desire to get closer, to touch.


    At this moment, Sakuto thought he was utterly captivated by her.


    Beautiful—he hesitated for a moment to say it out loud.


    But Chikage’s eyes trembled slightly with anxiety.


    There was no choice but to be honest—


    “You’re really beautiful.”


    “Really?”


    “Yeah… very beautiful. To the point that I struggled to find the right words…”


    Sakuto spoke his mind.


    Then, Chikage twirled around.


    “Ehehe, I did it♪ I win, right?”


    Since when had it become a competition—well, Sakuto realized that he had lost.


    Then, as if gaining confidence, Chikage hugged Sakuto from the front.


    “Sakuto-kun, can I?”


    “Wh-what?”


    “Ei—”


    For some reason, she suddenly traced his back,


    “Eh… haww…!?”


    Sakuto shivered and couldn’t help but let out a strange voice.


    “W-what are you doing!?”


    “Sakuto-kun, I heard that you are ticklish when your back is traced.”


    “Who told you that!?”


    “That’s a secret♪ Ei, ei—”


    Chikage playfully continued her attack, and Sakuto tried to withstand it, but the stimulation seemed to grow stronger…


    It must be Yuzuki, Sakuto thought.


    “I want to hear that strange voice again…”


    “Why…?”


    “Because it’s cute… I like Sakuto-kun when he reacts like that too.”


    “Is that so? Well, I won’t make that voice again, okay?”


    Despite saying “anymore” with a look of disappointment, Chikage seemed somewhat pleased.


    Perhaps she was satisfied with knowing a secret, a weak spot of her boyfriend.


    However—


    It seemed like Chikage’s teasing was over, but she didn’t seem to want to let go.


    “Sakuto-kun, do you remember? The first time we hugged like this… in the hallway, on the day the test results were posted…”


    “Ah, yeah… that was just by chance…”


    “Even if it was by chance, I was really nervous at that time.”


    “Is that so?”


    “I still am now.”


    Sakuto involuntarily groaned, “Ugh…” thinking, how cute can she be?


    “Can you hear my heartbeat when we’re like this…?”


    “──────!?”


    What’s gotten into you today, Chikage!—Sakuto screamed inside his mind.


    Why had she suddenly gone on the offensive just because they were alone?


    Was she being swayed by the beast of summer?


    Since she wasn’t wearing headphones, it wasn’t “instructions from above (=Hikari).”


    If Chikage was doing this of her own will—well, she was his girlfriend, so that was fine, but at this rate, he wouldn’t be able to maintain his composure.


    “…Sh-shouldn’t we go back soon?”


    “We haven’t kissed yet.”


    Then Chikage put her index finger to her lips and looked at Sakuto with a challenging expression—”I like it a bit more forceful than usual,” she requested of Sakuto. This was truly irresistible for him.


    In response to Chikage’s request, Sakuto sealed her slightly impudent lips with a firm kiss over and over again.


    Since she had been teasing him so much, he figured this much was permissible—


    It was a beautiful evening with the moon shining brightly.


    A white cat sitting on a rock, watching Sakuto and Chikage, swayed its long tail up and down leisurely.

  


  
    Chapter 6 - The Night is Just Beginning…?


    Sakuto, Hikari, and Chikage having pushed their bicycles up a gentle slope, returned to their villa and decided to take turns bathing.


    It was just past ten o’clock, and considering the day’s fatigue and tomorrow’s plans, they decided it would be best to take an early bath and get a good night’s sleep.


    However──


    “Really, maybe it would be more efficient if we all bathed together?”


    Hikari proposed that the three of them take a bath together, but Sakuto, as expected, objected, and Chikage countered with,


    “If that’s the case, let’s go in pairs!”


    With three differing opinions—just when there was a clash of views—Sakuto decided it was time to show his manliness and offered a compromise, albeit reluctantly:


    “…Alright, if we wear swimsuits…”


    ***


    With a sigh, Sakuto, who had bathed first, reflected on the day while staring at the ceiling.


    It had been quite an eventful day. He wasn’t sure where to start, but time seemed to have flown by.


    The seaside town of “Futagoko Town,” then to “Imoko Mountain” and “Koishi Beach,” and unexpectedly encountering Matori and Yuzuki at the beach hut “Karen,” where they work together.


    Then there was the barbecue… Despite the various happenings with Chikage, it was good to be back safely, but Sakuto was plagued by a headache—not metaphorically, but a real, throbbing pain.


    (It’s been a while since I’ve felt this…)


    Sakuto, with his good memory, occasionally suffered from dizziness and headaches due to information overload.


    Processing too much information at once could be overwhelming, especially on days filled with new and different experiences.


    Headaches are common, especially on days when he’s been to new places or had multiple new experiences.


    Though it’s much better now compared to the past, there was a time when he found it hard to even leave the house.


    (All things considered, today was fun…)


    The headache from information overload and the reluctance he felt strangely also gave him a sense of satisfaction.


    Undoubtedly, this was thanks to Hikari and Chikage.


    How different his feelings were now compared to the past—he felt as if this headache was nothing—


    “Excuse me coming in〜♪”


    Suddenly, he felt as if he’d been hit in the head with a blunt object.


    “H-Hikari!?”


    Hikari stood there in a mystical attire of just a bath towel.


    The northern region highlighted her beautiful collarbone and deep cleavage—while the central area was covered by the pristine white bath towel territory(?), and further south, the soft-looking thigh territory branched into two.


    Fertile lands, majestic nature, profound beauty—it might be hard to understand what is being described, but it implies the presence of a mystical and unexplored place in this world.


    And there she was, in just a bath towel.


    Though the towel covered more area than a swimsuit, that wasn’t the issue.


    At this rate, not just Sakuto’s—but it seemed as if a volcano on a remote island was about to erupt.


    “What’s that…!?”


    “Huh? What do you mean? It’s just a bath towel.”


    Hikari replied nonchalantly with a smile on her face.


    Where did the agreement about wearing swimsuits go?


    “Where’s your swimsuit!?”


    Hikari chuckled and playfully tugged at the bath towel near her chest, bringing it to a state where it could come undone at any moment.


    Yet, she had the audacity to look at Sakuto with a smug face that said, ‘You know what will happen if I let go of this finger, right?’


    “It’s a bath towel, but… isn’t it bad manners to go into the bath with a towel wrapped around you?”


    “Isn’t that against the rules in the first place!?”


    Putting aside whether manners or rules were more important—there was supposed to be a precondition that they would bathe together in swimsuits.


    If this were an international issue, it could escalate to war.


    That’s why Sakuto was peacefully wearing a swimsuit, but why was Hikari in a bath towel?


    Why, why, why—in this tense situation, Sakuto felt dizzy.


    “Anyway, that’s not good…!”


    “Oh? So what kind of punishment will you give me, Sakuto?”


    Looking into Hikari’s dreamy eyes, Sakuto’s embarrassment intensified.


    “What’s with that expectant look!?”


    “Is it wrong to have expectations?”


    Hikari’s relentless assault continued as if to say she was thoroughly enjoying his shame.


    “So, I’m going to take off the bath towel now—”


    “Wait a minute! Hikari…!”


    —Whoosh…


    In an instant, Sakuto closed his eyes and shielded his face with his arms. Then he heard Hikari giggling.


    “You can open your eyes now.”


    “No, I can’t!?”


    “I’m wearing a swimsuit.”


    “…What?”


    Sakuto hesitantly lowered his guard and opened his eyes.


    There, Hikari was tying the strings of her bikini top around her neck.


    “Um, Hikari… what’s going on?”


    “Turns out I was wearing it from the start♪”


    “Uh… what?”


    In short, Hikari had simply used the bath towel to cover her swimsuit.


    She had tucked the strings of the top under the towel, pretending as if she wasn’t wearing anything——a feint, a striptease act called “I’m Wearing a Swimsuit.”


    “Did I make your heart race?”


    “…Yes.”


    Outsmarted by Hikari, Sakuto sank deeper into the bathtub.


    ***


    After a while, Hikari sat on a bath stool and began to wash herself with soap.


    Sakuto found himself struggling to find somewhere to look.


    Every time Hikari washed her body with a body towel, her sizable breasts would sway back and forth. Even though she was wearing a swimsuit, Sakuto couldn’t bring himself to look directly at her.


    Thus, Sakuto turned his gaze from the wall to the ceiling, waiting for Hikari to finish washing.


    Then Hikari called out, “Sakuto, Sakuto.”


    “What is it?”


    “Could you wash my hair for me?”


    “What…?”


    “I usually have Chii-chan do it…”


    So she usually bathes with Chikage.


    To the current Sakuto, this was yet another kind of stimulation.


    

  


  

  
    “Can I ask you to do it?”


    “O-okay…”


    Sakuto stood up from the bathtub, trying to psych himself up by thinking, it’s just washing hair, after all.


    When you think about it, it’s no big deal.


    Both of them are in swimsuits. The only direct contact is with hair and scalp, and occasionally the ears.


    If that’s the case—if he refused now, he would probably be teased or pestered by Hikari again.


    As her boyfriend, he should confidently wash her hair—


    “Then, please?”


    “Sure…”


    After wetting Hikari’s hair with the shower, Sakuto took some shampoo from the small container she brought and rubbed it gently between his hands.


    (Alright… Takayashiki Sakuto, let’s go!)


    Despite his resolve, Sakuto began washing Hikari’s hair with a very delicate touch.


    ──Shaka shaka shaka…


    As he washed Hikari’s soft hair, he began to feel more at ease.


    Perhaps it was because he could focus on the task at hand without thinking of anything else.


    He had never washed someone else’s hair before, but he was starting to enjoy it.


    “Is there anywhere that itches?”


    “No… but it feels kind of…”


    “Hmm?”


    “It’s different from Chii-chan… it feels good… oh, that spot feels nice too.”


    “───…!”


    The word “feels good” struck directly at Sakuto’s delicate heart.


    It didn’t seem like Hikari said it with any intention, but the choice of words in this situation was very delicate and important.


    “If…if that’s the case, that’s good…”


    “You can move a bit faster if you want?”


    “O-okay…”


    What am I even doing?—Sakuto thought, as he looked at Hikari’s defenseless back.


    Right now, Hikari had her eyes closed, so she probably wasn’t aware of his gaze, but her white and beautiful back from her waist to her bottom was fully exposed.


    (I shouldn’t be looking…)


    Sakuto turned the shower faucet and rinsed Hikari’s hair with hot water.


    “Phew… So refreshing!”


    Sakuto was inwardly relieved, but next, Hikari requested that he apply conditioner.


    What am I even doing?—As he worked the treatment into Hikari’s hair, Sakuto thought that once again.


    “The bath is really spacious, isn’t it?”


    “Yeah…”


    Sakuto found himself in another situation he couldn’t just talk his way out of. He and Hikari were soaking in the bathtub together, with Hikari sitting on him as if he were a reclining seat.


    In other words, right in front of Sakuto was Hikari’s head, which he had just finished washing.


    “Hey-hey, Sakuto.”


    “What?”


    “You went to the rocky shore with Chii-chan, right? …What did you do?”


    Sakuto, who was asked with a sly grin, involuntarily groaned, “Uh…”


    “Um… we were looking up at the starry sky…”


    “Did you kiss?”


    “Yeah…”


    “How long?”


    “What!? Do I have to answer that specifically!?”


    “If you don’t tell me, maybe I’ll sulk?”


    Embarrassed, Sakuto whispered softly into Hikari’s ear.


    “──Like that…”


    “That sounds nice! I want to do that too!”


    “You did it at the pier with me, didn’t you?”


    “That’s true♪ Oh, by the way──”


    Hikari spun around to face Sakuto directly.


    “Which one of us kisses better, me or Chii-chan?”


    “I-I haven’t compared…!”


    “Really?”


    “Really…”


    Hikari moved closer to Sakuto’s face and pressed her lips against his.


    “…How is it?”


    “Even if you ask for me…”


    “Then, one more time──”


    As they continued, both of them gradually began to breathe more heavily.


    “Haa… Haah…”


    “Hikari, it’s about time…”


    “Yeah… you’re right… I’ll go switch with Chii-chan…──”


    Hikari staggered out of the bathtub as if she was overheated.


    At that moment, Sakuto realized something.


    (…Chikage’s turn!?)


    ***


    After Hikari left, a little while passed before Chikage’s face slowly appeared from the dressing room door.


    “Sakuto-kun, is it okay…?”


    Despite feeling a bit uneasy, it wouldn’t be fair to treat the sister differently, so Sakuto said, “Yeah.”


    Chikage said, “Then,” and entered wrapped in a bath towel.


    I wondered if Hikari had put her up to this, but since it was the second time, Sakuto’s nervousness had dissipated.


    However, Sakuto couldn’t stay in the bath any longer.


    Hikari had stayed longer than he had expected, and he thought he would get too overheated if he stayed any longer, so he only kept his legs submerged.


    “Sakuto-kun, I have a request…”


    “What is it?”


    “Could you… wash my back?”


    “Ah, yeah. Okay.”


    Having learned from his earlier experience with Hikari, Sakuto now lathered up a body towel with soap.


    It was nothing special. Just washing her back.


    And this time, through the body towel, nothing more—


    “Then Chikage, could you take off the bath towel?”


    “O-okay…!”


    Sakuto wasn’t sure what had startled Chikage, but he waited for her to remove the towel.


    Chikage slowly took off the bath towel——but Sakuto couldn’t believe his eyes.


    (There’s nothing…!)


    The swimsuit that should have been there was missing.


    The white nape of her neck, her back, her waist, and the area down to her bottom resting on the bath stool—there was no cloth in sight.


    Chikage, covering only the front with the bath towel, shyly hunched her back.
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    “Please… go ahead…”


    “Ch-Chikage, before that, where’s your swimsuit…?”


    “Eh? I’m not wearing one…?”


    “Why not!?”


    While that’s normally the correct way to bathe, Sakuto couldn’t hide his agitation.


    “Hii-chan wasn’t wearing one, right? So I thought I shouldn’t either…”


    “No, she was wearing one…!”


    “What…? Eh!? But I saw Hii-chan wandering the hallway in just a bath towel and sneaking into the bathroom…”


    “That’s because she had a swimsuit under the towel… sigh──”


    ──I’ve been had!


    Sakuto realized that the “I’m Wearing a Swimsuit” from earlier wasn’t just for him.


    Hikari had also played the same trick on Chikage.


    Earlier, Chikage had said she saw Hikari “Wandering the hallway in just a bath towel and sneaking into the bathroom…”


    But that wasn’t just by chance.


    She must have deliberately shown herself like that to Chikage.


    Knowing Chikage, she might have been trying to ignite a sense of competition.


    And Chikage, completely misunderstanding, broke the rules.


    If her older sister wasn’t wearing a swimsuit, then she, as the younger sister, shouldn’t need one either—her misunderstanding and competitive spirit were exploited by Hikari.


    But even if Sakuto confronted her about it, Hikari could easily claim, “I didn’t mean it like that” and get away with it—─


    “So Hii-chan was wearing a swimsuit from the start…?”


    “Yeah… so, Chikage… I’m really sorry to say this… but she’s not naked…”


    “〜〜〜〜〜〜〜〜〜〜〜〜〜〜〜〜〜…!”


    ──And so.


    Whether this was an accident or an incident… Hikari must be confronted.


    He didn’t expect her to be honest──


    ***

  


  

  
    Whether this was an accident or an incident… Hikari must be confronted.


    He didn’t expect her to be honest──


    ***


    ──But.


    “I’m sorry~! I really didn’t think you’d actually take it off!”


    Surprisingly, Hikari confessed easily.


    She admitted it quite readily after being told she wouldn’t be allowed to sleep together tonight unless she was honest.


    So, the three of them were now sitting side by side on the bed in the bedroom, dressed in their nightclothes.


    “Ugh… It’s all Hii-chan’s fault, all because of Hii-chan…!”


    Chikage glared, half in tears, but Hikari just grinned and didn’t seem very remorseful.


    “So, how was it, Sakuto? Chii-chan’s body♡”


    “No, it was really beautiful…”


    “──────!? Sakuto-kun!?”


    “Wait, I only saw your back!? I just thought it was a beautiful back…!”


    The two became flustered and awkward while Hikari grinned at the sight.


    “But still, who would have thought Chii-chan would break the rules?”


    “Ugh… it’s because I didn’t want to lose to Hii-chan…”


    “It’s not about winning or losing, right?”


    “It’s not that, it’s not that──”


    Hikari and Sakuto didn’t understand what Chikage wanted to say, but,


    “I’m going to sleep! Goodnight…!”


    Chikage covered herself with the futon first.


    “Chii-chan? Come on… I’m sorry…”


    “Hmph…”


    Sakuto thought even her sulking was cute.


    Hikari, perhaps feeling she had gone too far, showed a slight look of regret before giving Sakuto a wry smile.


    “Let’s just go to sleep for today then?”


    “Yeah…”


    They turned off the light and lay down side by side to sleep.


    However, Sakuto couldn’t sleep. On the contrary, he felt wide awake.


    He wanted to turn over, but Hikari’s face was on his right, and Chikage’s face was on his left, so he had no choice but to lie on his back and try to sleep that way.


    Then, from the right side, he could hear the quiet breathing of someone asleep.


    Hikari, a short sleeper, fell asleep quickly and seemed to have already drifted off.


    Sakuto somewhat hesitantly turned towards Chikage.


    Their eyes met.


    Sakuto flinched for a moment, but he kept his voice down to avoid waking Hikari.


    “…C-can’t sleep?”


    “I can’t… My heart’s pounding too much…”


    “I-I see… actually, me too…”


    Then Chikage chuckled softly.


    “Um, Sakuto-kun?”


    “What is it?”


    “I’m not really that angry…”


    “Huh?”


    “I had to act that way, or Hii-chan wouldn’t reflect on her actions…”


    “I see…”


    Sakuto felt a bit relieved, but then—


    “Ah…!?”


    Suddenly, something traced his back, and he let out a strange noise, but the hand that touched him was—


    “…? What’s wrong?”


    “It’s nothing…”


    It must be Hikari pretending to be asleep.


    Hikari’s fingertips traced over Sakuto’s back again and again. Sakuto continued to endure it desperately.


