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  Prologue


  *****


  


 

  


  This was so tormenting, I just wanted to run away. Just let me go home.


  I, a perfectly mediocre first year high school student, Amaori Renako, was sitting in my chair and only able to sweat it out.


  I felt extremely out of place...!


  I glanced at my surroundings, but no matter where my gaze went, only sparkling people entered my vision. Judging by their appearance, they must be people related to this industry. I bet they were talking about important topics crucial for fashion industries. They sure looked busy.


  While there were also a few people who appeared closer to my age, from their gorgeousness, they looked like they came from another dimension. Compared with me who could only rely on my attire, I felt like a deep-sea fish who became instantly flattened due to the amount of pressure from these people…


  No, wait, could it be that I could actually have two or three organs crushed thanks to this situation…?


  



  I was currently on my summer break, and here I was inside Shibuya Hall, the stage for a fashion show event.


  But this time, it didn’t mean that I was tricked again.


  



  My summer break activities were pretty much a cycle of homework-game-game-homework- game-game, and so I sensed danger. 


  No, of course, I enjoyed the daily activities and felt alive during summer break this year. But if I became too used to this situation, if I forgot about being someone with a bright personality, I could potentially return to the social recluse version of me if I kept it up.


  I’d sacrificed a lot of things for the last three months and I couldn’t let them turn into nothing just because of a single summer break. Imagine if I returned to that level-1 small fry again. I would have to redo everything from stage-1, which meant hell all over again. Give me a break.


  And during that crisis, the me who had been enjoying the air conditioning and not stepping outside of my room for days received a sudden invitation from my best friend. An invitation that was very convenient for my circumstance...even though I’d already thought that something like that was impossible to come out of nowhere.


  In short, with huge gratitude, I instantly agreed and flew out of my nest.


  



  The seats around me gradually filled with people.


  Any sense of my existence slowly disappeared, and I became one with the background as I read the pamphlet in my hands once again.


  A launch event for the QR apparel brand.


  And there I found a photo of a blondie in the pamphlet. 


  She was elegant. Her hair was braided back, and she was holding a small bouquet, her posture firm and her eyes looking straight ahead. Oozuka Mai.


  Our relationship was one where we reveal our true selves to each other, as Rema friends, a friendship-like relationship that we’d decided for ourselves.


  And―


  That moment, the lights went out entirely and my vision turned dark.


  At the same time, the stage was basked in delicate lighting, stealing our focus.


  I felt nervous, as if I was preparing for something magnificent that would start soon, and everyone shifted their eyes to the stage.


  It was something so different from my ordinary days. The models had appeared and were now walking on the runway.


  Uwaa...their faces were so small, huh, what long legs…


  Girls who looked close to my age and adult women—everyone was walking smoothly like they were sliding on the floor.


  Since it was a fashion show, of course the center of attention were the clothes on their body, but as I thought, I couldn’t stop gazing at the models who were wearing the outfits.


  No, y’see, it can’t be helped, right...this place was filled with pretty ladies, all with great fashion sense, so rare that you could only find one or two on a casual stroll around the town after all… I felt like my common sense was getting weirder.


  Of course I had no idea which one was good or bad in these clothes!


  



  Haa, I felt like I had slowly recharged what had been lost during the summer break…


  But...


  Even after a while, Mai never appeared. Not even once.


  Could it be that I’d blanked out for a few moments and she’d shown up during that time? I became a bit anxious when I thought that might be possible. As I was busy thinking about that, at that moment—


  She appeared.


  I was sure that I was already familiar with her presence, but at this moment, I couldn’t help but feel like it was our first encounter.


  Her body covered in brilliant colors and shimmering lights, she walked forwards, peering out with tender eyes.


  Her steps glided, carrying out the past and envisioning a bright future with those elegant strides, making me forget my nervousness. I only managed to stare at her with my mouth hanging open.


  Her movements were so refined, just like a mermaid that was swimming beautifully across the sea.


  It was like looking at something that had come out of a fairytale, like seeing a mermaid through a submarine window.


  



  The girl who walked on that runway...her gaze, her fingers, even the strands of her hair, it was like everything was created to charm those who saw her. I felt overwhelmed with her presence.


  



  Mai turned her body and returned backstage, and I stared at her back as she retreated. I took a deep breath like someone who had forgotten how to breathe and just remembered.


  



  Like seeing a brief secret of this world, I couldn’t calm my heartbeat, and it would probably take a while to do so.


  



  ***


  



  The show ended, and the overhead venue lights had returned to normal.


  It seemed that Mai was the face of this QR brand. I couldn’t really grasp how important her role was, but she was basically someone out of my reach.


  What I felt right now was the same feelings I had when I stared at the end credits of a game, the moment where I couldn’t stand up from my chair and wouldn’t budge at all.


  



  Well…


  It looked like I’d reached out to a very unthinkable person during that opening ceremony…


  Right, she was supposed to be a model...it was a bit baffling even though I saw her almost every day at school. If by any chance I had known her model identity before I’d met her at the opening ceremony, I was sure that I would’ve only gazed at her from afar during the entire three years of high school, with complicated feelings inside my chest.


  If that was really how it would go, this was perfectly fine, I think…


  Well then, let’s go home…


  When I stood up from my chair, Mai appeared before me.


  “Hey, did you enjoy it?”


  Hiee.


  The dazzling lady who had just graced the runway a few moments ago suddenly stood before me. My pulse quickened again.


  Waaah, you’re the real thing… Honestly, I am your fan! It is such an honour to be able to talk to you like this~! Uwaa, I no longer have any regrets~~~~!


  Before I could spout any hardcore fangirl words while shedding tears of gratitude, I managed to restrain myself.


  “Th-that was amazing! You were so pretty!”


  And the result was: child-like words without any variety in the vocabulary…!


  With just those simple words, Mai looked relieved. She smiled.


  “I see. That’s great. You see, I was nervous when I remembered that you were watching me.”


  What she meant by nervous, I bet it was something like thinking about the necessary elements to deliver her best performance.