    It seemed like teasing at first, but then it appeared she was writing something—


    『I know. Sorry.』


    It seemed she had written.


    “I guess… Hikari is feeling sorry about it?”


    “Do you think so?”


    “Yeah. After all, it’s Hikari.”


    “That’s true… Sigh…”


    “Hm? What’s wrong?”


    Under the covers, Chikage took Sakuto’s hand.


    “…Was it really beautiful? That…”


    “Uh… yeah…”


    Sakuto blushed, recalling their earlier conversation.


    “That’s good then… But you have to take responsibility, okay?”


    “What?”


    “Hehe… Just hold my hand until I fall asleep, and also… give me a kiss.”


    “O-Okay──”


    Hikari was awake. Knowing that, they secretly kissed under the covers.


    In a way, Sakuto thought this might be the best medicine for Hikari.

  


  
    Twin Talk──! ③ Sneaking Around in the Middle of the Night…?


    In the dead of night, Chikage’s eyes snapped open.


    (──I can’t sleep!)


    No wonder, her boyfriend, the beloved Sakuto-kun, was sleeping right next to her.


    However, she saw this as a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity──a chance to gaze upon Sakuto’s sleeping face without waking him.


    So, she carefully turned to look at him──


    “Ah…”


    The eyes that met hers belonged to Hikari.


    Propped up on one elbow, Hikari was looking down at Sakuto’s sleeping face.


    “Hii-chan, what are you doing?”


    “Um… I was trying to look at Sakuto’s sleeping face…”


    An awkward silence flowed between the twin sisters, but suddenly they both burst out laughing.


    “We really do think alike, don’t we?”


    “Maybe it’s because we’re twins?”


    “Sakuto-kun is sleeping so soundly…”


    “Yeah. We might have dozed off on the train, but… maybe he’s just really tired?”


    Sakuto seemed to be in a deep sleep, oblivious to the twins’ quiet laughter.


    The two then had this conversation with Sakuto between them.


    “Chii-chan, about the bath incident, I’m sorry, okay?”


    “No, it’s fine. It was my mistake for misunderstanding…”


    “But you know, Chii-chan, you’ve become quite bold, haven’t you?”


    “Coming from someone who’s always been bold…”


    Then Hikari, as if remembering something, said, ‘Oh, that’s right.’


    “You kissed Sakuto on the rocks, didn’t you?”


    “…I did. But you also did it at the pier, right?”


    “Eh? How do you know?”


    “I can tell. Hii-chan, your face looks different after you kiss.”


    “Really?”


    “Yeah. Sakuto-kun gets a bit awkward too.”


    Hikari thought to herself that Chikage was quite observant.


    “By the way, before you went to the rocks with Sakuto, Yuzuki-chan was acting suspiciously.”


    “Suspicious how?”


    “Yeah, like she was trying to get you and Sakuto alone together.”


    “Eh? Why?”


    “Hmm… I wondered why, so I asked you, but you don’t know?”


    “No… Ah, but Sakuto-kun said he came after me because Yuzuki-chan told him I was calling for him…”


    At that, Hikari chuckled knowingly.


    “Weren’t she concerned about which one of us was Sakuto’s girlfriend? Maybe Yuzuki-chan can’t imagine having both twins, so she thought he wasn’t dating either of us?”


    “So… she realized we both like Sakuto-kun and decided to support me?”


    “Maybe?”


    “…But why me?”


    “Well… you should ask Yuzuki-chan about that.”


    Chikage felt there were still things that didn’t quite make sense, but if that was the case, why would Yuzuki act that way?


    And what did Yuzuki really think of Sakuto?


    Chikage began to feel somewhat curious about Yuzuki.


    “And look, we’re talking right next to him, and Sakuto-kun doesn’t wake up at all?”


    “He must be really tired. Having two girlfriends must be exhausting.”


    Then Hikari, with a mischievous smile, gently poked Sakuto’s cheek with her index finger.
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    “Hey, Hii-chan…!”


    “It’s so soft and cute… Chii-chan, you try it too.”


    “Uh… okay.”


    Chikage also poked from the other side. Sakuto wrinkled his brow as if tickled, but still showed no sign of waking up.


    “Nishishishi… shall we try a cuter prank?”


    “Hey, Hii-chan, we shouldn’t do any more than this…”


    The twin sisters peered into Sakuto’s face, but he showed no signs of waking up──

  


  
    Chapter 7 - The Legend of the Twins and the Cat…?


    In the middle of the day, I found myself in a cramped space.


    In front of me was a grid-like nylon net. Through its gaps, I could see the outside world.


    The smell of soil and flowers—a flower field, perhaps.


    But why am I here? Where is this place?


    As I pondered, a shadow loomed over me.


    Startled, I looked up to see two girls, about ten years old, peering down at me.


    Their faces seemed familiar.


    Judging by their identical features, they must be twins… but who are they?


    Or rather, aren’t their faces too large?


    “Should we let it out?”


    “It might run away.”


    “Right… sorry, okay? We’ll come back and play with you later—”


    With that, they ran off under the sun across the flower field.


    At that moment, I felt a pang of envy.


    I wanted to leave this cage-like space.


    I wanted to run freely with those two… especially with the girl who apologized.


    Why can’t I be free? And what is this weight on my body?


    Something heavy was on top of me—


    ***


    “—uh… um… huh? What…?”


    When Sakuto woke up, Hikari and Chikage, who should have been sleeping next to him, were nowhere to be seen.


    (Have they already woken up?)


    Sunlight streamed in from under the curtains, and the sound of cicadas filled the room.


    He checked the time on his smartphone, which was charging by his pillow. It was eight in the morning.


    He felt like sleeping a bit more, but there was something warm on his stomach—


    “Meow.”


    “Whoa…!? What!?”


    Sakuto was surprised. A white cat was curled up on his belly.


    “Where did you come from…”


    “Yaaawn…”


    The white cat let out an indifferent yawn, hopped off Sakuto’s belly, jumped down from the bed, and slowly headed toward the window.


    The window was slightly open. Through the gap, the white cat made its exit.


    (What was that all about… well, never mind…)


    Sakuto stretched and got up, then approached the window from which the cat had left.


    He opened the curtains. The brightness of the sunlight momentarily dazzled him.


    A clear blue sky and the sea stretched out before him. It looked like another fine day.


    (It seems Hikari and Chikage are already up…)


    Sakuto left the bedroom and headed downstairs.


    ***


    As he descended the stairs, he caught the pleasant scent of cooking and sensed someone moving around.


    When he peeked into the living room, Hikari and Chikage were there. They had already changed and looked ready to go out.


    Chikage was cooking in the kitchen while Hikari was plating the finished dishes. They didn’t seem to notice Sakuto coming down.


    Chikage, with a gentle smile, and Hikari, with a beaming face, were preparing breakfast.


    “Chii-chan, should I put some ketchup on it?”


    “Yeah, maybe a little less for Sakuto-kun. He can adjust it later.”


    “Got it♪”


    Sakuto, still a bit groggy, watched them blankly and thought,


    (Something about this is really nice…)


    Before he knew it, he was smiling.


    “Good morning, Hikari, Chikage──”


    “Ah, good morning, Sakuto.”


    “Good morning.”


    “I’ll help out, too.”


    “No, it’s almost done, so please go wash your face first.”


    “Yeah, and maybe fix that bedhead a little〜?”


    Laughed at by the two for his bedhead, Sakuto scratched his head awkwardly.


    After washing his face and tidying up his hair a bit, Sakuto returned to find breakfast ready.


    Golden-brown toast, scrambled eggs, and a salad topped with shrimp and cherry tomatoes—a colorful breakfast was laid out on the table.


    “Itadakimasu.”


    ” “Itadakimasu.” “


    While eating breakfast, the three discussed their plans for the day.


    “Earlier, Matori-senpai sent a LIME saying it might get busy today. She wants us to come to ‘Karen’ at eleven.”


    Hikari said that, and Chikage seemed to ponder for a moment.


    “Sakuto-kun, what shall we do until then?”


    “Well…”


    It wouldn’t be bad to go a bit early and play in the sea, but—


    “If you don’t have any plans, shall we go to the shopping district? I’d like to do a little shopping.”


    “Eh? But…”


    From yesterday’s experience, the shopping district seemed to have more cats.


    Would Chikage be okay?


    “Don’t worry about the cats.”


    “Really? —Hikari, is that okay with you?”


    “Yeah! Then it’s decided! …Also, Sakuto?”


    “Hm? What is it?”


    “Um…—Pfft…”


    Suddenly, Hikari burst into laughter.


    “Huh? What? Is there something on my face? Is my bed hair still bad?”


    “No, it’s nothing…—right, Chii-chan?”


    “Yeah, that’s right…”


    Hikari, struggling to suppress her laughter, caused Chikage to blush somewhat.


    Sakuto felt somewhat puzzled, but he decided not to worry about it too much.


    ***


    After finishing cleaning up from breakfast, Sakuto and the twins rode their bicycles to the shopping district.


    “Chikage, what do you want to buy?”


    “I want to look for souvenirs for Dad and Mom. Also something for the place where they work.”


    Sakuto was simply impressed by how thoughtful she was.


    “Hikari, do you want anything?”


    “If Chii-chan is getting something for Mom and Dad, maybe I’ll buy something for everyone in the Newspaper Club.”


    “I see. Then maybe I should get something for Mitsumi-san and Mom too.”


    It was just past nine o’clock, and some shops were already open.


    In the Taisho-romantic style shops, fitting for a town called Cat Town, there were retro packaging designs featuring cat marks and paw prints.


    There were also other things like—


    “Look, look! There are cat wands over here.”


    “There are also dishes for cat food.”


    “This food over here is treats for cats.”


    —Each store had a souvenir section for cats, catering to cat lovers.


    There’s a term called “Nekonomics,” which probably refers to this kind of economic effect aimed at revitalizing the town. (Neko=cat)


    While they were looking around, the twin sisters showed interest in an old kimono shop. However, upon closer inspection of the notice posted outside, it seemed that the place had been converted into a rental space and lodging, preserving the old private house’s atmosphere.


    The old sign that read “Tomita Kimono Shop” was just a remnant of the past, and it seemed they no longer sold kimonos.


    What caught the twins’ attention was the phrase “Rental Kimonos & Retro Fashion Photo Shoot” written on the notice.


    I see—Sakuto thought it must be some kind of cosplay that fits the Taisho-romantic style of the town.


    

  


  

  
    “This looks interesting!”


    “Wouldn’t it be nice to try on a kimono?”


    Seeing the twins so enthusiastic, Sakuto suggested,


    “Since we’re here, why don’t you try it on?”


    “Really? Can we?”


    “We saved money on dinner last night, and we still have time.”


    “Then Hii-chan—”


    “Yeah! Then Sakuto, you should change with us too!”


    “No… I’ll pass, I’ll just wait outside.”


    And so, the twin sisters entered the shop, and Sakuto decided to wait outside.


    ***


    While the twins were changing, Sakuto sat idly on a bench in the shade, waiting absentmindedly.


    A white cat approached and rubbed its body against Sakuto’s leg.


    “Meow.”


    “Hm? What’s up… wait, you’re—”


    Upon closer inspection, it was the white cat that had been on his stomach that morning.


    “Meow.”


    “Sorry, I don’t understand cat language… Are you hungry?”


    “Meow.”


    Then the white cat hopped onto the bench and lay down next to Sakuto.


    He tentatively reached out his hand, and the cat did not flee. When he gently stroked from its neck to its back, it squinted comfortably.


    “Are you from this kimono shop?”


    He asked, but the cat just purred contentedly while swaying its tail gently up and down. He tried pressing its pink paw pads gently, and the cat did not seem to mind.


    While stroking its back again, Sakuto faced forward and thought absentmindedly about Chikage from the day before.


    (Not good with cats… Mashiro, huh…) (Shiro=white)


    If the reason Chikage was uneasy around cats lay there──


    “Huh?”


    The texture changed.


    Was it the hairless belly area… WAIT, it felt like human skin—


    “You shouldn’t be stroking a lady’s hand like that.”


    Startled by the voice, Sakuto turned and was shocked.


    “G…gra-grann…” (O… O, oba, oba…)


    Unable to shout “granny (Obāsan)” or “ghost (Obake),” Sakuto just opened and closed his mouth.


    The white cat had disappeared, and in its place was the old woman who had vanished suddenly at Imoko Mountain the day before.


    Moreover, without realizing it, Sakuto had been gently stroking the back of the old woman’s hand.


    Sakuto quickly withdrew his hand.


    But when had she—


    There had been no sign of her presence… had he really been that distracted?


    Sakuto paled and moved away a little from the old woman who was smiling eerily.


    “So, what are you doing here?”


    “Uh… I’m waiting for two people I’m with who are changing clothes inside…”


    “I see, I see. Those companions would be Usami Hikari and Usami Chikage, right?”


    “Yes, but… what?”


    A chill ran down Sakuto’s spine as he met the gaze of the old woman peering from beneath her swollen eyelids.


    Why did this old woman know the Usami sisters’ names?


    He tried to recall.


    He had met the old woman yesterday, during that time. Indeed, he had mentioned Chikage’s name—


    『It can’t be helped, Chikage. If that’s the reason──』


    —But that was it.


    Hikari’s name hadn’t come up at that time, nor had the surname “Usami.”


    Yet how did this old woman know both their first and last names, and how did she know that Chikage was the younger sister—


    “—Excuse me, how do you know their names?”


    “Oh, it’s a simple matter. Futagoko Town is small, so when there are such cute girls around, they quickly become the talk of the town.”


    “Is that so…?”


    When he thought about it, that made sense.


    There had been interactions with the town’s people at “Karen” yesterday, and rumors could have spread─still, Sakuto felt something suspicious and didn’t let his guard down around the old woman.


    “…Excuse me, but you suddenly disappeared from the mountain yesterday. Was that some kind of trick?”


    “Ladies have many secrets.”


    “Ha… Lady…?”


    Sakuto tilted his head in confusion but didn’t have the courage to probe too deeply.


    “By the way, didn’t you start to say something yesterday? That it’s dangerous for Chikage to go to that mountain… What did you mean by that?”


    “Oh, that… Do you know the legend of this town?”


    “Legend?”


    “…Well, it’s a story that’s despised, and we have to put an end to it in our generation…”


    The old woman’s face suddenly turned dark and grim.


    Sensing the ominous atmosphere, Sakuto cautiously asked the old woman.


    “Could you… tell me about that legend?”


    “It’s not something to stick your nose into out of mere curiosity.”


    “No, it’s just that you seemed like you wanted me to be interested…”


    “You can just Google it in one go, you know?”


    “Google it… No, please tell me the story if you’re going to be so mysterious about it…”


    “Hmm… Alright. Then let me tell you the legend of Futagoko Town. But I must warn you, it’s a very sad, sad tale…”


    ***


    ──In the early Taisho era, twin girls were born into a certain prominent family.


    The elder was named Mitsuko, and the younger, Chikako.


    The twins grew up kind-hearted, intelligent, and beautiful, and there was no shortage of suitors wishing to marry them.


    One day, after the twins turned fourteen, a stray cat took up residence in their garden.


    Without being asked by anyone, the twins took care of the cat.


    The stray quickly grew attached to them, and the three were always together.


    Two years after the cat came to their home, when the twins turned sixteen, marriage talks finally began.


    Mitsuko was to marry into a merchant family, and Chikako into a prominent fishmonger’s family.


    However, there was someone who didn’t approve—the cat they had cared for.


    With the departure of the twins, the cat would be left alone in their family home, feeling lonely and sad—and the twin sisters, too, lamented living apart from each other.


    So the cat returned to the beach where it had been found.


    That place was right between the mountain and the sea, watched over by the gods of the mountain and the sea.


    The cat begged the gods:


    『Please turn me into a human man.』


    The cat’s plan was this—


    If it could become a human man and make the twins fall in love with it, their indulgent father would surely cancel the marriage arrangements. Then, he could marry both sisters and live happily together with them as before.


    The gods of the mountain and the sea then set one condition.


    “If it doesn’t work out, we’ll turn your body into a tiny stone. Are you still willing?”


    “I am willing. Please turn me into a human—”


    The gods accepted the cat’s wish and transformed it into a human man.


    Thus, the cat turned into a man and went to the twin sisters.


    The twins were mourning the cat’s disappearance, but as the man comforted them gently, they opened their hearts to him.


    However, the cat had made a grave mistake.


    A dispute arose between the sisters.


    Needless to say, it was a fight over the man.


    The cat’s plan failed and overwhelmed with sorrow; he returned to the beach at night.


    He did this to keep his promise to the gods.


    The cat leaped up and was instantly turned into a small stone──


    ***

  


  

  
    “──Well, that’s the story… It’s commonly said around here that a cat living long among humans will come to possess human emotions.”


    The old woman said with a hint of regret, and Sakuto spoke with a solemn expression.


    “…What happened next?”


    “The twins, not knowing that the cat had been turned into a tiny stone, went to the beach in search of the man. They searched the beach while crying, but they didn’t know about the cat turning into a man or being turned into a stone.”


    “Is that so…”


    “Eventually, morning came, and the heartbroken twins realized the foolishness of their quarrel. Then, the elder sister headed to the sea, and the younger sister to the mountain…”


    The old woman said with regret and let out a big sigh.


    “You can see the island from the beach, right? That’s ‘Aneko Island,’ and the mountain opposite it is ‘Imoko Mountain’… And the beach between them is──”


    ” ‘Koishi Beach,’ right…”


    (TN: Ane (姉) in Aneko (姉子) means older sister, Imouto (妹) in Imoko (妹子) means younger sister, Koi (こい) in Koishi (こいし) means love.)


    As Sakuto spoke, the old woman said “That’s right” and sighed again.


    “The twins ‘yearned (恋し, koishi)’ for the missing cat, who had turned into ‘pebbles (小石, koishi),’ hence the name ‘Koishi Beach.’… An ironic name, so they decided to name the town ‘Futagoko (Twins Child)’ in hopes that the twins and the cat could always be together… ‘He that hunts two hares catches neither’… It’s a cautionary old tale about not chasing after two goals.”


    Sakuto felt as if he couldn’t just listen to the story as if it were someone else’s affair.


    “It’s a well-crafted tale, isn’t it? Dark and rich in irony…”


    “It might be a made-up story, but around here, there’s an old saying from long ago: ‘Don’t let the elder sister go to the island, don’t let the younger sister enter the mountain.'”


    “Why is that?”


    “It’s said that the elder sister will be taken by the sea, and the younger sister will not return from the mountain.”


    “That’s just superstition. There’s no way that’s true…”


    “Yes. That’s why, when we were promoting the town, we decided that if there were such dark stories and superstitions, people would stop coming, so we made it a rule not to tell tourists about them.”


    That explains it, Sakuto thought.


    When he came to this town, the train conductor had reacted strangely to Hikari and Chikage.


    Surely, he must have known about such sayings.


    “Why did you tell me, then?”


    “Because you seemed eager to know.”


    “Well, yes… but I felt like you wanted to tell me specifically.”


    The old woman suddenly gave a wry smile.


    “You have feelings for those twins, don’t you?”


    “Huh…?”


    “I won’t say anything bad. Accept one and give up on the other. Otherwise, a tragedy will happen someday.”


    Sakuto remained silent, clenching his fists on his lap.


    “I think that old tale from earlier was created by our ancestors to pass down their experiences to future generations… In the end, it’s about whether they end up separated or not…”


    “But I—”


    —Reality might be so.


    There’s a reason why they keep their relationship a secret—


    《The fact that the three of us are dating will be kept a secret》


    This rule exists to bind us together while also protecting each other.


    This rule binds them while also protecting them because they believe that others might not accept their situation.


    Yet──


    『I like both of you.』


    There was no deceit in his feelings during that confession at the Western-style Dining Canon.


    And he had decided to genuinely face both of them.


    『I want to be a boyfriend that Hikari and Chikage can be proud of. I’m scared of being alone… so I want to stay together with you two from now on… Is that okay?』


    Since he became their boyfriend, he must prove it──


    “──I… no, the three of us, are making an effort to ensure that doesn’t happen.”


    The old woman looked at Sakuto with a “hmm,” her eyes testing his resolve.


    “We’ve managed well together so far, and we’ll continue to work hard to get along well as three.”


    This declaration was not just for the old woman, but for all the various beings in this world.


    “If anything happens, I will definitely protect Hikari and Chikage… I will—”


    Sakuto’s eyes widened in surprise because—


    “S-Sakuto… What are you talking about all by yourself…?”


    “Um, Sakuto-kun, uh, well…!”


    The old woman had vanished in an instant… She was a granny well-known for her sudden disappearances.


    However, it wasn’t just that she had disappeared.


    In her place stood Hikari and Chikage, dressed in retro fashion. Wearing different colored hakama, they stood frozen with bright red faces, looking as if they were dressed for an early coming-of-age ceremony.


    In fact, the twin sisters had been standing by Sakuto’s side all along.


    Unaware of their presence, Sakuto had continued to talk to the absent old woman, earnestly making a grand declaration… He had really gone through with it.


    In short, Sakuto had boldly proclaimed something quite embarrassing in front of ‘the very people’ it concerned.


    Consequently, the atmosphere between the three was a blend of surprise, embarrassment, happiness, regret… An indescribable awkwardness.


    “Uh, that just now, was, um, like a practice run, you could say…”


    “I-I’m happy about it, but… we’re outside… but yes, I’m happy…”


    “Y-you said you’d protect us… protect us… protect… haa… haahh~──”


    “Chikage!?” “Chii-chan!?”


    10:23 AM——Usami Chikage p̶a̶s̶s̶e̶d̶ ̶a̶w̶a̶y̶ honorable death.


    —And thus.


    The revived Chikage, the grinning Hikari, and the embarrassed Sakuto took a photo together against the backdrop of the shopping district.


    Traveling embarrassments are quickly forgotten—


    No, for the Usami sisters, it became a wonderful memory that would last a lifetime.

  


  
    Chapter 8 - Flirting and Shipwreck…?


    Even so, why did such an accident happen──


    While wiping glasses at the counter, Sakuto was reminiscing about the incident in the shopping district.


    He certainly felt a slight urge to talk back when that old woman told him to choose one of the twin sisters.


    (I’ve never felt this way before…)


    Thinking about it, even if he got angry at someone, considering the hassle that would follow, Sakuto Takayashiki’s usual response would be to not say anything.


    However, ever since he met the Usami sisters, his words and actions have been steadily changing.


    The same thing happened after he got involved with the Newspaper Club.


    Without intending to, he would become emotional or trigger his instinct to retort.


    Now realizing that he was not the fool but the straight man, Sakuto──no, no, it’s not about being the fool or the straight man, but rather questioning whether this is a good change.


    (If that had been someone from school or a family member…)


    There was a risk that he might reveal the secret that the three of them had been protecting.


    Even if it didn’t go that far, others might start to suspect if it showed in his behavior.


    He needed to be more vigilant.


    Except when he was alone with the Usami sisters, he should control his emotions.


    He could do it──Sakuto convinced himself and continued wiping the glasses.


    Then──


    “Hey, hey, can you spare a little time during the break? Come on, it’ll be fun♪”


    “Ehh〜? That’s troublesome…”


    Right by the counter, Matori was being hit on by a man who looked like a businessman. She seemed to be in trouble with the flirtation,


    “Because, you see, I’m dating him〜”


    She pointed at Sakuto.


    “Oh, is that so?”


    The businessman glanced at Sakuto with a slightly awkward look.


    Sakuto, while wiping the glass nonchalantly, said,


    “No, that’s not true. We’re not dating──That person, she’s tried to secretly take pictures of me before and even sent her junior to frame me──”


    “What!? Really!? She’s that kind of girl!?”


    “Wait-wait, Takayashiki-kun!?”


    “So, it’s better if you don’t get too close to her, okay?”


    “Ah, got it… Thanks, man… Ahahaha──”


    The businessman quickly left.


    “…Just a minute, Takayashiki-kun!? I have something important to talk about〜!”


    Matori was visibly fuming.


    “Wasn’t that terrible just now!? Wasn’t it awful how you treated me when I was having trouble with that guy hitting on me!?”


    “I merely conveyed facts and personal experiences. But look, the guy who was hitting on you ran away, right?”


    “Well, of course he did!? Like, ‘Oh, she’s bad news?’ That’s what it looked like! You’re making me look so bad!?”


    “Yes. That’s my assessment of you, Matori-senpai.”


    “What’s with that cold way of speaking!? Where have your feelings gone!?”


    Maybe he went too far. Matori might be a bit this and that, but Sakuto reconsidered that he should also appreciate her good qualities.


    “…Sorry, I went too far.”


    “Huh? What’s with the sudden change…?”


    “There are times when you’re troublesome, but you’re also kind to your juniors, so I actually don’t dislike you, senpai.”


    …Not that he liked her either.


    “Eh!? What’s with you being so honest all of a sudden…”


    “No, I really just thought so.”


    “I-s that so…”


    “So, next time you need someone to pretend to be your boyfriend, you can rely on me… Wait, why are you blushing?”


    Matori finally realized her face was turning red after what Sakuto said.


    “Huh? I’m not blushing at all…!”


    “No, you are.”


    “I’m telling you I’m not, idiot, idiot!”


    Matori stormed out of the shop, still fuming.


    “…Idiot? …I’m at the top of my grade though.”


    As he muttered to himself, Yuzuki was then approached by a foreign man.


    “Are there any nice sightseeing spots in this town other than this beach?”


    “Y-Yes! Um, um…”


    Although her English listening skills were at the junior high school level, Yuzuki was struggling to respond.


    Probably not because she didn’t understand what was being said, but rather because she didn’t know any sightseeing spots in town to tell him about.


    (Come to think of it, Yuzuki said she was bad at English in junior high school…)


    Sakuto stepped forward in front of Yuzuki.


    “Eh? Sakuto?”


    “Leave it to me──Can I help you?”


    “I wanna know about recommended sightseeing spots.”


    “I see.”


    Sakuto pointed out the window with a smile.


    “There’s a place on that hill where you can see a panoramic view of this town.”


    “Oh, really? Thank you so much!”


    “Have a nice day.”


    “Thank you. You too.”


    The foreign man left the shop with a cheerful smile.


    “Phew… he’s gone now, Yuzuki… Yuzuki?”


    Yuzuki was staring blankly at Sakuto.


    “What’s wrong?”


    “…Huh? Ah, nothing…!”


    “Really? If you have any trouble, just let me know.”


    “Uh, sure…!”


    Yuzuki scurried to the back of the store while running.


    Then, Hikari approached, saying,


    “Sakuto-Sakuto.”


    “What is it?”


    “Can I have a word with you──”


    Hikari whispered to Sakuto.


    “──Maybe you shouldn’t make girls other than your girlfriend feel too excited〜”


    “Huh!? What do you mean…!?”


    “Otherwise, I might get jealous eventually, and if Chii-chan finds out, she might get angry〜?”


    “What are you talking about!? I didn’t mean to…!”


    Hikari chuckled and headed towards the kitchen.


    It seemed like Hikari had been watching the interactions with Matori and Yuzuki, but Sakuto was sure he hadn’t done anything to excite them.


    Human relationships are quite complicated──especially with girls, Sakuto thought.


    ***


    Having a moment to spare, Sakuto went around to the back of the store to the storeroom to replenish supplies like cups and straws.


    Just like the day before, Chikage was there holding plates of food in both hands.


    “Wait a minute, please…!”


    Chikage, surrounded by several cats rubbing against her legs, had a ticklish or perhaps embarrassed look on her face and struggled to put down the plates.


    “You seem to be getting along well with them, huh?”


    Trying to be helpful, Sakuto approached Chikage with a smile.


    “Yes, just a little… more normal than yesterday, I guess…”


    “Are you trying to tame them?”


    Sakuto pointed to the pocket of Chikage’s apron.


    “Eh… Ah! Th-this is…!”


    Chikage panicked because a cat treat called “Churu-Churu,” which cats love, was sticking out of her apron pocket.


    “I just found it in the fridge…”


    “Nope, there wasn’t any in the fridge yesterday or today.”


    Chikage’s face turned bright red.


    “Ah… sometimes it’s not good to have such a good memory… I can’t get away with lies…”


    Seeing the embarrassed Chikage, Sakuto thought it was endearing.


    “Sorry, I just can’t forget things.”


    Teasing her, Chikage awkwardly placed the food plates at her feet.


    The cats happily gathered at Chikage’s feet and began to eat.


    “Did you buy that this morning?”


    “Yes… I thought these little ones might like it too…”


    The “too” probably included Mashiro.


    Thinking it would be tactless to ask, Sakuto just smiled gently.


    “I can’t quite put it into words, but I think it’s nice, this kind of thingthis kind of thing──you can take your time, Chikage.”


    “Eh? But the kitchen…”


    “Leave it to me. Go ahead and pamper those little ones.”


    “…Thank you.”


    Perhaps understanding Sakuto’s intention, Chikage blushed.


    Then, she turned a soft gaze towards the cats gathering around the food plates.


    Sakuto quietly took out the supplies from the storeroom and left the scene without disturbing Chikage and the cats playing.


    ***

  


  

  
    As the afternoon peak passed, Sakuto was wiping down the counter when an adult woman approached him.


    She was a beauty wearing a slightly flashy swimsuit with a white base and floral patterns.


    She appeared to be in her mid to late twenties or maybe in her thirties.


    “Excuse me, could I talk to you for a moment?”


    “What can I do for you?”


    “Those cat ears are cute, aren’t they?”


    “Ah… This is the official uniform of the store…”


    “I know. You’re cute in your reaction too huh?”


    The woman chuckled and showed a beautiful smile, stepping closer to Sakuto.


    “It looks like there are no other available staff, so maybe I’ll ask you?”


    “Yes? Ask me what?”


    “You know──”


    The woman pointed to the shelf lined with bottles of alcohol.


    “Can you make cocktails?”


    “Yes, I can handle the basics.”


    “Aren’t you underage?”


    “I can mix the ingredients as required…”


    “Hehe, that’s funny.”


    Sakuto was puzzled. He hadn’t said anything particularly amusing.


    “Then, could I have a Dry Martini, please〜?”


    “Certainly──”


    Sakuto went behind the counter and prepared the alcohol and tools needed.


    A Dry Martini──typically a mixture of gin and vermouth at a ratio of four to one.


    The method is very simple──


    Put ice, gin, and vermouth in a mixing glass, stir with a stirrer until chilled.


    Once done, place a strainer on the mixing glass and pour into a cocktail glass, making sure no ice gets in, and garnish with a green olive on a pick.


    ──He made it just as it was written in the book.


    “Here’s your Dry Martini.”


    “Thank you. I’ll enjoy this──”


    The woman took a sip from the glass.


    “──Ahh, delicious!”


    “Thank you—”


    —He just made it according to the recipe in the book.


    “You’ve got a cute face but you’re pretty good at this, huh?”


    “Thank you—”


    —Well, he just made it according to the recipe in the book.


    “You’re really good, did you learn this somewhere?”


    “No, not particularly—”


    —Again, he just made it according to the recipe in the book.


    “So, I’m here with a friend, could you make two cocktails for us?”


    “Certainly.”


    After ordering two cocktails, the woman winked and headed out of the store first.


    ***


    Sakuto, with the cocktails on a tray, searched for the woman in the sunbed area just outside the beach house.


    The woman was easy to spot in her flashy swimsuit.


    Her companion, a woman with long black hair, was lying face down, exposing her white back—


    “Sorry to keep you waiting.”


    “Ah, there you are! Thanks♪”


    “…Hm? Takayashiki?”


    “Yes, I’m Takayashiki… ugh! Tachibana, sensei…”


    “Hmm, indeed.”
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    Sakuto was surprised and turned pale.


    The black-haired beauty lying on the sunbed was Tachibana Fuyuko, the math teacher.


    Usually, Tachibana had the strict title of student guidance, but now she let her hair down, took off her glasses, and wore a mature brown bikini.


    Her figure was terrifyingly good. Even compared to her usual plain clothes, one would mistake her for someone else if she hadn’t spoken up.


    But more importantly──what should he do in this situation?


    As Tachibana looked at him with a curious gaze, Sakuto felt extremely awkward and wondered, why is sensei here?


    The school rules don’t prohibit part-time jobs, but is what I’m doing right now even considered a part-time job?


    …With these thoughts, Sakuto’s mind was racing.


    “So, Takayashiki. What are you doing here?”


    “Just helping out at the store…”


    Then Tachibana stared at Sakuto’s face and smirked.


    “…Before the summer break, I suggested you might try being a bit more assertive, but I never said anything about growing cat ears?”


    “Ah! This is the official uniform…!”


    Seeing the flustered Sakuto trying to explain, Tachibana chuckled lightly.


    “You’re here, so the Usami sisters are with you, aren’t they?”


    “Uh… How did you come to that conclusion…?”


    “It’s simple. Your actions are always based on the Usami sisters, right? You’re here in Futagoko Town and ended up in a situation where you have to work wearing cat ears, probably because of the Usami sisters… Well, that’s my guess.”


    The woman who had been watching the exchange between Sakuto and Tachibana spoke up.


    “Could it be that you’re one of Fuyuko’s students?”


    “Yes. I don’t directly teach him though.”


    “I see, I see. Oh, I’m Fuyuko’s friend, Hanaoka Fuuka.”


    “Ah, yes… Nice to meet you, Hanaoka-san…”


    Sakuto thought she seemed to have a light-hearted personality, and then he looked at Tachibana again.


    “So, Takayashiki. Explain why you’re here.”


    If Tachibana had gone to the shop, she would have found Hikari and Chikage.


    Matori and Yuzuki were also there, so Sakuto realized he couldn’t bluff his way out of this—


    ***


    “I see, so that “Karen” beach house is run by Kousaka’s uncle.”


    “Yes…”


    “You happened to be traveling with the Usami sisters and helped out because they were in trouble.”


    While blurring some details, Sakuto finished explaining, and Tachibana smiled knowingly.


    “That sounds like something Usami Chikage would do.”


    “Yes, well…”


    Once Tachibana seemed satisfied, Sakuto asked something he was curious about.


    “By the way, Tachibana-sensei, why are you here?”


    “I had a business trip nearby yesterday. Then Fuuka wanted to go to the beach.”


    “I Googled and found out that Cat Town was close by, so I came with Fuyuko〜”


    “Hmm. I may not look it, but I like cats.”


    Sakuto responded with a disinterested “Oh.”


    “So, where are you staying with the Usami sisters?”


    “Uh, at a villa owned by an acquaintance of my aunt…”


    “Hmm. So your aunt is with you?”


    “Yes, well…”


    Sakuto replied with a wry smile, but Tachibana looked at him suspiciously.


    “What is it…?”


    “…Well, it’s fine. As long as there are no problems.”


    Sakuto felt relieved inside, but he was worried whether his lie had been noticed.


    “Sorry Fuuka, could I have a moment alone with Takayashiki?”


    “Ah, then I’ll go for a swim?”


    Hanaoka smiled and ran off down the beach.


    Being alone with Tachibana made Sakuto feel even more uncomfortable, but he braced himself for whatever she might say.

  


  

  
    “Come, have a seat over there.”


    “Yes…”


    Sakuto sat down on the sunbed where Hanaoka had been lying.


    “How are things with the Usami sisters?”


    “Yes? Well, we’re on good terms…”


    “Hmm. There was a lot going on before summer break, but those sisters have changed since the beginning of the school year. It’s a good trend.”


    “Is that so…”


    “You’ve changed yourself.”


    “Huh?”


    “I think that’s a good trend too.”


    Tachibana smiled while gazing at Aneko Island, which lay beyond the sea.


    A brief moment of quiet and calm passed before Sakuto decided to ask something he had been contemplating for a while.


    “Um, Tachibana-sensei…”


    “What is it?”


    “When you asked me about Chikage’s character assessment… did you already know the truth?”


    “Hmm, what truth are you referring to?”


    “The truth behind the rumors. That it wasn’t Chikage who was always at the arcade, but Hikari… Did you know that from the beginning?”