  It wasn’t something you could compare with my nervousness, the kind that typically made my head go so blank that I couldn’t say anything. Even the basic concept was really different, eh...


  



  “But is it okay for you to be here right after the show ended?”


  Mai’s hair was still pinned in a braid, and her make-up was also unchanged from when she was on stage.


  “Aah, it’s alright. Today’s event is a special one for the media and consumers, an official exhibition runway show by QR after all.”
“I see.”


  I didn’t understand what she’d said but I just nodded. I would feel bad if I made this model provide a more detailed explanation just for me…


  Seeing my reaction, Mai giggled.


  “In short, today’s event is to entertain the related parties only, which is my main job.”
“I-I see!”


  She smiled gently while I nodded my head stiffly again.


  Aah, geez, she could make my heart explode.


  



  So this was what they meant by that, when your hopeless bandman boyfriend looks more charming when standing on a stage! This girl, she looked so different compared to the girl who had laid on my lap a few days ago. A totally different person!


  As I struggled with my own thoughts, Mai brought her pretty face closer.


  “What’s wrong, Renako? Your face looks red. Could it be that you fell for me all over again?”
“I’d never fall for you in the first place!”
“Really? Too bad. If only it’s just the two of us right now, I could listen directly to your heartbeat to confirm the truth behind your words.”
“Kuh…”


  For some reason, I really couldn't be honest when talking to her like this.


  The main problem was, why would she like me anyway...she always said that I’m her “Fated Person”, but sometimes I thought that perhaps I’d pulled a lottery with one in seven billion chance after all?


  I knew that if I said this, Mai would reply with, “Even if that’s the case, you are the one who pulled that fate,” and tell me to respectfully accept that fate and be happy together...and I knew she would flawlessly coax me to do that. Of course, I would try my best to resist!


  



  “W-well, let’s forget about that for now...but I honestly think that you were really amazing...and I think I l-like you a bit more than before…”


  I pushed myself to compromise this much, causing Mai to smile.


  “Good grief, you really are stubborn.”
“Th-that’s not true! Since what I said just now...I really did my best to be honest…”
“...you’re right. It makes me happy.” 


  D-don’t whisper next to my ear, please… It made me more embarrassed than usual, and I hid my face, turning to look down at the ground.


  Was this really okay? I wondered. What if people around us started to whisper, “Why are these girls getting lovey-dovey in the middle of a place like this?”


  No, it would be alright, because Mai and I were good friends!


  “Since you’re here, I thought that we could go somewhere before we go home, but it seems like I still have a few things to do and interviews after this. Even though it’s been a while since we met, it’s really too bad.”
“Ah, I see. You sure are busy during summer break…”
“...yeah, quite. My bad. Even though I’d said that I would make you happy, and we already made vows for our wedding, I only make you feel lonely.”


  It seemed like she was so busy that she had started hallucinating. How pitiful.


  “Well, whether it’s messages...or phone calls sometimes, let’s do that, okay?”
“Squeeeeze.”
“Geh.”


  Stop hugging me in public!


  Well, it was okay. A hug between girls wasn’t something that weird anyway and no one would care, but still! It was embarrassing for me! She smelled good!


  “Yup, I recharged my Renako battery a bit. With this I can do my best a bit longer.”
“G-good for you…”
“While we’re at it, if by any chance after this you’re willing to spare your time to go finish our registration of pre-marriage, I could do my best more than ever. What do you think?”
“The heck with that ‘what do you think’!”


  Only later at home after the event, did I find out from an online search that she was referring to marriage documents that Westerners completed before their formal marriage. I’m Japanese though…


  “I can’t go home late today anyway. Wait, no, even though I have time I can’t agree to do something like that.”
“I see. Tomorrow you’re going to Ajisai’s house after all.”


  How did she know about that……?


  I felt like her smile wasn't genuine like her usual smile. No, it was also possible that this was my own unjust suspicion!


  



  “Th-that’s true…”
“Yeah. you sure are getting along with Ajisai. Since I have work tomorrow, I can’t join you. Too bad.”
“O-okay…”


  Eh? She’d planned to join us? I couldn't say it out loud though.


  “Too bad, really. Too bad.”


  



  Before, out of her jealousy towards Ajisai, she’d ended up pushing me down as her crime record. That was weird. Even though she could get everyone she wanted with that appearance, why would she insist on me…


  No, could it be that since she couldn’t easily make me hers that she became even more eager…? I really had no idea.


  I steeled myself, then looked at her.


  “L-let’s hang out together, next time…”
“Yeah...let’s do that.”


  Mai gave me a gallant smile.


  “Well then, I’m going now. I’m sorry if I said something uncalled for. Don’t mind me and have fun with Ajisai. She’s also my precious friend. Of course it’s pleasant seeing the two of you get along.”


  Uuh.


  Since I knew how deep her desire for me was, it pained me a bit to see her being docile and stepping back on her own accord like this…


  I felt like a mother seeing her own financially unstable daughter forcing herself, “I’m not hungry, so you don’t have to worry,” while ordering the cheapest soba so I wouldn’t be concerned... 


  What I could do right now was to give Mai encouragement.


  “M-me too. Thank you for inviting me today. Good luck with your job!” I clasped her hand and said my encouragement. Mai responded with a bright smile.


  “Of course. I’ll do my best so you can see me in my most perfect appearance. Thank you for coming.”


  After flashing me her pretty smile―so pretty that I thought I was in a dream―she left.


  



  Haah. It’d been a while since I last saw her, and she had really shown me something amazing. My heart still hadn’t calmed down.


  My behavior was like I was in love with her……………..as if!


  That was dangerous. I needed to stop doing dangerous things like hanging one of my legs off the edge of the rooftop just for a courage test. After all, I could end up in huge pain with a scar that couldn’t be healed.


  Suddenly—


  “You sure get along with that model.”


  A blonde woman was standing right next to me. I wasn’t sure how long she’d been standing there for.


  Her long hair was put up into uneven twin-tails. As if she didn’t really mind her outfit, she simply wore a shirt over a tight mini skirt.