    Tachibana simply smiled without a word, but if that were the case──


    “Tachibana-sensei, you orchestrated things so that Chikage and I would get along… You were there the day the grades were posted, and you saw me being approached by Chikage?”


    “Continue.”


    “And the guidance about Chikage’s ponytail… You were actually hoping I would step in. It’s strange that you didn’t give the same guidance to Matori-senpai, who also wears a ponytail──”


    “──Indeed, I was curious about Usami Chikage. The guidance before was also an attempt to observe her while giving the ponytail guidance.”


    Tachibana had said that, but could it be that the “person” being observed was actually me?


    If it were a student from another grade, maybe the standards would be more lenient──


    “Even Higashino Wakana, who has noticeable twin tails, hasn’t been given guidance… It doesn’t make sense. The guidance was too unreasonable, and as a student counselor, it would only bring risks, yet you deliberately caused a commotion. You knew Chikage would bite back…”


    “So what are you trying to say?”


    “Did you deliberately cause a commotion because you thought I would step in to help Chikage?”


    Tachibana let out a silent chuckle.


    “Didn’t I tell you the reason? To see if the rumors about her hanging out after school were true, just observing her… though you interfered along the way.”


    “Was that really all there was to it?”


    “What do you mean?”


    “It’s about Hikari. Did you know from the beginning that she was the person behind the rumors?”


    When asked again, Tachibana fell silent.


    ──But thinking about it, it all makes sense.


    Tachibana, who was in charge of student guidance and knew all the students in the grade, couldn’t possibly be unaware of Hikari’s absence from school.


    If the diligent and exemplary Chikage wasn’t the type to do what the rumors suggested, then it must have been Hikari who had the same face.


    “Tachibana-sensei, you were also there the first day I met Hikari.”


    “When was that?”


    “The day you caught me and scolded me… No, you pretended to come by, pretended to look for a student, but you were actually watching from somewhere as Hikari and I were together──you let us go on playing against each other in the arcade, didn’t you?”


    If this speculation was correct, then from the beginning, the rumors about Chikage were known to be about Hikari.


    Knowing this, Tachibana took an interest in Sakuto, who was meddling.


    If that was the case──


    The Hydrangea Festival incident and the Newspaper Club matter were stages set up to deepen the relationship between Sakuto and the Usami sisters.


    They were meant to help each other solve the problems they each faced and, in the process, deepen their relationship.


    “Behind the scenes, you schemed to make the relationship between me and the Usami sisters what it is now… The Newspaper Club matter was blatant from the start, and looking back on everything, that makes the most sense to me.”


    Sakuto looked earnestly at Tachibana.


    In response, Tachibana chuckled and looked back at Sakuto.


    “That’s quite the deduction. Perhaps you should become a novelist instead of a cat-eared clerk?”


    “Ah…! Sensei, I’m being serious…!”


    “Well, it’s hard to take a cat-eared speaker seriously…”


    Seeing Sakuto turn bright red with embarrassment, Tachibana laughed merrily.


    “…Well, I understood how you felt back then.”


    “Back then…?”


    “When I questioned you in the cafeteria. Whether you had deliberately held back on the test.”


    “…”


    “Now I feel like I’m the one being paid back for that time──But after all, there’s no evidence. It’s all conjecture, so we’re both third-rate detective novelists, aren’t we?”


    Tachibana neither confirmed nor denied, simply maintaining a smile.


    “So, what’s the truth…?”


    “It’s shrouded in darkness.”


    Tachibana said this with a satisfied expression.


    Realizing that further questioning would be futile, Sakuto stood up.


    “Tachibana-sensei, I’m going back now, okay?”


    “Just one more thing before you go?”


    “…What is it?”


    “Usami Hikari has started coming to school. She’s made friends and found a place in the Newspaper Club, so there’s no need to worry anymore.”


    “Huh…?”


    “Usami Chikage has also become more gentle. Being pulled along by her sister’s growth, she’s become more open than before, which is a good trend.”


    “Is this a continuation of what you said earlier? If so──”


    “What about you?”


    “Yes…?”


    “During the Hydrangea Festival, you began to follow your heart and emotions. Not just for the Usami sisters but for the Newspaper Club, you took action behind the scenes. As I see it, the forced smiles that once seemed unnatural to you now come naturally. However──”


    Tachibana’s expression turned serious.


    “──there’s still something that bothers me… Your past.”


    “My past…”


    “Why did you choose Arisuyama Academy as your second choice instead of your first choice, Yuuki Academy… I want to know the real reason for your choice… Otherwise, she will never be saved.”


    “…Huh?”


    “To forgive is different from to save. Her heart still seems to be shipwrecked──Look, your past is coming this way.”


    Tachibana looked toward the beach house “Karen,” from which Kusanagi Yuzuki was approaching.


    Ah, I see, Sakuto thought.


    That’s a meddlesome topic.


    How much more does she expect me to save her and the past? I think the relationship we have now isn’t bad.


    Perhaps in Tachibana’s mind, a whole story has already been completed.


    But as a writer, it seems quite troublesome, sloppy, and overly meddlesome──


    “Sakuto, Matori-senpai is busy, so he said to call you over.”


    “Ah, got it…”


    Sakuto smiled as he headed towards Yuzuki.


    As they started walking side by side, Yuzuki made a slightly annoyed face.


    “…By the way, who was that beauty just now? Were you being hit on?”


    It seemed Yuzuki hadn’t realized that the person from before was Tachibana.


    “Hm? Who knows? It wasn’t like I was being hit on or anything.”


    “Is that so…”


    Sakuto gave a smile, but Yuzuki looked somewhat dissatisfied as she tilted her head.

  


  
    Chapter 9 - Just the Three of Us on a Deserted Island…?


    Basking in the sunlight, a white fishing boat was making its way across the sea.


    “It feels great───!”


    Hikari, who had just gotten her license, was happily steering the boat.


    “Whoa…! Eek!”


    “Whoops──”


    Chikage lost her balance, but Sakuto quickly caught her.


    “Are you okay?”


    “Ah… Thank you, Sakuto-kun…”


    “Still, I can’t believe you can actually steer this thing, Hikari…”


    “Hii-chan is a genius, after all…”


    In fact, just yesterday, the man who owned the boat that Hikari had fixed offered to lend it to them.


    So, during their break, the three of them went out to sea with Hikari at the helm. Hikari seemed to have a particular destination in mind──


    “Hikari, do you really want to go to Aneko Island?”


    “Yeah. I thought it might feel like a private beach over there.”


    “A private beach, huh…”


    It was finally their break time, but perhaps because it was Saturday, the beach was crowded with people. It was too cramped for the three of them to play.


    Considering Chikage’s concern about the surrounding eyes, Hikari had called the man from yesterday.


    Aneko Island was uninhabited and owned by the fishing cooperative. The man had kindly made inquiries, arranging not only the borrowing of the boat but also obtaining permission to land on the island.


    (Yesterday, we got some squid from him. I’ll have to thank him later.)


    As Sakuto thought this, the dock came into view.


    “Ah, we’re almost there!”


    ──There was one concern, though.


    It was a trivial matter, but it was about that legend──


    “They say it’s just a story, but around here, there’s an old saying, ‘Don’t let the elder sister go to the island, don’t let the younger sister enter the mountain.'”


    “Why is that?”


    “They say the elder sister will be taken by the sea, and the younger sister will not return from the mountain.”


    Sakuto didn’t want to believe the tale he had heard from the old woman, but something felt wrong about Hikari going to Aneko Island.


    A sense of unease was growing.


    It might just be an overreaction though──


    ***


    Aneko Island had an interesting shape, looking like a perfect triangle from any direction.


    Aside from a single man-made dock, the island was surrounded by sandy beaches, and the waves seemed calm.


    After landing with their cooler box and luggage, the three decided to walk around the island. It took about twenty minutes to make a full circuit, with the perimeter being roughly one kilometer.


    Of course, there was no one else around. Just as Hikari had said, it felt like a private beach.


    “Huh? Is that a torii gate over there?”


    Hikari pointed to a spot where a vermilion torii gate could be seen between the trees.


    It had been slightly visible from the mainland, but it looked more distinct up close.


    “Probably, yeah.”


    “I wonder what’s enshrined there?”


    “…Who knows?”


    Sakuto gave a wry smile and dodged the question, though he had a pretty good idea.


    According to the legend told by the old woman, a twin sister named Mitsuko had come to this island. The enshrined deity was either the sea god or Mitsuko.


    And the mountain god, or perhaps Chikako, would be enshrined at Imoko Mountain──


    Sakuto usually doesn’t believe in superstitions, but this story had strangely caught his attention.


    “Sakuto-kun, you can see the beach house from here.”


    “True.”


    The beach house “Karen,” with its white exterior, was clearly visible from the island.


    Matori and Yuzuki were probably working hard at this very moment.


    Beyond the beach house, Imoko Mountain loomed lush and green. From this vantage point, it formed a beautiful triangle, indeed resembling the image of sisters.


    “Shall we go for a swim right away?”


    “Sounds good.”


    Hikari and Chikage started taking off their clothes and changed into swimsuits… Without saying what, the twin sisters’ destructive power was as formidable as ever.


    The three of them did some stretches and then entered the sea. It felt quite pleasant.


    “Ei! Ei!”


    “Hey, Hii-chan! That’s cold〜!”


    “Chikage, I’ll help you.”


    “Hey! Two against one is cheating〜!”


    They splashed water at each other, swam around, and then relaxed leisurely under a parasol they had set up on the beach.


    As they were playing──


    “…Hm?”


    Sakuto stared at the mountain behind them.


    “What’s wrong?”


    “Oh, nothing…”


    It might have been his imagination──Sakuto thought so, but something was bothering him.


    “I get it, you need the bathroom? Actually, I’ve been holding it in for a while too…”


    “No, that’s not it… But there isn’t a bathroom around here…”


    “Yeah… Chii-chan, could you come with me for a bit?”


    “Okay──Where will you go, Sakuto-kun?”


    “I’ll check out the mountain for a bit. Let’s meet up later.”


    And so, Sakuto left the twin sisters and headed towards the mountain alone.


    ***


    (It should be around this way…)


    Sakuto wandered through the thickets.


    The reason was that when he had looked back while on the beach earlier, he thought he saw something reflecting light, and then a white object seemed to move swiftly.


    He tried to recall the memory.


    A series of images flashed through his mind, but their true nature remains unclear.


    (Could it be Matori-senpai again? But then again, there’s the beach house…)


    If it’s not Matori, then who on earth—


    —Rustle!


    “Ah!? Whoa!”


    Sakuto instinctively stepped back.


    Just as he thought something white had burst out of the bushes—


    “Meow”


    “…Don’t scare me like that…”


    What appeared before Sakuto was a white cat, one he recognized.


    “…Are you the cat from that kimono shop?”


    “Meow”


    “Why are you here? Did you swim across?”


    “Meow”


    The white cat meowed as if to answer, but of course, Sakuto had no idea what it was saying.


    (I should have brought Hikari with me…)


    If Hikari were here, she might understand cat language(?), and perhaps she could have figured something out.


    

  


  

  
    “Meow…meow”


    The white cat slowly approached Sakuto and rubbed its body against his leg. It seemed to have taken a liking to him, and when he crouched down to stretch out his hand to its head, it showed no signs of fleeing.


    However, suddenly, the cat pushed Sakuto’s hand away with its forehead and then hopped away, creating some distance between them.


    “What’s wrong?”


    “Meow”


    The white cat started to enter the bushes but stopped halfway to look back and meo, then continued on only to look back again and meow.


    “…Are you telling me to follow you?”


    Half in doubt, Sakuto followed the white cat’s lead and walked in that direction.


    ***


    “This place is…”


    After walking through the mountain for a while, Sakuto stopped.


    The place the white cat had led him to was in front of the island’s torii gate, beyond which was a small shrine. The cat stood in front of it and began to leisurely groom itself, lifting one leg.


    “Why did you bring me here?”


    The white cat continued to lick its inner thigh, offering no response.


    However, it seemed to be a favorite spot for the white cat.


    With no other option, Sakuto approached the shrine.


    It was only about as tall as Sakuto’s chest. The shrine was made of stone.


    A sacred rope appeared to be decorated on it, but due to exposure to the wind and rain, it had fallen to the ground.


    At that moment, Sakuto remembered something his aunt Mitsumi had told him.


    Mitsumi wasn’t particularly devout, just like Sakuto, but she believed that if something was fallen or broken, it was better to fix it rather than ignore it—


    “Excuse me for a moment.”


    Sakuto walked past the white cat, picked up the sacred rope that had fallen in front of the shrine, and reattached it to its original place, hanging it on a nail on the beam.


    Then he pulled out the weeds around the shrine, making it look a bit more presentable.


    “—There, that’s better…”


    It looked somewhat better than before.


    Then the white cat, purring, rubbed its body against Sakuto’s leg. Perhaps it was showing gratitude for tidying up its favorite spot.


    While he was at it, he performed a quick Shinto prayer: two bows, two claps, and one final bow.


    After finishing the prayer, he addressed the cat sitting beside him.


    “Well then, I’m heading back.”


    “Meow”


    “Eh? You’re not coming?”


    “Meow”


    The white cat seemed to really like the spot as it started grooming itself again.


    “We’re going to head back soon, you know? I’ll leave you behind?”


    Even as Sakuto spoke, the white cat continued grooming itself.


    ***


    When Sakuto returned, Hikari and Chikage were waiting for him by the parasol.


    “Sorry to keep you waiting.”


    “Where did you go?”


    “Just a little exploration.”


    “I would have liked to join you…”


    “Sorry about that. Anyway, isn’t it about time we head back?”


    As they checked the time, Hikari mentioned she wanted to swim one last time.


    So, the three of them went swimming, but Sakuto felt the sea breeze gradually getting stronger.


    “Hikari, let’s head back soon!”


    “Got it!”


    Hikari, who had gone a bit further out to sea, dove into the water with a splash.


    That’s when it happened—


    The current seemed to change suddenly, and the waves grew stronger without warning.


    Sakuto, who was about to get out of the water, looked towards Hikari in alarm.


    Hikari—her face emerged from the sea.


    But then, a large wave surged from behind, chasing after Hikari.


    “Eh? Wait—”


    “Ah…!? Hikari!”


    A wave crashed over Hikari’s head.


    Sakuto witnessed a scene as if a large hand was pulling her out to sea, and then he remembered—


    『Don’t let the elder sister go to the island—the elder sister will be taken by the sea—』


    The old lady’s voice echoed in Sakuto’s mind.


    “Eh? Hii-chan…!?”


    Chikage, who had gone ahead, turned around just in time to see Sakuto already diving into the sea in search of Hikari.


    The waves were high, but she couldn’t have gone far—


    Sakuto, searching underwater, panicked as he couldn’t find Hikari and soon had to surface, gasping for air.


    “Hikari! Where are you?!”


    Sakuto shouted—then from the surface of the water,


    “Puhah! Geez, I got water in my ear—”


    Hikari resurfaced, and Sakuto felt a wave of relief.


    “Thank goodness… Hikari, let’s get back quickly.”


    So, Sakuto pulled Hikari, and they finally made it back to where the water was waist-deep—


    “Hii-chan…!?”


    Chikage was trembling, pointing at Hikari with a panic that was far from normal.


    Sakuto hurriedly turned towards Hikari.


    “What’s wrong, Hika…!? —Sorry!”


    “Eh? What’s wrong with both of you…aaaah—!?”


    Sakuto involuntarily grimaced and turned his face away too late.


    —That’s right.


    It wasn’t that something had happened; it was that something that should have been there was missing.


    Hikari’s bikini top.


    Hikari, her face turning bright red, clutched at her chest and crouched in the water.


    “Was it because of that wave just now!? Sakuto, did you see!? You saw it, didn’t you!?”


    Hikari’s unusual panic was all the more because Sakuto was the one involved.


    Sakuto couldn’t forget what he had once seen.


    He can’t forget, not even for a moment, especially something embarrassing—especially now, Hikari’s breasts, that memory was unforgettable.


    “…Rather than saying I saw it, it was visible…”


    “────────────…!?”


    Hikari turned a shade of red that seemed to scream in embarrassment.


    However, Sakuto felt a sense of relief in his heart, thinking that perhaps it was for the better.


    Recalling past events, there were times when she had hugged him in her underwear.


    Sakuto felt a strange sense of reassurance that she could show such an embarrassed reaction, even if it was just a little.


    —And so.


    What had been swept away was not the elder sister but the bikini top she had been wearing.

  


  
    Twin Talk──! ④ Mosquito-san…?


    “There it is!”


    What Hikari triumphantly held up was not seaweed.


    It was the top of her swimsuit, which she thought had been swept out to sea.


    In reality, it had been pushed back to the shallows and was found just before they returned to the beach.


    “Phew, I’m really glad we found it!”


    While Hikari said this as she put her top back on, Chikage had a somewhat serious look on her face.


    “Hii-chan… Isn’t it about time we tell Sakuto-kun about that thing?”


    “Hmm… I think it’s fine to keep it as it is…”


    “It’s about time though…”


    “…You’re right, okay.”


    The twin sisters whispered to each other, giggling as they watched Sakuto folding up the parasol on the beach from a distance.


    “But you know, he hasn’t noticed?”


    “He might think it’s just a mosquito bite…”


    “Like this? Chuuuu─────”


    Hikari sucked on Chikage’s neck.


    “Hyah! Hii-chan… stop it…!”


    Hikari’s soft and ticklish lips made Chikage shiver.


    “Chupa! ──Ahh~, that was tasty♪”


    “Jeez! What if it leaves a mark…”


    Chikage spoke discontentedly as she rubbed her neck, where the skin had already turned red and formed what is called a hickey.


    If there are two hickeys next to each other, they complete the shape of lips, but a single one can resemble a mosquito bite.


    Incidentally, Sakuto’s neck had kiss marks on both sides.


    The culprits were, of course, Hikari and Chikage, but Sakuto had not been aware since this morning.


    However, Hikari knew.


    She had noticed that female customers who came to the store glanced subtly at Sakuto’s neck and commented, “Oh, does that guy have a girlfriend?” “Too bad, I was thinking of hitting on him…” as she walked away.


    Matori and Yuzuki seemed oblivious, busily scurrying about their work.


    “I wonder if there is a mark here…”


    “Should we give another shot while we’re at it?”


    “Don’t talk about it like it’s an energy drink! No way!”


    “But it would look good with two, right?”


    “What do you mean?”


    “You know, like it was done by Sakuto-kun…”


    “Wha…!? That’s… I’d prefer if it came from Sakuto-kun…!”


    Definitely not something she wanted her sister to do.


    “Then, you can retaliate by putting one on me~”


    “No, I’ll pass…”


    “I’ve been hit on yesterday and today too, and honestly, it was bothering me…”


    “Really? I didn’t know.”


    For Chikage, who had been cooking in the kitchen, the fact that the other three girls had been approached by male customers was news to her.


    “So, could you do it for me?”


    “O-okay, I understand…”


    “Sorry, but not on the neck, maybe between the breasts”


    “Eh!?”


    “If you don’t like that, how about between the thighs?”


    “That’s even worse! ──Then, between the… not the breasts, but the chest…”


    “Chii-chan, it’s about time you start saying ‘breasts’ normally…”


    While being exasperated by Hikari, Chikage slowly brought her face closer to the valley between Hikari’s chest──


    “Mmm…”


    “Hyah! Stop…! Actually, do the neck instead!”


    “Got it… mmm”


    “Ah, wait… there… mmm──! Chii-chan, are you done yet…!? Ah──”


    Hikari tried to suppress her voice, and Chikage wanted to finish quickly.


    ***


    Sakuto, who had been folding up the vinyl sheet, watched the two of them──


    (What are they doing…!)


    He blushed with surprise but somehow felt an itchy sensation on his own neck.


    While it was a feast for the eyes, he didn’t ask for the reason afterward.

  


  
    Chapter 10 - Beach Volleyball…?


    Upon returning from Aneko Island, the situation had taken an unexpected turn.


    “Huh? Matori-senpai, what’s going on? And Yuzuki too…”


    What surprised Sakuto and the others was that Matori and Yuzuki had stepped outside the store, changed into swimsuits, and were leisurely lounging on sunbeds.


    Both of them looked quite relaxed.


    “We’re on a break.”


    “Eh? Then what about the store?”


    “Well, you see, my dad and mom wrapped up their work early and came over. They hurried here because my uncle is in the hospital.”


    “I see.”


    Sakuto paused for a moment, pondering.


    “…then, I’ll go greet Matori-senpai’s parents and report on everything that’s happened so far.”


    “Wa───Wait a sec, Takayashiki-kun!”


    Matori blocked Sakuto’s path in a panic.


    “What do you mean by ‘report’? What exactly are you planning to report?”


    “You know, all the various things senpai did to me before summer vacation?”


    “Don’t be hasty! We’re friends now, right?! Right!?”


    Matori seemed desperate not to have her school misdeeds reported to her parents.


    “And greeting a girl’s parents? Ahahaha! What if my mom and dad get the wrong idea? That’d be bad for you, Takayashiki.”


    “Ah… don’t worry about that. Now, please step aside.”


    “Sorry! I really am sorry for everything I’ve done!”


    Matori clung to Sakuto’s leg as if begging for forgiveness.


    From the sunbed, Yuzuki watched Matori with a look of dismay, “Ugh…”


    “Sakuto, it seems like Matori-senpai is genuinely remorseful, maybe you should forgive her?”


    “Well, if Hikari says so…”


    “No! We must be thorough in these matters!”


    Chikage interjected firmly.


    “We need to tell her parents and make sure she reflects properly!”


    “That’s right, isn’t it? Chikage is correct.”


    “Takayashiki! Are you just going to do whatever the Usami sisters say?!”


    Having discovered Matori’s weak spot, Sakuto scratched the back of his neck with a sigh.


    “So, we don’t need to help out anymore, right?”


    “Yeah. Yuzuki-chan and I will manage from here. Oh, and we’ll treat you to something delicious tonight for your help.”


    Though Matori said this, Sakuto and the others suddenly found themselves with free time.


    Then, they heard a small sigh and a murmur from next door.


    “That’s too bad… just when we were getting along…”


    Chikage’s lips were smiling, but her eyes were slightly furrowed with disappointment.


    Sakuto guessed she was referring to the cats, but there was still time until tomorrow, so there was no need to be too downcast.


    “…how about we go give them some ‘ChuruChuru’ treats later?”


    “That sounds good… yeah, let’s do that.”


    Chikage narrowed her eyes with a smile.


    ──And so.


    The current time was four o’clock.


    As they contemplated what to do until evening──


    “How about we play beach volleyball now?”


    Matori suggested, holding a ball in her hand.


    “Where will we play?”


    “There’s a beach volleyball court over there. It’s technically under our management, and it seems to be free right now.”


    “I see… Hikari, Chikage, what do you think?”


    ” “We want to play!” “


    Seeing the two of them excited, Sakuto smiled.


    “Then, shall we play? …What’s with that look?”


    Matori stared at him with a serious face.


    “You, you’re really under the thumb of the Usami sisters, aren’t you?”


    “No, I’m not…”


    “I smell something fishy… really fishy…”


    “What are you talking about? Come on, let’s go──”


    ***


    The beach volleyball court, including equipment rental, was one thousand yen per hour. As Matori had said, it was currently unoccupied.


    “Let’s decide on the teams.”


    As Matori suggested this, Sakuto raised his hand slightly.


    “Before that, I’d like to be the referee.”


    “I see… you want to catch the moment of a clothing malfunction…”


    “That’s not it… now, why are you saying that with such a serious face…”


    He thought it would be better for the four girls to split into two teams of two, not out of any lecherous intentions.


    After forming the teams, they ended up being Hikari and Matori, Chikage and Yuzuki.


    “Alright Hikari, let’s do our best.”


    “Likewise, please take care of me!”


    This was the Newspaper Club team.


    The other team──


    “Yuzuki-san, please take care of me.”


    “Sure.”


    ──Team Hydrangea?


    The only commonality seemed to be the Hydrangea Festival, but it appeared their relationship wasn’t bad.


    Rock-paper-scissors determined that the Newspaper Club team would go first, and Hikari was up to serve.


    “Hikari! Go for a big one!”


    “Got it! ──Alright, here I go!”


    Hikari got ready to serve the ball, and it seemed to be a floater serve. She lightly tossed the ball into the air,


    “Here it goes!”


    The ball she struck flew straight and fast—


    “Oof…!”


    —striking Matori in the back of the head, causing her to fall forward.


    ” ” ” “…” ” ” “


    Everyone made an “Uh…” face, and silence fell, but Hikari hurried over to Matori.


    “Matori-senpai!? I’m so sorry! Are you okay…?!”


    “I’m fine… it’s nothing… ahahaha…”


    Though it was unintentional, such a mistake can be quite awkward, especially when it involves a senpai.


    Matori, trying to show the magnanimity expected of a senior, desperately maintained a smile.


    “N-next time, I’m counting on you…?”


    “Understood…”


    Due to Hikari’s mistake, the serve went to Team Hydrangea, and they scored a point.


    Next to serve was Yuzuki—her underhand serve was soft and gently landed in the Newspaper Club’s court.


    Matori received it, Hikari set it up—and Matori’s spike beautifully pierced Team Hydrangea’s court.


    “Nice, Matori-senpai!”


    “Alright! Keep it coming!”


    In front of her juniors, the proud Matori seemed to have saved face as a senior.


    The serve returned to them, and this time it was Matori’s jump serve.


    “Got it!”


    Chikage received it, Yuzuki set it up—


    “Chikage-chan! Finish it!”


    “Leave it to me!”


    Chikage took a running start and soared high into the air,


    “Here it goes!”


    Her spike with perfect form flew towards Hikari.


    “Hikari, it’s coming!”


    “I’ve got this!”


    Hikari’s mind went overdrive, beep-beep-beep…


    Calculations for the spike’s trajectory began—


    Weight, diameter, elasticity—she estimated these characteristics based on her recent touch of the ball, and now she was using the equations of motion to factor in initial velocity, angle, and the effects of gravity.


    Furthermore, weather, wind direction, the ball’s topspin rotation, fluid dynamics, air resistance—she combined various approaches and calculations, including something-something variable and Chikage’s somewhat perverse something, to pinpoint the exact landing spot of the ball—


    “Right here!”


    Hikari positioned herself perfectly under the ball.


    Sakuto, watching from the side, exclaimed, “Wow!”


    As the ball hit Hikari’s arms, it flew straight to the side—


    “Ouch…!”


    —This time, it hit Matori on the side of her head, causing her to fall sideways.


    ” ” ” “…” ” ” “


    Once again, everyone made an “Uh…” face, and silence ensued.


    

  


  

  
    “Matori-senpai!? I’m so sorry! Are you okay…?!”


    “I’m f-fine… really, it’s okay… ahahaha…”


    Sakuto, watching from the sidelines, felt indescribable.


    (It wasn’t on purpose… right?)


    —And so.


    After that, neither side gave in, and occasionally there were extended rallies, but Team Hydrangea reached match point first.


    It was Team Hydrangea’s serve.


    Yuzuki’s soft underhand serve landed in the Newspaper Club team’s court.


    Hikari received it, Matori set it up, and it led to Hikari’s spike—


    “Here it goes!”


    Hikari’s spike with beautiful form flew straight towards Yuzuki.


    “Kyah…!”


    The moment she received it, Yuzuki lost her balance and fell on her behind.


    The ball flew off in a completely different direction—


    “Leave it to me!”


    Chikage desperately chased after it and dove.


    She managed to send it back into the court with one hand, and Yuzuki, who had just gotten up, returned it.


    “Hikari! Another one!”


    The Newspaper Club team was about to connect another spike.


    After diving, Chikage hurried back to the court—but felt something off at her chest and saw her top had slipped, threatening to reveal too much.


    “Not now…!”


    Chikage frantically started to fix her top.


    Then—


    “I’ll handle this…!”


    Seeing Yuzuki’s determined declaration, Sakuto was impressed.


    As far as Sakuto knew, Yuzuki wasn’t the type to get heated about such things.


    In junior high school, Yuzuki would match the enthusiasm of others during sports festivals and ball game tournaments, but she always seemed reserved and not truly enjoying herself.


    (So she can make that kind of face too…)


    But on reflection, Yuzuki used to laugh a lot in elementary school, was honest, cheerful, and similar to Hikari.


    It was around the time she started middle school that she developed a calm, or rather, languid atmosphere.


    Yuzuki, who had never seemed passionate about anything, was now seriously tracking the ball with a determined expression, which felt both nostalgic and refreshing to Sakuto.


    While this was happening, Hikari set up a toss, and Matori soared—


    “Take this───!”


    Matori’s spike flew to the right side from Yuzuki’s perspective.


    Yuzuki’s body reacted instantly.


    “This time for sure!”


    Yuzuki’s receive was beautifully high, miraculously drawing a perfect parabola just before the net in a spot where a spike could be made.


    “Chikage-chan…!”


    Chikage took a run-up and soared into the air.


    “I’ll finish it with this!”


    The two-attack—Chikage’s spike exploited the gap between Hikari and Matori, landing precisely at the midpoint where the two stood.


    Sakuto let out a slight smile and opened his mouth.


    “The winners, Team Hydrangea.”


    Upon hearing this, Yuzuki and Chikage hugged each other without thinking.


    “We did it, we did it! Amazing, Chikage-chan!”


    “Thank you, Yuzuki-san! It’s all thanks to you!”
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    Sakuto, watching this scene of friendship between the girls, felt a slight sense of relief.


    Suddenly, the sun was obscured. Amidst the girls praising and comforting each other, Sakuto glanced towards Imoko Mountain.


    (…Rain clouds?)


    Despite the weather forecast predicting clear skies, dark clouds hung over Imoko Mountain.


    ***


    Inside the beach house “Karen,” the five of them felt a chill.


    “It’s really pouring…”


    Chikage murmured while looking out the window.


    The sudden downpour was so intense it seemed as if it could punch holes in the sand.


    The beach was completely deserted, washed clean of people. Initially, some customers had taken refuge in “Karen,” but as soon as the rain eased, they quickly left.


    “Business is dead…”


    Matori said with a lack of amusement.


    “How long is it going to rain?”


    As Chikage asked this, Sakuto checked the weather on his smartphone.


    The rain cloud radar around Futagoko Town indicated it would continue like this for the next two hours.


    “Looks like it’s not stopping anytime soon.”


    “Is that so…”


    Chikage responded with disappointment, and Matori suddenly looked towards the entrance, searching around.


    “What’s wrong?”


    Hikari asked.


    “Our guardian deities are missing.”


    “The cats?”


    “Yeah… I wonder where they’ve gone…”


    Matori looked anxious, a rare expression for her, which made everyone else start to worry.


    Sakuto asked Matori.


    “Senpai, what do the cats do when it rains?”


    “They usually stay under the eaves or inside the shop. It’s feeding time, so if they went somewhere, I’d expect them to return soon…”


    Just then, the rain began to lighten. Chikage muttered


    “Now’s the chance.”


    “I’ll go search around here.”


    Chikage, who was supposed to be afraid of cats, said this, and Hikari looked a bit surprised.


    Matori thought for a moment and then agreed.


    “Since we won’t be getting any more customers, I want to go look too. Chikage, can I count on you?”


    With a nod that said ‘of course,’ Chikage agreed.


    “Then I’ll go too.”


    “I’ll join as well.”


    Sakuto and Hikari said, and Yuzuki also chimed in with “Me too,” so the five of them decided to search for the cats.


    They quickly split up to cover different areas: Matori around the beach house, Sakuto and Hikari on the beach, and Chikage and Yuzuki in the shopping district—


    “Since this is Cat Town, if they’re mixed with other strays, won’t it be hard to tell?”


    Yuzuki raised a valid concern, to which Matori replied, “That’s okay.”


    “They’re wearing string-like collars, all with the same design.”


    Yuzuki, who hadn’t noticed the collars, understood after seeing the images shared in the group LINE, but her face showed concern again.


    “The question is where else to search…”


    “The range of a lost cat, even at its widest, is about 500 meters.”


    Chikage spoke up.


    “The range varies depending on whether they’re kept indoors or outdoors and whether they’re male or female. For strays, the range is likely wider…”


    “How much wider?”


    “Maybe around two kilometers…”


    Yuzuki frowned but didn’t say it was impossible.


    “However, since they consider this place their territory, I don’t think they’ve gone too far. Let’s start by searching within a 500-meter radius. Also, cats have a strong sense of territory, so they’re likely outside other cats’ territories. Try to think like a cat and search dark places, narrow spaces, gaps in buildings, etc.—”


    Chikage then listed all the specific places she could think of for everyone to search: under cars, under air conditioning units, under vending machines, inside storm drains, in bushes, and up trees.


    (She really knows a lot…)


    Sakuto listened to Chikage’s explanation, inwardly surprised, but then he noticed Hikari’s face.


    Hikari seemed to want to say something, her expression complex.

  


  
    Chapter 11 - The Search Begins…?


    Twenty minutes had passed since the search began.


    As a light rain continued to fall, updates on discoveries and captures were shared via LIME.


    The first one found was the calico cat, discovered by Matori under the outdoor unit behind a store.


    “Matori-senpai found one. She says she’ll keep searching around the store a bit more.”


    “That’s great. Then we’ve got to keep up the good work too!”


    Feeling the chill from the rain, Sakuto and Hikari wandered aimlessly along the beach. The waves seemed to be getting higher, perhaps influenced by the weather.


    Nature can change its demeanor in an instant.


    The sea, which looked beautiful when calm, now appeared dark and cold on the surface as if rejecting any human intrusion.


    Could there be a deep darkness spreading beneath the sea──


    Sakuto looked at Hikari and thought it was a good decision to have left Aneko Island early.


    “By the way, Hikari, didn’t you start to say something earlier?”


    “Eh? When was that?”


    “Around the time Chikage started explaining where to search…”


    “Ah… yeah, well…”


    Perhaps due to the weather, Hikari’s expression seemed even gloomier.


    “…I used to have a cat at home a long time ago.”


    Thinking it was about Mashiro, Sakuto empathized and kept silent, but at that moment──


    『Mashiro… where!? Mashiro…!』


    What suddenly flashed through his mind was an image of a young Chikage frantically searching for Mashiro.


    ──Strange.


    He shouldn’t know what Chikage looked like as a child, so why did such an image suddenly flood his mind?


    His mind records what it sees.


    Yet, he felt as if he could clearly see a young Chikage wandering around town with a sad expression in search of something.


    Haunted by this odd sensation, Sakuto began to feel an unpleasant premonition.


    “…Sakuto, what’s wrong?”


    “Ah, nothing… I’m fine. Anyway, what was that cat like?”


    “Yeah. It’s white and its name was Mashiro. Chii-chan named it──”


    ***


    “──You know a lot about cats, huh?”


    “…Eh?”


    Chikage and Yuzuki had arrived at the back alley of the shopping district. As they walked, looking left and right, Yuzuki suddenly spoke up, catching Chikage by surprise.


    “…Not really. I just looked up some stuff before.”


    Yuzuki thought that Chikage must like cats, considering she went out of her way to research them.


    However, the smile on Chikage’s face at that moment seemed forced to Yuzuki.


    “Um, Yuzuki-san──”


    “Stop.”


    “Eh?”


    “I’ve been wondering about that ‘san.’ Just call me Yuzuki without the honorifics, okay?”


    Saying this, Yuzuki smiled at Chikage, who was a bit taken aback.


    (She’s so beautiful…)


    While her sister Hikari was certainly pretty, Yuzuki’s smile was captivatingly beautiful and well-formed.


    Her gentle expression seemed to show a level of comfort with Chikage, and there was no hint of malice.


    (But why…)


    The truth was that Chikage’s offer to help at the seaside house “Karen” was not only because Matori was in trouble but also to check on Yuzuki.


    She wanted to determine what kind of person Yuzuki was by working together──and now, she was confused.


    Why had Yuzuki made a confession as a punishment game?


    She couldn’t understand why Yuzuki would participate in such a foolish game in the first place.