  She looked like a researcher who was always holed up inside her laboratory. She was a woman who had an aloof air around her.


  She was also much shorter than me, and looked to be in her twenties. But since she was here, I was sure that she must be a celeb...she also looked like she was used to places like this.


  “Eh, err…”


  Shaken by the fact that some stranger was talking to me, I timidly nodded my head.


  “Y-yes. Err, she’s my classmate.”
“I see. How close are you two?”
“How close are we…”


  That was something hard to answer.


  Objectively speaking, we were so close that we’d kissed each other! That was the fact, but of course I couldn’t say that.


  “Errr...something like we both think for and treasure each other. A relationship where we trust each other...we’re friends.”


  For me, that kind of relationship was the highest level of friendship though.


  “And so, did she embrace you then?”
“Eh?!”


  The heck was with this woman?! Did she not listen to what I’d just said?


  I changed gears and prepared myself so I could flee any time. The twin-tail blondie before me didn’t change her expression a bit.


  “That model, her aura has changed greatly since June. Sometimes she burns brightly like vermillion, on other occasions she’s composed like magenta. Sudden changes like that would affect a model’s characteristics after all. If possible, I would like to figure out the main cause of that change. And so, did she embrace you? Or are you the one who embraced her?”
“Both are wrong!”


  More importantly, what language was she speaking in during the first half of her words?


  “Well, whatever.”


  She played with her own hair with one finger and then turned around.


  She handed a small piece of paper over to me.


  “Excuse me?”
“In the end, what I want is to find out the reason for her change. You’re her friend, right? If you face some problems just give me a call. I have a 15-minute break each day. If you have the right timing, I might pick up your call.”
“That’s 1 in 96, right!”


  It was a business card. Like she’d accomplished her goal, she walked away from me.


  What was her goal, that twin-tail blondie-san… she really looked like a character who came out straight of an anime…a bit pushy, and that intensity…


  What did I expect from a fashion show venue? Everyone here sure had their own unique traits. This was the place where everyone with different quirks gathered… I glanced at the business card.


  How flashy! I couldn’t read this!


  Uhhh, it seemed like she was somewhat related to commercial affairs or something along those lines. The business card was really not something for some casual position. It wasn’t even in Japanese.


  



  For now, I left the venue and did my best to read the English letters. 


  Eeeer, uhhh….


  I arrived at the Shibuya Station and headed to my platform. While waiting for the train, I stared at the business card again. When the train arrived, I was lucky enough to find an empty seat. Sitting inside the train, I tried to decode the alphabet before me with a voice quiet enough so people around me wouldn’t hear me.


  “大塚ルネ................Renée, Oozuka…?”


  …….huh?


  



  I hurriedly looked for the pamphlet inside my bag and then opened it.


  There was a side-view of her printed inside.


  Oozuka Renée. CEO and main designer of the apparel brand QR.


  Eh, then...


  ―she was Mai’s mother?!


  Inside the train, my surprised yelp echoed.


  



  ***


  



  “I’m home…” I finally arrived home. I looked at the shoes lined up right beside the entrance. Each one of them was cute and sparkly.


  Uu, I could sense it with my normies radar...these shoes must belong to my little sister’s friends…!


  I did my best to not let out any sound, concealing my presence as I headed towards my own room.


  Since a long time ago, my little sister often brought her friends home, mostly for the sake of cornering me...well, thanks to that, now I was good at hiding my presence. It became somewhat of a habit where I, inside my own house, had learned to walk soundlessly.


  But the moment I passed by my little sister’s room, I had the worst timing. The door opened.


  “Ah, Big Sis.”
“Geh.”


  Whenever I saw my little sister during her friends' visits, she always treated me like a wild dog, saying “go away,” to drive me away. (Actually, it was quite painful to get treated that way.)


  Lately, however, her attitude was no longer like that. She treated me properly like a human. I wondered if I’d also managed to get closer to the people around me the moment I quit being a recluse.


  Wait no, it was better than that. Right now, my little sister was respecting me properly as a big sister. Even inside this house, I was on a higher level, someone who had the same presence as the sun.


  And so, the little sister before me wearing her casual outfit looked me over from top to bottom.


  “Huh? Did you go somewhere?”


  She didn't even realize that I went out, huh?!


  Kuh...how dare you talk like that to the me right now…!


  “Eer, yeah, to Shibuya.”


  As we talked, the other girls inside her room seemed to notice my presence.


  “Ah, the rumoured big sister. Sorry for the intrusion.”
“Oh yeah, for real? How cuteee~”


  Uwaah, normies.


  One looked like a sporty character with a bob-cut, while the other girl with pale skin had her hair dyed in flashy colors. Both of them were quite beautiful.


  Even though they were younger than me, I was still not good enough of course in regards to social interactions, so my body turned stiff.


  To think that I would find myself in this kind of situation inside my own house...if only I’d stayed for a while in the living room. Then I wouldn’t face something horrible like this...Forgive me, it seemed like I got too full of myself. I was a pebble in the shade, not the sun…!


  It was also impossible to ignore them after they’d properly greeted me. In this world, in exchange for not having a loading system, there were no auto-save features when we entered a building. I couldn’t redo this…


  



  “G-good afternoon. Thank you for always being nice to my little sister.”


  I was already trying my best to show this small amount of communication skill with a forced smile.


  Let’s do this brazenly...this was my house, my territory...a holy ground where I could unleash my full power…


  Right, the other opponents were girls younger than me. As long as I showed them the mature and composed side of me, they wouldn’t discover my true colors…


  After I said that, the bright-haired girl walked in my direction and grabbed my arm.


  Eh, what is it?!


  “Hey hey~ why don’t you join us inside~”


  With a sweet smile like she was used to getting spoiled, she peered up at me from an angle below me.


  Hiii, this girl, she smiled like she perfectly understood her own cuteness and how to utilize it...scary…


  She pulled me inside my little sister’s room. The veil that concealed my true identity slowly came off. Crap.


  “We were talking about you just now~”
“I, I see.”


  The bright-haired girl glued her body onto my arm.