    Moreover, the other party was her childhood friend, Takayashiki Sakuto.


    Because of that, he──well, it’s complicated.


    It was thanks to that punishment game confession by Kusanagi Yuzuki that he became able to express his emotions openly.


    He transformed from a “robot” to a “normal person,” started attending the same cram school as her, and even became her boyfriend──


    And yet, why does she feel such indignation?


    Was it because she liked Sakuto or because it was Yuzuki?


    Was it the act that Yuzuki had committed──or was it the very existence of Kusanagi Yuzuki that stirred up this resentment?


    Yuzuki had been described to her by Sakuto as──


    『An important childhood friend who showed me the way.』


    Dark emotions swirled within her chest. Why did anger and anxiety bubble up when she tried to discern Yuzuki’s true nature?


    Clutching her fist tightly over her heart, Chikage was left with unanswered questions and a heavy feeling.


    (…But if she’s important to Sakuto-kun──)


    Chikage slowly unclenched her fist and placed her hand on her chest.


    “…Alright. Then you can call me Chikage as well.”


    She managed a gentle smile, but in the back of her mind, another question lingered.


    “Yuzuki, may I ask you something?”


    “What is it?”


    “Why… did you leave me and Sakuto-kun alone last night?”


    “Ah, uh… did you notice?”


    “Yes. It was quite obvious.”


    Yuzuki blushed and gave a sheepish grin, like a child whose mischief had been uncovered.


    “To be honest, I wanted to support you, Chikage.”


    “Support me?”


    “Yeah. Both Hikari-chan and Chikage like Sakuto, right? So when I thought about who would be more suitable as Sakuto’s girlfriend, Chikage was the first to come to mind.”


    “Why is that?”


    Yuzuki smiled, looking down.


    “…Hikari-chan is kind of a genius, right?”


    “Yes, well…”


    “Have you ever been compared to your sister?”


    “…Of course. Hii-chan, with her bright personality, has won incredible awards and always does things that amaze everyone.”


    Chikage had always watched her from the sidelines. But rather than feeling compared by others, she felt like she was the one who had always compared herself to her sister.


    “I am… too serious, I guess. I don’t have any particular talents like Hii-chan. All I could do was work hard, and I’ve always thought I couldn’t match up to her.”


    “…I see, I see. So, after all…”


    “After all, what?”


    Yuzuki turned to Chikage and slowly began to speak.


    “You have a complex about it…?”


    “Ah… If I said I didn’t, it would be a lie…”


    “I thought so… Probably because I feel the same way.”


    “The same…?”


    “I felt empathy with you, Chikage, and that made me want to support you.”


    Yuzuki looked down again, a resigned smile on her face.


    

  


  

  
    “When there’s a genius close by, you can’t help but feel inferior… and even though they don’t think that way at all, you end up worrying about it…”


    At that moment, Chikage had a realization.


    “You mean──”


    “But you know, I think Chikage is not losing to Hikari-chan at all!”


    Taken aback by the sudden comment, Chikage’s eyes widened in surprise.


    “A genius at effort, maybe? You know, like the old saying goes ── ‘Constant dripping wears away the stone.’ I believe that if you keep working hard, it will definitely lead to something big. I respect that about you, Chikage. I really do support you and want you to succeed!”


    Chikage, flustered, stammered, “Um, well…” not knowing what to say.


    “Also, I think you and Sakuto make a great couple.”


    “Eh?”


    “Because, didn’t Sakuto come to help you during the Hydrangea Festival? That’s proof that he loves you.”


    ──Yuzuki was misunderstanding.


    Of course, it was a misunderstanding due to not knowing.


    There was no competition; Sakuto, Chikage, and Hikari were already dating.


    However, upon hearing Yuzuki’s words, Chikage felt a spark of joy in her heart, feeling like strong roots were slowly taking hold—─confidence, perhaps.


    From the outside, Sakuto and Hikari, both geniuses, seemed to be a good match.


    In comparison, Chikage, who felt average, was desperate just to catch up to them, trying to act to gain Sakuto’s affection or imitate Hikari.


    In such situations, Sakuto had always treated her kindly, and Hikari had encouraged her from behind.


    Yet she couldn’t shake off the feeling of struggling alone, but now, for the first time, she felt as if she had an ally—a warm and reassuring feeling.


    Now, she might understand the meaning of Sakuto’s words──why he called her an important childhood friend who showed her the way.


    Chikage found herself speaking without thinking.


    “Um… during the summer of third year in junior high school…”


    “Eh…?”


    Yuzuki looked puzzled but quickly realized it and gave a wry smile.


    “…The confession?”


    “Yes… Why did Yuzuki become… distant from Sakuto-kun, like now?”


    As Chikage looked troubled, Yuzuki’s wry smile deepened.


    “It’s a bit different from buttoning up wrong… It’s more like I realized I had buttoned up wrong and in my haste to fix it, I ended up buttoning it into another wrong hole. I kept making mistakes, and we ended up drifting apart, and I had to find a new place to belong.”


    Chikage wanted to respond, but the words caught in her throat.


    “But now, I think the shirt I was wearing from the start was wrong. Looking at Sakuto recently, I feel like he fits perfectly with Chikage and Hikari-chan… From the beginning, maybe Sakuto was meant to be with you two.”


    “But, if that’s the case, Yuzuki, you—”


    Suddenly, Yuzuki smiled brightly.


    “Thank you.”


    “Eh…?”


    “For being by Sakuto’s side, for turning him into a person who smiles a lot. Sakuto is──you know, my important childhood friend.”


    “No, that’s not it…! I mean──”


    ──The buttons were still done up wrong. It was Yuzuki who had changed Sakuto.


    Chikage tried to argue, but


    “So, please take good care of Sakuto from now on, okay?”


    In the end, she was cut off by Yuzuki’s smiling face.


    Chikage looked at Yuzuki’s expression with mixed feelings, sensing her resolve.


    No matter what was said now, it wouldn’t change anything; Yuzuki had resigned herself to leaving the misbuttoned situation as it was.


    ──Such a state felt uncomfortable.


    Yet, Chikage knew that any sympathy from her, as Sakuto’s girlfriend, would hurt Yuzuki the most──


    《The fact that the three of us are dating will be kept a secret》


    ──She couldn’t say it. Absolutely not.


    However, there was something conveyed through the fragments of Yuzuki’s words.


    In Yuzuki’s words, there is always a connection to Sakuto.


    And she sincerely wished for Sakuto’s happiness.


    She believed that the suitable partner for him was not her sister Hikari, but herself.


    Yuzuki herself had long since given up on any feelings for Sakuto, yet she still supported her.


    Somehow, it was both heartwarming and painful, a mix of emotions that made it hard to articulate.


    Before she knew it, any anger towards Yuzuki had disappeared.


    At the same time, Chikage indulged in a fantasy──


    ──If what Yuzuki did wasn’t a punishment game confession.


    Maybe Sakuto and Yuzuki would be dating now.


    They could be a well-matched couple, walking arm in arm through town with smiles on their faces on weekends.


    Perhaps Sakuto and Yuzuki would be living a different ‘now’──


    “Yuzuki, uh──uugh───”


    “Eh… Chikage!? What’s wrong!?”


    Chikage’s smile suddenly twisted, and she started to drag her foot.


    “I’m sorry, the pain just started to… ow…!”


    “Pain? Why!?”


    “Actually, I was playing volleyball earlier, and I kind of sprained it… ahahaha…”


    Yuzuki looked into Chikage’s face with concern.


    “Are you okay…?”


    “Yeah── Oh! Yuzuki, look over there!”


    When Yuzuki looked where Chikage was pointing, she saw two cats in the middle of the crossroads.


    A tabby and a black cat. They both had collars, so there was no mistake.


    “It’s true…! But, Chikage──”


    “I’m fine. More importantly, they might run away, so let’s approach carefully.”


    “O-okay…”


    The two of them approached cautiously, albeit nervously, but──


    ──Rumble


    With the sound of thunder, the drizzle transformed into a downpour. Startled by the weather, the two cats ran off in different directions at the crossroads.


    “Ah! Wait!”


    “Let’s run!”


    They both started running in a panic.


    As soon as they reached the crossroads, Yuzuki chased after the black cat and turned right. Confirming this,


    “Let’s split up! I’ll chase after the tabby!”


    Chikage turned left.


    Another crash of thunder roared as the rain intensified and dusk neared.


    A sense of urgency—almost a sort of obsession—drove Chikage to focus solely on the cat ahead.


    (This time… this time for sure──)


    ***


    “Where could it have gone…”


    Chikage had followed the tabby to a long uphill slope near Imoko Mountain.


    Away from the residential area, she searched along a path overgrown with trees.


    Chikage was already drenched. There was no sign of the rain stopping, and it was getting quite dark. The pain in her sprained foot was throbbing.


    She was about to consider turning back──when she saw the tabby leap out from the bushes.


    Chikage hurried after it, but the tabby moved swiftly up the slope.


    

  


  

  
    “Wait a minute…!”


    Though the incline was gentle, it was excessively long. As she ran, her legs grew increasingly heavy, and the pain in her injured ankle intensified.


    The tabby suddenly veered off the path and into the woods.


    “Ah no… not that way!”


    It was completely out of sight.


    Gasping for breath, Chikage reached the spot where the tabby had entered, and she found a beast trail.


    Looking into the dark path that seemed to open its mouth into the darkness, Chikage suddenly felt very alone.


    (What should I do…)


    She decided to contact everyone and reached for her smartphone──when it suddenly started ringing.


    “Whoa…! ── Oh, it’s Hii-chan…”


    Startled, she answered the call.


    『Ah, Chii-chan, how’s it going over there?』


    “Well… I found it and chased it, but it went into the mountains…”


    『Oh, I see… Over here, Sakuto and I caught one and we’re back at the beach house. That leaves two more.』


    “That’s great.”


    So, that means—apart from the tabby Chikage was chasing—Yuzuki had gone after the black cat.


    Had she caught it yet?


    “Hii-chan, any word from Yuzuki?”


    “No, not yet over here… Huh? Chii-chan, aren’t you with Yuzuki-chan?”


    “No. We split up along the way. Yuzuki went after the black cat, and I’m chasing the tabby.”


    “Are you okay?”


    “Yeah, I’m fine. I’ll figure something out over here──”


    After hanging up, Chikage pumped herself up, saying, “Alright!”


    (I will definitely bring that kitten back…!)


    With that strong resolve, Chikage stared down the beast trail.


    ***


    At the beach house “Karen”──Sakuto and Hikari, who had returned earlier, were staring at the dark sky outside the window.


    “The rain’s getting pretty bad…”


    “I’m worried about Chikage and Yuzuki.”


    Then, Matori came from the back with two steaming mugs of cocoa in her hands.


    “Here, is cocoa okay?”


    “Thank you.”


    It was just what they needed as they were chilled from the rain.


    Sakuto took the mugs from Matori and placed one in front of Hikari.


    “Hikari, any contact from Chikage or Yuzuki?”


    “No word from Yuzuki-chan yet, but──”


    ──Bang!


    Suddenly, the door burst open, and a drenched Yuzuki came back from outside, holding a black cat in her arms.


    “Ah, Yuzuki-chan, good job.”


    “I… I thought I was going to die…”


    Yuzuki, panting heavily, carefully handed the black cat over to Matori.


    “The thunder started, and the rain got worse… Somehow, I managed to catch it.”


    “Good work… And Chikage?”


    “Split up on the way… Hasn’t she come back yet?”


    “Yeah, not yet… Takayashiki, could you call Chikage and ask her to come back?”


    Sakuto nodded and immediately called Chikage.


    “─Oh, Chikage? Where are you now?”


    『Where? I’m in the mountains, but…』


    “Got it. You can come back now. It’s getting dark and the weather’s bad too…”


    『Just a little longer…』


    “No, it’s dangerous in the mountains with bears around─”


    At that moment─


    『Ah… there you are! Wait, that place is dangerous─kyaa…─!』


    With Chikage’s scream, there was a sound of something hard being hit.


    “Chikage…!?”


    Sakuto, who suddenly stood up from the table while shouting, made Hikari and the others gasp in shock.


    “─The call dropped…──”


    No good, it won’t connect.


    “Sakuto, what happened…?”


    “I don’t know, but… It seems like something happened to Chikage!”


    Sakuto thought with a sinking feeling that his bad premonition had come true.


    ***


    “──Huh…? Why am I…”


    Lying on the riverbank, Chikage felt the rain pouring through the trees and the cold water of the stream with her feet.


    It was completely dark around her. There were no lights.


    Beyond the darkness of the trees, she could see dark gray clouds. Night seemed about to fall soon.


    (So that’s it… I… must have fallen from there…)


    In her hazy consciousness, she remembered slipping from a slightly elevated place.


    At that moment, something moved between her chest.


    “Meow…”


    Seeing the face of the tabby cat, Chikage felt relieved.


    “Thank goodness…”


    She remembered the scene where the tabby had climbed up a low tree─


    The tree was growing as if overlooking the ravine from a cliff, and when the tabby jumped from the trunk to a branch, it swayed softly and dangerously.


    This was risky.


    Chikage approached slowly.


    Suddenly, the tabby lost its balance.


    It almost fell from the branch to the cliff, desperately clinging with its front paws. Chikage, startled, dashed forward.


    (I will definitely protect it!)


    She was frantic.


    The tabby fell, and Chikage managed to catch it, but──


    (──I slipped… but at least this little one is safe…)


    It was good that she was able to save the tabby unharmed.


    But she herself had slipped, hit her head, and seemed to have been unconscious for a while.


    “Why don’t you run away?”


    The tabby licked Chikage’s fingers but showed no sign of moving.


    “So… you’ll stay with me…”


    “Meow”


    Chikage clenched her teeth, knowing she couldn’t stay like this.


    “That’s right, my smartphone…”


    It seemed impossible to search for it in the dark. Besides, her hands and feet were numb.


    Still, she somehow pulled her feet out of the stream and leaned her back against a nearby tree to avoid the rain.


    However─ she couldn’t seem to move any further. The pain in her sprained foot was getting worse, and her headache was severe, probably from hitting her head.


    She knew the smartphone was her only lifeline, but she was losing the energy to search for it.


    (I’m getting sleepy…)


    As she started to doze off, the pain in her foot and the back of her head eased slightly.


    “Meow”


    “It’s okay. Maybe if I rest a bit, the numbness in my body will recover… Yes, just a little rest… You need to go back to the beach house──”


    With that, Chikage loosened her grip on the tabby and closed her eyelids.


    For just a moment, the image of a white kitten flashed behind her closed eyes─


    Next to Chikage, who lay limp by the tree, a pure white cat approached.


    “Meow, meow…”


    The white cat pressed Chikage’s forehead with its paw.


    When the white cat realized that Chikage remained limp and motionless, it lifted its head.


    “Meow”


    Between the harsh sounds of the rain, the cry of a cat echoed through the mountain——

  


  
    Chapter 12 - Cold Memories…?


    While Chikage was immobilized in the mountains, at the seaside house “Karen”──


    “This is the intersection where Chikage and I split up!”


    Yuzuki pointed at the town map that was in the store.


    “If we’re talking about a mountain nearby from here… it’s Imoko Mountain!”


    Matori immediately told her parents and began making phone calls everywhere.


    As the situation started to become serious, Sakuto and the others’ anxiety gradually increased.


    Hikari clenched her fists on her knees with force.


    “I hate to think it, but what if… bears…”


    “It’s not certain yet, Hikari.”


    Sakuto placed his hand on Hikari’s fist, but──


    『There’s an old saying that says──don’t let the younger sister enter the mountain──they say the younger sister will not return from the mountain』


    Suddenly, the old woman’s superstition came to mind.


    (It can’t be true…)


    Then, a sobbing voice could be heard.


    “What should I do, it’s my fault… It’s because I got separated… even though her foot was sprained…”


    As Yuzuki began to cry, Matori let out an exasperated sigh.


    “What are you talking about? Why would it be your fault? ──Blaming yourself won’t change anything, okay? Besides, thinking it’s your fault is just being overly self-conscious.”


    Though Matori spoke those words, she gently took Yuzuki by the shoulders and helped her stand.


    Then she signaled to Sakuto with her eyes to take care of Hikari and withdrew to the back.


    At this time, Sakuto had already made up his mind──


    “It might be scary, but let’s do what we can.”


    “Do what, how…?”


    “We’re going to rescue Chikage.”


    “Eh…?”


    “If we’re too late in finding her, it could get worse. We have to find Chikage somehow.”


    Saying this, Sakuto looked at Hikari with a serious face.


    “We can do it. If it’s us, we can.”


    “How…?”


    “I need your genius brain, Hikari. Remember when we were locked in the gym storage? Just like that time.”


    “But…”


    “Hikari, we can do it. Remember what I said at the arcade──?


    『I’m happy to have met and dated both Hikari and Chikage. Maybe it’s not about choosing one over the other sometimes but enjoying the happiness of both options. Every day is fun with the two of you, and I’m always in the best mood.』


    ──It’s no good if even one person is missing.”


    As Sakuto said this, Hikari opened her mouth.


    “Like pieces of a jigsaw puzzle… it’s perfect because the three of us are together…”


    “Exactly. So let’s save Chikage together, just like that time!”


    Sakuto peered into Hikari’s anxious eyes.


    Seeing Sakuto’s serious face, Hikari gradually calmed down, wiped the tears from her eyes, and nodded firmly, “Yeah!”


    “Alright! Hikari, what should we do?”


    Hikari furrowed her brows in thought.


    “Umm… right, puzzles! If we gather the pieces… the words, we might have a breakthrough!”


    “Got it. I’ll start by telling you everything I can remember──”


    Sakuto suddenly closed his eyes.


    Under his eyelids, his eyes began to move rapidly, recalling the events of the first day on Imoko Mountain.


    He rewound the images like fast-forwarding a video, muttering to himself as he verbalized them.


    Imoko Mountain──the old lady──the bear──gunshots──screams──the seaside house──Matori-senpai’s uncle──


    “Stop!”


    ──Sakuto opened his eyes.


    “Did you figure something out?”


    “It’s a densely vegetated mountain, right? And the rocky areas are covered with moss.”