  This smooth sensation on my upper arm...so this was how younger girls’ skin felt like. How springy…


  “Wait a bit, Seira. My big sis is bothered.”
“Eeeh, that’s not true. Hey, Big Sister, you are Oozuka Mai’s friend, right?”
“Eh? Aah, yeah.”


  Deep down I felt relieved since short answers (like yeah and I see) was enough to keep up this type of conversation. This girl had zero interest in me. What she wanted to hear about was stuff regarding Mai.


  That was a given. Of course, a girl this cute wouldn’t have any interest in me.


  “Waah, so it’s true~”


  She clapped her hands, and brought her body even closer.


  “Big Sister, you are quite a beauty and have a slim body. I couldn’t help but think that you’re so charming the first time I saw you~”
“Eh?! No, uh, eh?!”


  Did she have poor sight? Why would she say something like that out of nowhere…


  “Hey hey, let’s get along~ how about exchanging contact info?”
“W-wait, hey, Little Sister...”


  I stared at my sister, seeking help. But I was met with an unexpected sight.


  It was my little sister’s smug face.


  “Well, it can’t be helped, right! Since my Big Sister is Oozuka Mai’s irreplaceable best friend!”


  This girl! She really was my little sister, huh?!


  Right now, I felt like we really were connected by blood more than ever! We really were a family of small fries who loved to borrow each other’s authority to look amazing, eh!


  Could it be that you―you talked about that everywhere in your school…?


  “Irreplaceable best friend, uh, it wasn’t that…”


  That was my main goal, and I think we will reach that stage someday…


  Looking at the sparkling eyes that slowly turned gloomy, I thought to myself.


  Crap.


  “―well! That’s right!”
“So it really is the truth! That’s awesome!”


  My little sister clapped her hands, and I stood up proudly.


  The Amaori Family, could it be that we were a house of buffoons since our ancestors' time?


  The girls before me clamoured with excitement again.


  “Eeh~ that’s wonderful~! Could it be that Big Sis-senpai is also a model?”
“Eh? Uh no, I, I wonder?”


  Answering without fully denying it, I flashed a smile while my little sister roared with laughter.


  “B-big sis, model…! That, model! Model! (lol) That’s impossible! Big sis as a model is plainly impossible! (lol) It’s impossible (lmfao)”
(TL Note: For those who are wondering, (lol) is (笑) and (lmfao) is (爆笑))


  Let’s kill this brat later.


  



  Seeing her laughing enjoyably on the floor really made me want to make her not be able to laugh for the rest of her life…


  My body quaking in annoyance, I quickly pulled the pamphlet from my bag and showed it off.


  “You’re right, since I’m not suited to be one! But today, I went to a fashion show event since Mai invited me!”


  The bob-cut girl who had been quiet since earlier suddenly screamed, “Gyaaa!” Eh, what was it?!


  “This is Queen Rose’s fashion show, right? Eh, you went there?! Big Sister, you really went there?!”
“Eh, ah, yeah.”
“This is amazing...hey, Seira, Haruna, this is really amazing!”
“Eh~? I don’t really get it though, but, amazing~!”
“It’s a given since she’s my big sis!”


  The bob-cut girl repeatedly struck my back, the bright-haired girl laughed, and my little sister looked superior.


  “You see, Queen Rose is Japan’s fashion brand that rose to popularity in recent years and now it’s one of the representative brands of Japan at the global level! Even the products are widely known and used around the world! With their popular collections, right now the brand is known as one of the world’s big four!”


  I nodded like I agreed with everything she said. I also finally now understood that QR stands for Queen Rose…


  “Minato, you really love clothes, huh. Even though you looked uninterested when we said we were going to Haruna-chan’s house~”
“...e-even though I like clothes it doesn’t mean that I’m interested in Oozuka Mai. No, but, Oozuka Mai is Queen Rose’s star model, of course I don’t hate her… More importantly, even Seira is only following the fads, right?!”
“Eh~? That’s not true~ I really want to be a model in the future though~?”


  This was it.


  I'd waited for the timing where they shifted their interest from me. Now I quickly stood up.


  “W-well then, I’m going back to my own room. Enjoy your time.”


  Oozuka Mai’s best friend. Just back from a certain fashion show event. I could feel a huge amount of respect, being the brightest normie among normies. With burning confidence, I walked towards the door to get out of the room.


  That was when the bright-haired girl called to me.


  “Uh-oh, big sis~, something fell.”
“Eh?”


  It was a small paper that I had inserted between the pages of the pamphlet before.


  “Ah, that’s—”


  The three of them peeked at the contents of the paper.


  “—the business card, I received, during the event…”
““Oozuka Renée?!””


  The bright-haired girl and the bob-cut girl yelled at the same time.


  



  It was terrible.


  “Queen Rose’s Oozuka Renée?! That world-class designer?!”
“'Her Work as Little Witch' was featured on television last time!”


  They bombarded me with questions, and my stomach churned in pain with each passing second. In the end I had to really run away from them towards my own room.


  The amazing ones were definitely Mai and Mai’s mother. They had nothing to do with me…


  



  I changed out of my clothes and into my casual at-home outfit. Then I took off my makeup.


  Not long after, my little sister’s friends went home.


  Haaa, I sighed deeply as I rolled onto my bed.


  “How tiring…”


  I had really done something uncalled for.


  At this rate, these young girls would take a liking to me and visit our house everyday, which would be the worst outcome possible. After some time, of course they would find out my true colors and laugh at me. I didn’t want that…“Oozuka-senpai is really awesome but what’s her problem lol. Actually she’s only her lackey, right? Lol.” Or something along those lines…


  I couldn’t stand that kind of treatment after all!


  If only I hadn’t shown them that pamphlet! I really was a hopeless fool! Just for the sake of brief pleasure I went and did that! You were just a mere shut-in and an ex-social recluse who only knew brands like Uniqlo and GU! Know your place!


  Having a taste of my own medicine after taking advantage of someone else’s authority to make myself look good...since when did the system change into something horrible like that?


  I was reeling around on my bed, filled with regrets, when my phone rang.


  I glanced at the screen with tears in my eyes.


  Who would even bother to contact this shallow woman that had buried herself in shameful desires of approval from others…? What kind of human was willing to pay attention to a thing like me? Was there someone like that who existed in this world…?


  “Is it okay if we meet tomorrow at one pm?”


  Sena Ajisai―a message from Ajisai-san.


  Uuuh, my lovely angel...even the letters appeared cute since it came from her.


  Ajisai-san, who I had known since entering high school, was a girl who might be the incarnation of kindness itself.


  I, who was currently drowning inside a swamp of self-loathing, had received a message from Ajisai-san...her message would be dirtied…


  But, to think that this failure of humanity was receiving this kind of attention from the beloved angel Ajisai-san...was it okay for the me right now to take up her time…?


  Listen though, if I pretended to be sick now and replied with, “I’m sorry, it seems like I caught a summer cold. Tomorrow might be impossible...”


  What if I made her worried……?


  And she replied with, “Eeh, are you okay? Rena-chan, please take care of yourself!”


  To imagine her sending something like that while I clutched my PS4 controller and gamed...what kind of face would I have while gaming? My heart would be shattered into pieces, you see? Once the summer break ended, I would definitely turn back into a shut-in and stop coming to school.


  Not only would I no longer be able to face her, I would also end up not even talking to my own family. Of course I also wouldn’t work part-time, which meant I would stay inside this room playing games for the rest of my life...this would be the proper punishment for me who had deceived an angel…


  Let’s end this thought. With my remaining power, I put everything at stake for the sake of replying to Ajisai-san's message.


  “Okay~!”


  It sure was nice huh, the letters...no matter how miserable your condition was, as long as you used the right punctuation mark, you could still pretend to appear cheerful. I wanted to be the letters themselves.


  I turned off my emotion regulation to recharge my emotional strength until dinner time.


  



  At the dinner table, my little sister was in a great mood.


  “Hehe, onee-sama, how about a piece of karaage? I will give you mine.”


  It looked like her self-esteem was at a max level. She even sounded so playful, much unlike her usual tone. Scary.


  “I, I don’t want it.”
“Eeeh? I see. Well then, about my friend who wants to exchange their contact info with you...”
“Listen, my little sister...I’m perfectly aware that I have no right to say this…”
“Wh-what is it?”


  I shook my head.


  “If you show off people’s achievements instead of using your own strength, it will only bite you back later…”
“......guh.”


  My little sister usually looked like a proper functional human being, but now she looked like she had gotten hit right in the bulls-eye, taking damage.


  “To think I would get reprimanded by Big Sis, a disgrace for life…”
“You talk too much!”


  



  ***


  



  Finally, it was the next day, near the end of July.


  I left my house around noon.


  Yesterday I had prepared thoroughly, and even went to bed two hours earlier, only to stay restless under my sheets for much longer…


  For the sake of keeping up the mood, not being a burden to her, and to prevent getting hated by her, I ran mental simulations about our conversation. That’s when I realized two hours had passed… In the end I’d gone to bed at my usual time, ugh.


  Along the way to the station, the sun showered me with its light like it wanted to burn away the rest of my strength. It would be great if the sun went easy on a human like me…


  Dragging my feet, I finally boarded the train.


  There were only three stations away until I reached our meeting point, the closest station to Ajisai-san’s house.


  It was probably thanks to the sudden cold wind from the air conditioning inside the train that my stomach started to hurt.


  Even though I’d waited for this day in excitement.


  My hands and legs trembled out of nervousness.


  Compared to the usual casual invitation after school, it sure was different when you went out of your way in the middle of summer break to hang out with someone…


  As I thought, let’s just stop…to think that someone like me had the honour to be invited to Ajisai-san’s house, I couldn’t fulfill that important role…


  What if, by some chance, I made Ajisai-san feel bored and think something along the lines of, “Even though we had a fun conversation in school, turns out that spending more time like this with her is impossible after all, lol,”? And then she abandons me? Ah, how terrifying.


  



  Yesterday was also the same, but I wasn’t that great of a person in the first place. I only did my best to make everything look more amazing than what it actually was… I really feared the moment everything collapsed and revealed my true identity.


  If I put this off right now and ran away, the probability of her discovering my true self would be none after all.


  



  I stared at my reflection on the window. My complexion looked terrible.


  I’d gone with light makeup just like usual. I’d also carefully arranged my bangs. Would it have been better if I had taken more time to prepare myself after all…?


  As I was agonizing by myself, the train had arrived at my destination.


  I stepped out of the train toward the platform. My heart beat faster when I approached the exit, and when I passed the ticket gate, there was―


  “Ah, Rena-chan, over here.”


  Like a blooming flower, Ajisai-san was standing nearby.


  “Uwaaaah! How adorable!” I naturally yelled.
“Eh, eeeh?”


  It was my first time seeing Ajisai-san in her casual clothes.


  She wore a sleeveless blouse with a floral pattern, revealing her pale, slender arms. It was refreshing to look at. This hidden side of hers that did not usually come into sight looked so gleaming, I felt so blessed I almost offered my prayers. 


  A long skirt that fit perfectly on her waist accentuated her curves, perfectly showing the charm of Ajisai-san’s slim figure.


  On top of that, her blue sandals (I think they were called mule shoes?) made part of her feet slightly visible. Her toenails had a pink manicure (it’s called pedicure, Renako). When I imagine Ajisai-san getting worked up since we were in the middle of summer break and doing a lot of things to prepare, I couldn’t stop thinking that she was so adorable.


  This was the best. I’m the champion.


  “Eh, too cute...crap...what happened during summer…? You became too extremely adorable, don’t you think…?”


  No, that wasn’t it. Her cuteness level was abnormally high in the first place.


  I’d also thought the same when I met Mai the first time. I’d really spent a lot of time with awesome people during my time at school.


  It was like I’d eaten a high-quality fatty tuna with Matsuzaka beef bowl everyday for my lunch. When I calmly thought about it, those menu items were pretty awesome, right? That kind of thing.