    “Yeah. Matori-senpai’s uncle was hospitalized because of that.”


    “If it’s not a bear, maybe she fell. She might be unable to move from there!”


    “That’s right, that’s why at that time──”


    After Chikage’s scream, there was a sound of something hard-hitting.


    That was the sound of a smartphone hitting stones or rocks.


    The consecutive sounds were because the smartphone bounced or fell──


    “Sakuto, can you remember anything else?”


    He closed his eyes again.


    Just before the phone call──there was a sound that caught his attention on the other end of the phone.


    (Concentrate…!)


    He focused on the sounds that were left in his memory, not the images.


    The sound was faint. He tried to adjust the volume as if turning it up.


    Then, the noise got worse──it was the sound of rain.


    The pitter-patter of raindrops on the leaves of mountain trees rang in his ears like tinnitus—


    (Concentrate! …This is something only I can do!)


    He gritted his teeth, enduring the intense noise in his head.


    Then, a sound like a roar or a downpour was faintly heard behind the rain.


    Sakuto’s eyes snapped open──


    “──I heard it! A river! There’s a river nearby!”


    In an instant, Hikari said “If that’s the case” and looked at the map spread out on the table.


    There were several rivers flowing through Imoko Mountain.


    One of these must be the one, Hikari guessed as she compared them.


    “──Sakuto, lend me your smartphone.”


    “What are you going to do?”


    Hikari lined up her smartphone next to Sakuto’s and explained while operating both devices simultaneously.


    “Based on Yuzuki-chan’s story, I think I’ve figured out which part of the river near Imoko Mountain is the closest. Now, we just need to determine the approximate location by considering the time Chii-chan last spoke with us and when Sakuto’s call with Chii-chan got disconnected! It’s an application of Chii-chan’s method!”


    That makes sense, Sakuto thought.


    Before the search for the cat began, Chikage had talked about the cat’s range of movement, and it seemed Hikari had taken a hint from there.


    She was trying to calculate the distance walked on the mountain based on the two call times and narrow down where Chikage might have headed.


    Hikari looked at the contour lines on the map and conjured up a 3D image of the mountain in her mind.


    The wider the space between contour lines, the gentler the slope, and conversely, the narrower the space, the steeper the slope—if she had sprained her ankle, she would likely avoid steep slopes unconsciously—


    “About thirty minutes… at an average speed of 4 kilometers per hour, that’s about 2 kilometers… but considering the unfamiliar mountain paths, her sprained ankle, and the fact she was walking while searching for a cat, she would be even slower——”


    Once Hikari had narrowed down the search area, she circled it with a marker, took a photo, registered the same area on the map app, and shared it with Sakuto.


    Sakuto instantly memorized what he saw.


    “We won’t know until we go there!”


    Amazing, Hikari. Now… I’ll go and bring Chikage back.”


    “What about me!? I have to go too!”


    “No, Hikari, stay here. I want you to keep Matori-senpai and the others updated—”


    Sakuto ran off alone into the rain with a flashlight in hand.


    (Chikage, please be safe… I will definitely come to save you!)


    ***

  


  

  
    ──Back when the Usami sisters were still in elementary school—


    “Mashiro.”


    When Chikage called its name, the white kitten sitting with its front paws raised replied with a “Meow.” Chikage made a proud face, saying, “See?”


    However, to her older sister Hikari, this was an unusual expression.


    Chikage, who was kind, shy, and timid, seemed to have found something she could boast about to her sister.


    Hikari smiled secretly, happy that her sister was changing for the better.


    “See, Hii-chan, just like I said, right? It responds when I call its name.”


    “Wow, I wonder if it is just with Chii-chan?”


    “Why don’t you try, Hii-chan?”


    “Okay… Mashiro?”


    Mashiro stared intently at Hikari but did not respond.


    “Huh? Looks like it’s just Chii-chan after all.”


    “Is that so, Mashiro?”


    “Meow.”


    Mashiro approached Chikage and gently kneaded her thigh with its front paw pads.


    It was strange. Despite being twins and looking alike, Mashiro only reacted to Chikage’s voice.


    Three months had passed since Mashiro came to their home—its once scrawny body had grown significantly thanks to Chikage’s devoted care. Even the vet had said,


    “It’s gained weight and is growing up healthy.”


    “Respond to me too, okay?”


    “…”


    Hikari laughed awkwardly. She felt she contributed too, even if just a little.


    “It seems to really like you, Chii-chan. That’s great.”


    “Yeah!”


    “Meow.”


    Of course, there was no sign that Mashiro disliked Hikari. It seemed happy playing with Hikari, but when spoken to like this, it only responded to Chikage.


    For Chikage, this was the one thing she could boast about to Hikari.


    She was happy to feel a connection with Mashiro, gaining confidence and feeling fulfilled.


    A precious friend who was more vulnerable than herself—someone she had to protect——


    But at that time, Chikage did not know that with every meeting comes a parting, and the more you care, the harder the eventual separation.


    It was around the time when the autumn was approaching.


    On that day, when the lingering summer heat had begun to soften, Chikage was on the first floor with her mother. Hikari had gone out to play somewhere, and Chikage was helping with the dinner preparations.


    Mashiro had been left in Chikage’s room.


    Lately, it has shown interest in human food, sniffing and trying to eat it.


    After the preparations were done and Chikage returned to her room,


    “Huh?”


    Mashiro was gone.


    She searched the room but couldn’t find it.


    Then, Chikage noticed the window. The screen was open, even though she was sure it had been closed—


    “Eh…?”


    Seeing the gap in the screen just wide enough for a cat to pass through, Chikage turned pale, imagining where Mashiro could have disappeared to.


    In a panic, she looked outside the window and saw a white figure crouched on the roof.


    “Mashiro!”


    She called out loudly, and Mashiro, startled, climbed down the roof to the garden.


    Chikage ran out barefoot from the front door. She ran around looking for Mashiro’s white figure and spotted it running away just as it left the house.


    “Wait! Mashiro!”


    Chikage chased after it.


    However, the kitten was fast, and it quickly got away.


    “Please, wait!”


    Why was it running away?


    It always responded with a “meow” when she called its name, so why, why not now—Chikage, still young, didn’t understand that cats have curiosity.


    Due to a lack of stimulation indoors, they may venture out, lured by sounds from outside.


    Eventually, it reached a place with a busier street.


    Mashiro’s figure had completely disappeared—


    ***


    “—Mashiro… why…”


    When Chikage woke up, tears were streaming down her face.


    It was a dream—a resurgence of past memories. Having seen many cats since coming here, it might be natural to have such dreams.


    However, such memories of the past also brought back feelings of loss—


    (Did Mashiro come to dislike me…)


    Overprotecting and paying too much attention—thinking that it might have left through the screen on its own out of disgust for such overprotection, Chikage felt her heart shrink.


    The shock of that time was significant. Ever since, the sight of any cat would remind her of Mashiro, causing her body to stiffen, a reaction closer to fear than mere discomfort.


    To combat her weaknesses, she dedicated herself to relentless effort, focusing on emulating her sister, Hikari, who was a natural genius.


    Despite knowing she could never outshine her talented sister, Chikage threw herself into studying and engaging in activities Hikari found difficult.


    She begged her parents to let her join a tutoring school from the first year of middle school, not to aim for a high-deviation school but to forge a resilient spirit within herself.


    ──I want to become a better version of myself… no, I will become one.


    Once prone to hesitation and doubt even after making decisions, she no longer wavered.


    I will become strong. To never lose something important to me again──


    Thanks to those efforts, the current Usami Chikage was born.


    Yet, the small, timid, and insecure part of herself, which she thought she had left behind, still sat curled up inside her heart.


    Will there ever come a thing more important to her than herself?


    That might be limited to just a few—her sister Hikari, her parents, and a handful of friends.


    That’s all she needed, or so she convinced herself during that summer in junior high school—until she met Takayashiki Sakuto at the tutoring school.


    His genuine care for others was real.


    Despite being a genius, he was not condescending or self-righteous but was modest and capable of quietly performing acts of kindness—falling for such a person was inevitable.


    (Sakuto-kun…)


    Chikage pictured Sakuto’s smile in the darkness.


    If Sakuto had been taking care of Mashiro, she thought, perhaps Mashiro would not have run away.


    At that thought, a small, pitiful part of herself seemed to peek out, filling her with intense self-reproach.


    (I decided to become a better version of myself, but I still end up being saved…)


    Ultimately, she still failed and was alone.


    Cold, lonely—waiting and hoping for someone to come, nothing has changed since the old days.


    “Meow.”


    “…I’m sorry. You were here with me…”


    As I gently spoke to the mackerel tabby cat in my lap,


    (I have to do something myself! I need to save this little one and see Sakuto-kun and Hii-chan again…!)


    Chikage once again rallied the part of herself that was starting to feel weak.


    However, the pain in her ankle was worsening. She tried to stand up leaning on the tree while holding the tabby cat in her chest, but involuntarily grimaced in pain.


    (I can’t, I need to rest a bit more…)


    Chikage, who had collapsed again, stroked the tabby cat’s head.


    “It’s okay, I will protect you.”


    At that moment──


    Rustle, rustle…


    Rustling noises came from the nearby bushes.


    For an instant, she thought of a bear. If it attacked now, they would stand no chance.


    Chikage hugged the tabby cat protectively and made herself as small as possible.


    ──And then.


    A white cat appeared before Chikage’s fearful eyes.


    (That’s the cat from the beach house──)


    At that moment, Chikage was struck by a strong sense of deja vu and shuddered.


    The white cat from the beach house—but then, its walk, appearance, and face suddenly seemed so much like Mashiro.


    Chikage felt a heat in her throat and struggled to speak but managed to call out.


    “Could it be… Mashiro?”


    “Meow.”


    Hearing that response, her eyes and the back of her throat suddenly felt very warm, and she found herself unable to speak.


    “So it was you…”


    The white cat slowly approached Chikage. Then it began kneading Chikage’s thigh with its front paw pads.


    It seemed that its old habit still remained.


    “Meow.”


    “You’ve grown, Mashiro… I’m sorry I didn’t recognize you…”
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    Chikage took Mashiro’s front paw as if to shake hands.


    Suddenly, the entire area was enveloped in a bright white light, and sparkling crystals of light illuminated the darkness.


    It was a familiar light—a flashlight’s beam.


    Blinking against the brightness, Sakuto was there with a wry smile.


    “It’s me… sorry for being late…”


    “Ah…”


    Just a moment ago, Chikage thought she had grasped Mashiro’s paw.


    But it seemed it was actually Sakuto’s fingertips.


    “I see…”


    Chikage realized she had been fantasizing again and smiled wryly.


    “What’s wrong?”


    Chikage smiled brightly──


    “No… thank you for coming to save me.”


    But as she said it, tears began to well up.


    ***

  


  

  
    “Um, can I tell you a story?”


    As Sakuto carried Chikage on his back along the mountain path, she softly began to speak.


    “What is it?”


    “Actually──”


    Chikage started to recount her recent fantasy.


    She told Sakuto about how the grown-up Mashiro had appeared before her, and he listened quietly.


    “Ever since Mashiro disappeared, I wanted to become someone who could protect others.”


    “Like a hero?”


    “Not something so grand, but… I suppose I wanted to be someone strong, kind, and confident.”


    Chikage let out a wistful sigh.


    “But it seems I still can’t do it.”


    “Why?”


    “Even now, needing to be carried on your back… I’m no good without Sakuto-kun or Hii-chan… always needing to be protected, it’s pathetic…”


    As Sakuto tried to tell her that wasn’t the case,


    “Maybe that’s why Mashiro got sick of me and ran away. I deluded myself into thinking Mashiro came to my rescue and even made up such delusions…”


    Chikage said with self-mockery.


    Sakuto quietly opened his mouth.


    “Is that really the case?”


    “Huh?”


    “Chikage isn’t useless at all.”


    When Sakuto addressed the tabby cat peeking out from the collar of his T-shirt, it meowed in agreement as if to concur.


    “See, even this little guy says so. Thanks to Chikage, this one was saved, and it’s not just him. I think there are many who have been helped by you, Chikage. Not to mention the help at the beach house, but Hikari and I are always being helped by Chikage too.”


    “Is that so…?”


    Sakuto said with a bright voice, “Yeah.”


    But soon after, Sakuto’s expression turned vague, and he pondered.


    “You know, about how I managed to find you, Chikage…”


    “It was Hii-chan who narrowed down the location, right?”


    “That’s part of it, but… I found the exact spot because I heard a cat meowing.”


    Sakuto looked at the tabby.


    “That meow… it wasn’t from this one at that time.”


    “Eh…?”


    “That means there was another cat there. I felt like I was being called, so I went, and then there was you, Chikage──”


    At that time, Chikage had muttered “Mashiro,” but it might not be entirely a fantasy.


    Sakuto let out a faint smile.


    “Maybe Mashiro really did come to help you?”


    “…”


    They were nearing the mountain’s exit.


    Several red lights were spinning around. Police cars and ambulances must have arrived.


    Before joining the others, Sakuto spoke quietly once more.


    “I think… I might understand Mashiro’s feelings.”


    “Mashiro’s feelings…?”


    Remembering the words of the old woman, Sakuto said,


    “It’s a local legend in this town that cats who live with humans for a long time come to have human emotions. Inversely, I think it’s a warning that humans must understand the feelings of cats.”


    Sakuto continued, “So… I don’t think Mashiro left because Mashiro disliked you, Chikage.”


    Sakuto thought it was a ridiculous fantasy, but as he remembered the dream he had the night before, he said,


    “Maybe he just wanted to grow up quickly and run freely through the flower fields, you know?”


    “!?”


    Suddenly, Chikage remembered the time she put Mashiro in a pet carrier and went to the flower fields with Hikari.


    She hugged Sakuto tightly around the neck.


    Suppressing a pain that felt like her chest was about to burst, she said,


    “…Because I kept him confined to a small space…”


    Sakuto smiled gently.


    “No… I think he just wanted to play with Chikage there.”


    “Eh…?”


    “Maybe he didn’t want to stay a kitten, always being protected, and wanted to stand on his own.”


    As he said this, Sakuto realized that it was similar to his relationship with Yuzuki.


    “Just like you reached out to Mashiro, Yuzuki reached out to me.”


    Yuzuki’s small hand might have been a thin spider’s thread descending from the sky.


    Yet, in Sakuto’s heart, he still felt it was a hand of salvation.


    If he hadn’t taken that hand, there would be no Takayashiki Sakuto as he is now──


    “It’s not good to always be protected, to stay as I am… I wanted to change because I feel the same as Mashiro. To become equal with someone important to me, I thought I had to change myself. In my case, I wanted to be a hero who could protect others…”


    And then the spider’s thread snapped.


    But instead of falling headlong, he realized that he had become not the hero he wanted to be, nor the original robot, but the “ordinary human” he truly wanted to be──reflecting on it now, he felt that not being pulled up was actually the right thing.


    Above all, there is “now.”


    The slightly unusual, noisy, and fun days with Chikage and Hikari, a new place to belong──


    “…Maybe Mashiro has found his next place to belong? I think it’s better to believe that he’s living happily there. A grown-up Mashiro would probably be happier that way, right?”


    “Why…”


    Sakuto smiled.


    “If I were Mashiro… I’d still consider Chikage as someone very important.”


    At that moment, Chikage suddenly remembered Yuzuki’s words──


    『It’s a bit different from buttoning up wrong… It’s more like I realized I had buttoned up wrong and in my haste to fix it, I ended up buttoning it into another wrong hole. I kept making mistakes, and we ended up drifting apart, and I had to find a new place to belong.』


    ──The words “next place to belong” overlapped.


    Sakuto and Yuzuki were thinking the same thing.


    Even though they were apart, their hearts were probably connected.


    (Mashiro and I… must have had that kind of relationship…)


    It was a shock when Mashiro disappeared.


    But Mashiro might also feel distressed if she remained bound by that past.


    It might have been a delusion to see Mashiro earlier… but Chikage thought maybe Mashiro had come to tell her that.


    Mashiro responded to her voice with a “Meow,” stepping gently on her thigh with his paw, climbing onto her lap and comfortably falling asleep, purring when petted——Mashiro loved her.


    Yes, she had received so much from Mashiro.


    She might still be timid and anxious, but perhaps she’s gained more confidence than before, enough to not worry about “the nail that sticks out gets hammered down.”


    Chikage felt that Sakuto had taught her that.


    (I will move forward… I have to!)


    She also has found her next place to belong. A wonderful place.


    Now, here, in the arms of the beloved Sakuto.


    And Hikari is there too. Her sister, who always cares for her.


    That’s why──


    “No matter what happens, I want to be with Sakuto-kun and Hii-chan forever…”


    She allowed herself a little indulgence.


    “There’s no place more wonderful than here for me. I don’t want to leave… this comfort. Is it wrong to not think about a ‘next place to belong’? Will you and Hii-chan find me burdensome? Will you start to dislike me…?”


    When I asked with uncertainty, Sakuto responded with a smile.


    “It’s not wrong at all. Actually, I was thinking the exact same thing just now. Maybe I’m also the clingy type?”


    Chikage’s heart pounded with excitement.


    Then, as if the fog of confusion and dark emotions that had been building up inside her were clearing away, her heart felt lighter.


    Ah, how fortunate I am──


    Savoring the moment to herself, Chikage pulled Sakuto’s arm closer and closed her eyes contentedly.

  


  
    Epilogue - Will You Stay by My Side…?


    “Sorry for causing a commotion yesterday.”


    In the afternoon of the third day of the trip, as soon as Chikage arrived at the seaside house “Karen” with her leg bandaged, she bowed her head to Matori and Yuzuki.


    Yesterday’s turmoil had involved the local people, and the conscientious Chikage had been going around the town, apologizing to everyone involved.


    Chikage wanted to visit a few more places afterward.


    Sakuto and Hikari, of course, intended to accompany her, but they were inwardly anxious.


    Even though it was only a minor injury, she was still hurt.


    Despite this, Chikage felt the need to make these rounds diligently, not the type to just lie down and rest.


    “It’s fine-it’s fine, as long as you’re safe.”


    Matori said with a grin.


    “Seriously, you’re lucky it was just a bump and a bit of bleeding, huh? If it had been a worse spot…”


    Chikage grimaced with a wry smile.


    “Yuzuki, about yesterday—”


    Before Chikage could finish, Yuzuki, with tears in her eyes, hugged her.


    “Chikage!”


    “Ahaha, I’m fine now…”


    “I’m sorry, it’s my fault…”


    “You already said that yesterday, right? If you blame yourself, it hurts me too…”


    In fact, Yuzuki had visited the hospital with Matori yesterday.


    She had been informed about the injury and the test results, but Yuzuki had cried her eyes out, and in the end, she had to be comforted by Matori on their way back.


    “So, I hope you’re happy that I’m safe.. no, I’m the one who should be sorry for worrying you.”


    Sakuto was watching the two embrace from a distance when Hikari quietly spoke to him.


    “Yuzuki-chan kind of reminds me of the old Chii-chan…”


    “Huh…?”


    “She blames herself for things that aren’t her fault, and she only direct anger and sadness at herself…”


    Yesterday, Sakuto had learned from Hikari—


    “Her name was ‘Mashiro,’ Chii-chan named her, but about three months after we started keeping her… she escaped from Chii-chan’s room and disappeared…”


    “I see.”


    “Chii-chan blamed herself, but I don’t think it was her fault… Of course, I understand the feeling of responsibility as a pet owner, but…”


    Hikari looked down.


    “I also feel like if I had been there, maybe I could have done something… It feels like I’ve put a burden on Chii-chan, and it feels suffocating…”


    Hikari gently took Sakuto’s hand.


    It wasn’t the usual lovers’ touch, but more like she was seeking a place of comfort.


    “After that, Chii-chan became stiff and cold like she is now. I might be overthinking, but I feel like her awkwardness with people is because of the loneliness of losing Mashiro.”


    Hikari then smiled.


    “But after she met you, she became softer and warmer, like she is now. That’s why I’m really grateful to you. Thank you for being there for Chii-chan, Sakuto. And while we’re at it, please take care of me too, okay? ——”


    ——I haven’t really done anything deserving of thanks.


    On the contrary, I always feel that I should be the one expressing gratitude.


    As he watched Chikage tenderly pat Yuzuki’s head with a gentle smile, the expression seemed especially mature to Sakuto.


    “Hey, Sakuto.”


    “What is it?”


    “When did those two become so close? Chii-chan isn’t using formal language with her anymore.”


    “I’m not sure…”


    Sakuto was a bit surprised by this unexpected development, but perhaps those two just clicked. However, he felt a complex mix of emotions.


    He was happy, but how should he express this feeling?


    He couldn’t quite place it, but he felt a sense of embarrassment.


    “Huh? Is that okay? She’s still using formal language with you, Sakuto. Has Yuzuki-chan gotten ahead of you?”


    “What…!?”


    Hikari was grinning, and Sakuto looked troubled. The two of them were slowly getting back to their usual banter.


    While they were doing so, Chikage suddenly looked at the entrance of “Karen” and said,


    “Huh? We’re missing one…”


    With that, Sakuto and the others looked towards the entrance.


    Confused, Matori spoke up.


    “Eh? But everyone’s here, right?”


    “But the white one…”


    Everyone was puzzled.


    “I haven’t seen a white one from the start…?”


    Yuzuki spoke up with confusion, and Matori nodded in agreement.


    “Tabby, mackerel tabby, calico, black… those are the only four that are always here.”


    “Eh? But… Sakuto-kun, there was a white one here the day before yesterday, right?”


    Sakuto closed his eyes and tried to recall the memories from the day before yesterday.


    He also tried to remember if there was a white cat in any of the Polaroid photos inside the “Karen” shop, but—


    “…No, there wasn’t. Hikari, do you remember?”


    “Nope, I don’t think I’ve seen a white one either. Actually, I haven’t seen a white cat at all since coming to this town.”


    “Is that so…”


    Chikage looked unconvinced.


    “Then maybe it was just my usual fantasy… Sorry for causing a fuss again.”


    As Chikage gave a wry smile, Matori laughed and said, “What are you talking about?”


    (A white cat…)


    Sakuto tried to remember again when—


    “Sure is lively here〜”


    Suddenly, the old woman who had disappeared before appeared out of nowhere, startling Hikari and Chikage.


    Since Sakuto had met her the day before, he wasn’t as surprised and asked,


    “Ganny… why are you here?”


    “Why? I’m here to help, to help.”


    “Help…?”


    “Because I own that beach house over there.”


    ” ” “What!?” ” “


    Sakuto and the twin sisters were utterly astonished.


    “The manager is my grandson, but look, my name is written on that sign over there. ‘Karen’ is my name. Kousaka Karen, that’s me. Pretty stylish, huh?”


    ” ” “What───!?” ” “


    “By the way, the surfboard used for the sign is mine. I used to live in Hawaii, and back then, I surfed every day, but lately, once a week is my limit. Getting old isn’t much fun…”


    ” ” “…” ” “


    Sakuto and the others were speechless.


    It was too perfect to be a joke, but more shocking was the realization of something else.


    “Um… Kousaka-san, could it be──”


    “Grandma───!”


    At that moment, with a voice as bright as two-tone colors, Matori ran over to Grandma Karen and high-fived her with a cheer, “Yay!”


    “Did you come to help out?”


    “I thought it’d be busy today. Plus, spoiling my great-granddaughter is an old person’s privilege.”


    “I’m so happy! Thank you, grandma♪”


    While Matori’s character collapse was one thing, Sakuto and the others were simply dumbfounded by the rapid-fire truths.


    (But, it makes sense… I thought she seemed familiar…)


    Then Sakuto remembered another question he had.


    “How did you know about Chikage’s name and that she’s a sister, and also about Hikari’s name and their last names?”


    “I always keep up with the information about the school my great-granddaughter attends. Look──”


    Grandma Karen pulled up YouTube on her smartphone, and what was displayed was the Arisuyama Academy Broadcasting Club’s 【Arigaku Ch】, which she had properly subscribed to.


    “I see… the twin switch prank episode right before summer vacation…”


    “Exactly.”


    With that realization, Sakuto let out a big sigh.


    “Right, have you made your choice yet?”


    “Choice? What do you mean?”


    Grandma Karen’s voice grew hushed.


    “Which of the twin sisters will you choose…”


    “Choose… I──”


    ──I like both of them, and I can’t possibly choose. If anything, both are already my girlfriends.


    He couldn’t say that in front of Matori, but──


    “The three of us already shattered that legend together.”


    “…I see, I see.”


    Grandma Karen smiled faintly while Matori, not understanding, looked at her with a puzzled smile.


    “There’s something I wanted to ask you, grandma.”


    “What is it?”


    “About the incident on Imoko Mountain where you suddenly disappeared… If it wasn’t magic, how did you do it?”


    “That is… a secret. A lady has many secrets.”


    “Aww! Karen-chan, you’re so cute〜♡”


    While watching Matori react, Sakuto couldn’t help but feel a bit annoyed but managed to keep his irritation in check and moved on to another question.


    “Then… what did the legendary cat of Futagoko Town look like? And while we’re at it, if you know the house where the legendary twins were born, please tell me.”


    Grandma Karen nodded thoughtfully.


    “A white cat. The twins’ house is──there, that kimono shop where the bench was.”


    At that moment──


    (What…!?)


    Struck by a sudden sense of discomfort, Sakuto pressed his temples.


    (This is strange… Why… This has never happened before…!)


    Sakuto finally managed to say “Thank you” to Grandma Karen, but his face was pale.


    ***


    Although Grandma Karen offered to treat him to a drink, Sakuto stayed on the beach.


    As he pieced together the memories of the past three days, he noticed a significant gap in his memory.


    The white cat, the kimono shop, the bedroom of the villa, Aneko Island──he had seen it several times and even touched it.


    But no matter how far back he searched his memory, there was no image of the white cat.


    The first encounter was supposed to be at the kimono shop—


    He should have been sitting on the bench, stroking it, but there was no image of the white cat in that memory.


    From the beginning, there was nothing there, and he only had a memory of stroking empty space.


    The second time was in the bedroom of the villa──


    Right before that, he had a dream of a flower field, but that’s not important right now.


    The third time was on Aneko Island──


    He saw the white cat, tidied up the shrine it led him to, and prayed.


    Yet, despite that──the image of the white cat he was supposed to have met three times had vanished from his memory. He couldn’t even recall its voice.


    Or was it never in his memory to begin with? Did he have a false memory? What exactly had he seen and heard?


    While grappling with this strange sensation, he remembered Chikage’s words──


    『But the white one…』


    ──No, but… Could that really be?


    As if possessed by a strange thought, Sakuto turned towards the beach house “Karen” and moved sideways.


    There, the cat had returned to the beach where it had been found──


    And so, he lined up the pedestal where the guardian cats Matori mentioned were gathered, right at the center of the triangle of Imoko Mountain.


    When it aligned perfectly, the vermilion torii gate could be seen through the trees on the mountain.


    That spot was right between the mountain and the sea, a place watched over by the gods of the mountain and the sea──


    He turned 180 degrees to look.


    Indeed──there was the center of Aneko Island’s triangle.


    And again, through the trees on the island, the vermilion torii gate was visible.


    And on that straight line between the mountain and the sea was the villa where they had been staying.


    Is this just a coincidence?


    What may have started as a fantasy seemed now to be an obsession as fragmented memories connected, and imagination and doubt rapidly expanded.


    Why—


    Why did the mountain god and the sea god set the condition to turn the cat into a pebble?


    There are many old tales with cruel endings and many stories where animals transform into something else, but why a pebble?


    If it gets buried in the sand, it will never be found.


    Without noticing the cat turned to stone, wandering the beach and searching while crying——


    Was the sad ending really just to leave behind the lesson that “He that hunts two hares catches neither” for future generations?


    He had always harbored this question in the back of his mind.


    Rather, he had hoped it wasn’t so.


    Because his own situation resembled that of the white cat the old lady had spoken about.


    However, Chikage’s words might be the key to finding hope.


    Sakuto took out his smartphone, launched the map app, switched to aerial photos of Futagoko Town, and zoomed in—letting out an “Ah.”


    Looking up at the blue sky, he somehow felt outsmarted.


    Was it a riddle set up by humans who created the legends in the past, or perhaps a prank by the great gods?


    Sakuto’s smartphone slipped from his hand, landing face-up on the white sandy beach.


    Displayed on the screen was an image of Futagoko Town from high above.


    From directly overhead, there were two perfectly round mountains of the same size—Aneko Island and Imoko Mountain.


    And at their center was Koishi Beach, but the area of the white sandy beach was about the same size as those islands and mountains.


    Why hadn’t he noticed it before—


    The shape of the white sandy beach was that of a white cat with a long tail, innocently frolicking.


    The base of the beach house where the cats were, was right where the heart would be.


    In other words, they had been embraced in the chest of a giant white cat from the beginning.


    If the legend itself had been miscommunicated, then perhaps it was supposed to be like this——


    The cat was turned into a pebble. But that was the size from the gods’ perspective, not the size of a pebble as humans would think.


    This beach, its sands and pebbles, all represented the white cat.


    If so, it was too small for mere humans to stand beside.


    To stand alongside the white cat, the twin sisters went to the sea and the mountains themselves.


    So that the three of them could live happily ever after in this land.


    With the twin sisters gazing at the white cat——


    (The white cat I saw was of the town’s legend… and the white cat Chikage saw was Mashiro grown up… no, but…—)


    Sakuto’s thoughts went round in circles, but he could never quite connect the white cat Chikage saw on this beach and the Mashiro she saw at Imoko Mountain with the white cat he met three times—tying it back to Futagoko Town’s legend and Mashiro.


    However, one thing he considered—


    (Maybe we were destined to come to this town from the beginning…)


    Sakuto smiled wryly, and for a moment, he thought he heard a cat’s “Meow” from nowhere.


    “—Sakuto-kun, what’s wrong?”


    As Chikage came calling, Sakuto’s delusion was interrupted.


    “That’s strange…”


    “…? What is?”


    “I thought delusions were Chikage’s specialty…”


    “Wha…! Even you, Sakuto-kun! I’m not having any lewd delusions!”


    Why she assumed it was something naughty, Sakuto couldn’t help but laugh.


    “By the way, that kitten…”


    Chikage was holding a small kitten.


    It was a newborn Siamese tabby with blue eyes.


    “I found this little one just now behind the house. It seems to be without a parent, so Yuzuki is going to take it home. We have to visit Yuzuki’s house soon—”


    —Chikage said, stroking the nape of the Siamese tabby’s neck with a smile on her face.


    Seeing her face, Sakuto smiled from the bottom of his heart, but—


    “About yesterday… Just like you said, Sakuto-kun, I really did meet Mashiro in the mountains.”


    Chikage smiled awkwardly and looked at the Siamese tabby fondly.


    “It might be my delusion, but I want to believe that all grown-up Mashiro came to save me at that time.”


    Sakuto smiled and said, “I see.”


    “I was thinking after talking with you, Chikage. I’m the hopeless one. I’m always being saved by you and Hikari.”


    “No, that’s not true…”


    “I really think so. Thanks to you, I have fun every day, and I get all kinds of inspiration… I’m truly grateful. I also admire your hardworking nature. That’s why, Chikage, I… I want to be with you forever from now on, and follow your example…”


    Overwhelmed with joy, Chikage’s face turned red, and she was about to enter delusion mode in her joy, but she shook her head vigorously from side to side,


    “Of course! I’ll keep working hard! Please let me stay by your side, Sakuto-kun, forever and ever!”


    She said this with a beaming smile.


    ***


    “The first round of the Pocky-less game—!”


    “Yay—!”


    “Um… can’t we at least play with Pocky…?”


    On the train ride home, while the twin sisters were unusually excited, Sakuto looked tired.


    He was also relieved. Somehow, it felt like the usual dynamic among the three.


    “Listen up, the purpose of this game is, well, to kiss!”


    “Ah, yeah… I kind of figured that much…”


    Why did Hikari explain something so obvious so carefully?


    “But what if we mess it up…?”


    “Ah, yeah… I think it’ll probably be okay? We start from the shortest route, where the lips touch…”


    Sakuto didn’t understand why Chikage looked anxious.


    “I mean, if that’s all there is to it, it just turns into a game where we kiss and it’s over… I really wonder if there’s any point in making it a game format at all?”


    “Okay, I’ll start first──”


    “Wait…! Hikari—”


    The first round ended.


    Just before the kiss, Sakuto got embarrassed, and Hikari won.


    “The second round is my turn, right? Chu—”


    The second round ended. They both got embarrassed this time, so it was a draw.


    “What is this game!?”


    “So, the third round is between me and Chii-chan, huh?”


    “Ugh… That’s the one thing I wanted to avoid…”


    “Then don’t push yourself, Chikage… And Hikari, can you listen to what I have to say?”


    With Sakuto in between them, the twin sisters placed their hands on each other’s shoulders.


    As he watched the cute pair blushing in front of him, Sakuto thought to himself how adorable the scene was.


    “Okay, let’s go, Chii-chan…”


    “Yeah… Come here, Hii-chan…”


    Thump-thump… Thump-thump──


    “──Stop right there!”


    Sakuto interjected his right hand between the faces of the twin sisters.


    ” “Eh??” “


    “No, I’m the one who’s supposed to be surprised… Can you both tell me why you’re more embarrassed with each other than when you’re with me?”


    “Because…”


    “It’s our first time…”


    As he gazed at the blushing twins, Sakuto let out a deep sigh.


    ──And so.


    The three-day trip became an unforgettable experience for the three of them, filled with heart-pounding excitement and suspense like they had never known before.


    Chikage, who was not fond of cats, overcame her fear and made a friend named Kusanagi Yuzuki.


    In a way, it was Chikage who came out on top in the end.


    The future of the three, now bound by a strong bond, is──not yet to be told here.


    After all, summer has just begun. There’s still plenty of fun times ahead──


    “When we get back, should we get even more lovey-dovey? Next time we could go to the pool or a fireworks festival!”


    “I agree! Sakuto-kun is okay with that, right? We won’t get stranded next time!”


    Faced with the cute twin sisters’ plea, Sakuto bashfully nodded with an “Okay.”


    ***


    “Heh, you started keeping a cat?”


    “Well, yeah…”


    This was a week after Sakuto and the others’ trip in early August.


    Yuzuki was called by her classmate, Matsukaze Shun, and they met at a cafe.


    “…Takayashiki, is he still hanging out with those twins?”


    “Yeah, well…”


    Yuzuki replied distractedly while using LIME. Her LIME conversation was with Chikage.


    Since then, she had been exchanging messages with Chikage from time to time.


    She was concerned about Chikage’s injury, but it seemed to be okay now. Since Chikage sent a LIME saying she wanted to come see the Siamese cat, Yuzuki decided to clean up her messy room when she got home.


    Somehow, she felt a strange sense of compatibility with Chikage.


    They both avoided talking about Sakuto without saying it, but they seemed to understand each other’s feelings, making their LIME conversations comfortable.


    (If I leave Sakuto to Chikage, he’ll be fine… I hope she does her best with him.)


    Yuzuki decided to entrust Sakuto to Chikage.


    She scoffed at herself for thinking such thoughts──


    Seeing Yuzuki’s expression, Shun furrowed his brows and opened his mouth heavily.


    “Hey… about what happened in junior high school, aren’t you going to tell Takayashiki?”


    “…I won’t tell him.”


    “You should tell him.”


    “Why?”


    “If he knew the truth, Takayashiki would──”


    “I’m not going to tell him.”


    Yuzuki cut him off sharply.


    “…Sorry, I really have to go now—”


    As Yuzuki stood up and headed for the exit, Shun grabbed her arm.


    “Why?”


    “It’s just… it’s all in the past.”


    “…Oh really? Then why—”


    “Stop being so persistent!”


    
      [image: ]
    


    


    Yuzuki shook off Shun’s arm and finally left the cafe.


    Left alone, Shun leaned back in his chair and looked up at the ceiling.


    “…Why? Why do you always look so bored…”


    The words muttered by Shun did not echo off the ceiling but vanished emptily into the air.
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