  When she heard my quivering words, Ajisai-san said, “Eeh? If you praise me that much, I can’t answer with anything other than a smile, though?”


  Ajisai-san flashed me a smile accompanied with both her hands arranged into peace signs.


  As her fluffy hair swayed with the wind, I felt like the scorching sun that had been so hot it could melt the asphalt had become softer than before. Could it be that Ajisai-san was our ultimate weapon to fight global warming…?


  But right after that, Ajisai-san folded her arms in front of her chest, appearing a bit restless. She averted her gaze.


  “Umm, actually, it’s been a while since our last meeting and that’s why I tried my best more than usual...so I don’t look weird…?”
“Not at all! Wait, no, it’s so weird after all! You look so adorable it feels unworldly!”
“So I’m weird?!”
“Yeah, you’re weird...I thought my vision had gone strange… Could it be that actually Ajisai-san is a fairy that I’m only able to see or what?”
“Y-yeah, let’s hurry and go to a cool place, Rena-chan.”


  Ah I made her worry over me…


  No, but, yeah.


  When I glanced at her face, I felt like my worries had disappeared.


  It was like the moment before a roller coaster you were sitting on started its course, after having been in line for a long time. A sense of exultation.


  Aah, what was I brooding over? Of course things would be fun when I’m together with Ajisai-san.


  What I could do today was to do my best! For the sake of allowing Ajisai-san to enjoy our time together!


  With a smile, I told her, “Please take care of me for today, Ajisai-san!”


  “Me too, Rena-chan.”


  



  I got a feeling that my summer break had finally started.


  Haa! Let’s make today become the best day ever!


  
    *****
  


  Sena Ajisai's Story


  Fuu, she let out a deep breath.


  She checked the note on her phone screen row by row. Yup, yup, she said while checking things off with her finger.


  First was cleaning the room, completed.


  Not only the living room, she also needed to clean the toilet, which she didn’t know was really necessary or not. For now, she also vacuumed and tidied up her room.


  Next was the refreshments, completed.


  Baking cheesecake was her specialty that had improved over time since she started in elementary school. She’d made it yesterday. The drinks, also checked. She’d already secured milk for her little brothers, so they wouldn’t drink the beverage she’d prepared. 


  Next was the makeup and clothes for today…


  “Everything's ready.”


  ...ready?


  



  Inside her bedroom, in front of the mirror, she checked her bangs from various angles, making sure. 


  Since the start of the summer break, she’d always had her hands full taking care of her little brothers, so she had the feeling that she had suddenly neglected them for a while.


  It was her first time since summer break paying attention to her hair like this, so it took longer than she’d expected. 


  She especially put in a lot of effort for today after all! ….or not really…… Probably.


  But, there was still a bit of time. Just a little bit, let’s fix them for a bit.


  “It’s been two months since our first promise and finally it’s happening today. It has been that long, eh.”


  This was probably how it felt when waiting for someone.


  “That time, Rena-chan was doing her best, and very adorable.”


  She remembered that day, and she could feel her temperature slowly rising.


  It was her first time to receive that amount of affection so directly like that, where she had only been able to listen to her. To be honest, she had been affected strongly by what had happened that day.


  “...I ended up remembering that day again. I can’t, I can’t.”


  She shook her head. Her relationship with Renako wasn’t something like that. This one was true.


  Renako went out of her way to visit her house, she really kept her promise, and that’s why she was determined to give Renako a warm welcome.


  



  She loved promises. It was like she could connect with others through promises. They allowed you to be frank with each other.


  All the more when the two sides related were trying their best to fulfill that promise. 


  Promises were like an indirect conversation, where it felt that when she treasured someone, she could understand that the other person also treasured her the same.


  She understood that she may have exaggerated a bit, but even so, she couldn’t help but feel happy.


  In any case, Renako was fulfilling her promise. That was the reason why she was so lively...she could feel her heart beat faster. Just like that. There was no other reason, she couldn’t think of anything.


  Soon it would be their meeting time. She left her room and on her way out from it, she stopped by the living room.


  “Big Sis will go out for a while to meet my friend at the station and bring her here. I’m going now.”


  Before, she’d already told her siblings that a big sister who was good at gaming would come over.


  She didn’t know whether her little brothers remembered or not, but she was sure that this year’s summer break would be a lively one with a lot of playing around.


  She put on her summer sandals and opened the front door.


  “Waah.”


  She was greeted by the strong sun.


  “Today’s weather will be good.”


  She narrowed her eyes while gazing at the bright sky.


  Japan's rainy season’s representative flower were Ajisai flowers. The season where it fully bloomed was from May until the start of July.
(TL Note: Ajisai means Hydrangea, I would refer Ajisai flowers as Hydrangea starting next chapter.)


  



  Even though the season had passed, the girl who was fully bloomed walked under the scorching sun of summer.


  “Fufu, I’m looking forward to this, Rena-chan.”


  



  



  Sena Ajisai, first year high school student.


  Just like running through the summer, the unforgettable memory of her love story had begun.


  *****


  



  


  

  Chapter 1: Going to Ajisai-san's House, Impossible!


  *****


  Ajisai-san’s house was located in the residential area. 


  Her white house looked adorable, just like her.


  “Welcome, please come in.”
“Ah, e-excuse me for the intrusion.”


  I didn’t know why my voice was quiet as I passed through the front door.


  Ah, I just stepped inside Ajisai-san’s house...I was sure that after this I would have the same thought over and over, so pardon me for that. I couldn’t help it. Since I had just stepped inside Ajisai-san’s house after all….(2nd time)


  I entered a living room that felt refreshing from the air conditioning, and she told me to sit on the sofa. I timidly did what she said and obediently sat on it. So this was the sofa where Ajisai-san usually sat….(3rd time)


  “Rena-chan, barley tea, coffee, black tea, and orange juice, which do you want?”
“Ah, sorry for troubling you. Umm, err, well then, I’ll have orange juice.”
“Okaay.”


  Ajisai-san left me alone to prepare the drinks, and since I didn’t have anything else to do, I looked around the room.


  This really was Ajisai-san’s house….. This was the house where Ajisai-san was born, where she grew up……(4th time)


  A huge television, a comfortable sofa, a long, wooden table. There were children's clothes, paper, stationary, and toys in the corner. This house really felt like a household with small children.


  While still scanning around the room, deep down I also searched for the proof of Ajisai-san’s growth inside this house. The marks on the wall, could it be that they were something that Ajisai-san did back then? Ah, I found Ajisai-san’s textbook on the table! So this place really was where Ajisai-san lives! (5th time)


  I was really becoming gross. That was when Ajisai-san reentered the room.


  



  “Here it is.”
“Ah, thank you.”


  Ajisai-san sat beside me and turned on the TV screen.


  “Hey, let’s play that game from last time!”
“O-okay, of course I’m down for it.”
“Ehehe, yay. Ah, but I might also want to chat for a bit before that.”


  Ajisai-san flashed a smile while holding the controller in her hands, turning on the game.


  “I-I’m okay with doing both.”


  She looked so familiar with the controller, it made me realize that this was also part of her daily life...somehow the whole thing made me feel tingly. (6th time)


  Ajisai-san really gamed...well, we had already gamed together before though.


  “Hey Rena-chan, what were you doing recently?”
“Eh? R-recently. Err, err, let’s see.”


  It’s here! Idle chat time!


  Right now, my brain was in the middle of an important mission, which was “preserving my sanity since I was inside Ajisai-san’s house”. That alone had probably already used up almost all of my brain’s capacity….


  Recently, recently…….


  Honestly the only significant thing I did lately was attending Mai’s fashion show, but I’d been the only one invited… Ajisai-san had no idea about my relationship with Mai, and I had a hunch that if I told her, things would become bothersome.


  Which meant, I had zero chatting material for now.


  



  “Well, studying and gaming? Enjoying the air conditioner all day while rolling around in my room…”


  This was bad….I no longer had any other things to say….


  



  “Sounds great. How’s your summer homework?”
“I think I finished around half of it...I was mainly troubled by math and couldn’t make any progress at all.”
“Aah, me too. The problems were very hard to solve, right? Ah, how about that one question on the first page about the graph―”
“Aaah, yeah that one, it was very troublesome! Also, the problem after that―”


  If I left everything to Ajisai-san, it would be like finding an oasis in the middle of the desert!


  To think that words were coming out of my mouth smoothly like this…


  It’d been a while since this sensation...for me who was bad at conversation, if I kept conversing smoothly like this, I might misunderstand that I’m actually a genius at talking with others.


  As expected of Ajisai-san…


  



  When I looked to my side, a defenseless upper arm was entering my field of vision.


  Ajisai-san’s bare upper arm looked sweeter and softer than any desserts I’d ever seen… I became flustered and hurriedly averted my gaze. This house was very dangerous! Someone help me!


  Before I could reach my limit and blurt out “As if I could stay inside this house! I’m going home!”, Ajisai-san started the next topic.


  “Rena-chan, have you thought about working part time?”
“Eeh? Nope, not happening.”
“Really?”


  No, well...if she tilted her head like that at a perfect angle...it only made her look extremely, absolutely cute, you know…


  I answered her in mumble, “A part-time job is...something like working in a karaoke, or family restaurants, right…? Working in places like that means I’ll need to talk with a lot of strangers, right...that is definitely impossible for me…”


  “Eeeh? I don’t think so. If it’s you, you can do it, Rena-chan.”


  I definitely couldn’t!


  



  Ajisai-san had no idea how my true personality was after all. That was why she could say something like that…


  Well, the one who was so obstinate to hide it was me though! Ahahahahaha! This human garbage!


  



  No, but if we thought about this from a different perspective, the thing was, I’m very good at this right, being a person with a bright personality?


  Even Ajisai-san hadn’t yet figured out my true personality. This enough was proof, right?


  I regained a little bit of my confidence. “This jerk just admitted that she’d deceived another person though!” was what my outer (or inner?) voice was saying, which we can ignore.


  “Aah, but Rena-chan is bad with boys, right?”
“Y-yeah, well, I think so…”


  If I had to choose, of course the answer was I couldn’t really deal with boys, or should I say proper men? It was like a feeling where I felt sorry since I had entered their field of vision, that kind of thing.


  That was why I was alright with little boys, or a fellow who was okay with punching women. Huh, ‘alright’? No, those people were scary...I didn’t want to have anything to do with them…


  Seeing my gloomy face, Ajisai-san became worried.


  Ah, no, if I allowed this, it could lead into some huge problem (in addition, Ajisai-san already saw me pass out in front of those boys last time), so I quickly tried to straighten things out.


  “Ah, it’s not like I had some trauma…err, it was just that during elementary and middle school I didn't really have the chance to mingle with boys, so I have no idea how to talk to them.”


  Right, that kind of thing. I nodded at my own words.


  “Like, men are...men, right? They are kinda...rough, and huge, and they don’t have periods…they are basically a different kind of living thing...”


  For me who couldn't even hold a proper conversation with females, the same living thing as I, what about a conversation with a different living thing? Of course I couldn’t.


  “Eeeh, is it? But Rena-chan, sometimes boys talk to you, right?”
“Well, if it’s Pepper-kun from the phone store…”
“What do you mean by that?!”
(TL Note: Pepper-kun is a semi-humanoid robot manufactured by the Softbank company)


  I wanted to answer with something like, since there are boys in our school, I could manage to respond at least at the bare minimum, but what came out of my mouth was something bizarre.


  “But usually, they only talk to me whenever I’m together with Kaho-chan or Oozuka-san. Also, when I’m with you...”


  Boys set their eyes basically on these three members from our group. Satsuki-san was more comfortable when she wasn’t talking with anyone after all. Huh? Wait, are you really a normie, Satsuki-san?


  Before she sensed something unusual, I decided to change the direction a bit.


  “Eer, what do you usually talk about with boys, Ajisai-san?”
“Eeh? Normal stuff. Like videos, or friends.”
“As expected from Ajisai-san...someone who can have a mutual understanding with boys...proficient in the male language…”
“What is the male language?!”


  I’d never taken a male language class in my whole life after all…


  “Anyways, that’s the case, so it’s not like I have any special reason to talk to boys. Considering our group, I’m now interacting with boys more than before so I think I can gradually get used to it. Gradually, that is.”
“So that’s the case. If you’re able to get along with boys, I’m sure that you would become popular!”
“That won’t happen.”
“Eh, really?”
“If I became popular, I’m sure I’ll be the backup plan.”
“Backup plan?!”


  Right. For the boys who failed at their confession to one of the four other members of Mai’s group, they would probably come to me and confess, to attain “My girlfriend is someone from Mai’s group! (Awesome!)” status.


  Since that was the case, I was perfectly sure that I would become popular in no time...fufufu. Even in an online wiki, my character would be written as “Amaori Renako, just a commoner member in the group, but the reward was great. Recommended.” Looking down on me like that, damn it, damn it…


  In contrast to my dark laughter, Ajisai-san appeared cheerful and changed the topic again.


  “Actually, I’m thinking of working part-time!”
“Eh?! Ajisai-san is?!”
“Is it really something unexpected? Working sounds fun, right?”


  Let’s consider it.


  It probably wasn’t so unexpected….no, it definitely wasn’t something unexpected after all. Ajisai-san who worked in some kind of stylish bakery, or became the cake shop’s ambassador, these roles would suit her so much.


  Ah, a florist job might also suit her. On a certain street corner, Ajisai-san preparing to open her shop every morning, while high-schoolers and salarymen took detours for the sake of seeing her.


  Ajisai-san, scattering happiness every morning by greeting each passerby, “Good morning.” From a certain town where you could see the sea from a hill. That town surely would have the highest happiness index in the galaxy. 


  



  “Ah, it would be nice...Ajisai-san in a part-time job, what a great idea.”
“If we’re talking about jobs, I kinda admire something like the shop assistant lady.”
“Th-that’s!”


  Time out!


  “Shop assistant is...those people who proactively talk to you saying something like, ‘Aah, I also have the same clothes!’ and keep bothering you whenever you’re looking around the shop. Those people, right…?”
“It’s not like that’s the reason they talk to you though?! It’s more like, they are showing their customer service skills by asking what’s troubling you, right?”


  No, nope definitely no...


  You can’t do something like that, Ajisai-san. If you approached people with that smile and that exquisite fragrance, they would definitely fall in love with you… Those people who fell in love with her would then visit the store almost everyday, and spend a lot of money for that. But Ajisai-san who wouldn’t notice their intention would keep treating everyone with kindness since they were just a bunch of ordinary peasants, and with that, she would climb the ladder to become the most charismatic shop assistant. 


  It was pretty dangerous, no matter how you looked at it. I bet those people were a bunch of social recluse losers. Of course, she wouldn’t be able to comprehend what was inside their minds. What if they became Ajisai-san’s stalker, and chased after her?! It’s because you’re being so kind to me! The one who's wrong here is you since you made me misinterpret your actions! This, this woman!


  



  “I-is there any other choice?! Anything else!”
“Hmm, let’s see. Something like a staff at a bar? It looks like a lively place so it might be fun to work there.”
“You definitely can’t!!!!”
“Eh?!”


  I stared strongly into Ajisai-san’s eyes, and objected loudly.


  “A bar is the place where drunkards gather, and you would have to get involved with those people! You might get chased by a flashy, casanova university student, you know?! You can’t do something dangerous like that!”
“Ee, eehhh~….?”
“If it’s Ajisai-san, working in some kind of line factory is the best choice… You put on a hair cap and a mask after all, and you don’t have to talk to anyone for a whole day, just insert your time card. During lunch breaks, you can eat your meals in the empty dining hall…”
“That’s lonely though?!”


  But that was for your own sake…


  “H-hey, Ajisai-san, if you really want to do a part time job, the Queen Doughnut store in front of Kawasen Station might be the best choice. It would be safe if you work there, since...”
“Since?”


  I shut my mouth at once.


  Since that was the place where Satsuki-san worked, so Satsuki-san could become your bodyguard...is what I wanted to say, when suddenly Satsuki-san appeared in my head and called my name, “Amaori?” with a huge smile, her hand grabbing my neck for some reason.


  



  I averted my gaze and answered, “Since, you know...there’s a rumour that female employees would be provided with a small gun…”


  “An urban legend like that exists?!”


  That was true. Since there was a female employee there who had a murderous aura comparable to a handgun…


  Hearing my far-fetched joke, Ajisai-san laughed and then let out a small sigh.


  “Even though I said that, of course I don’t have any time to work part-time.”
“Y-you don’t?”
“Yeah. It’s summer break after all. Since my mother had to work, I need to take care of my brothers in her place. Something like working, of course I can’t do that.”
“Is that so…”
“Both my parents are busy working so it can’t be helped. It has always been that way since a long time ago.”


  Should I say something like, “you must have it rough,” or not?


  Could I really sympathize with her problem that easily? While I was still pondering over what to say, Ajisai-san moved off the topic in the end.


  “Ah, sorry, I ended up saying something strange. Let’s play the game now, the game.”
“R-right.”


  It made me nervous when I heard others' household circumstances. My family was basically on good terms. My little sister was annoying, but I’m sure that she’s still in the okay category.


  Hearing stuff like this and that from someone with normal circumstances like mine might make things complicated.


  Since stuff like family is something that we should deal with by ourselves….. In the end, the only one who could take action was someone who grew up in that environment and understood the situation after all…


  ...so Ajisai-san had that kind of issue.


  



  Now, the main problem was whether I was being too defensive when facing this situation after all? No, I get it. It was just, could you give me a sign for this before I entered this kind of situation so I could prepare myself?! Or at least give me a cue card or something!


  When I casually took a huge damage on my own, something entered my sight.


  ….ooh?


  “Eeh? Kii-kun, what’s wrong?”


  It was Ajisai-san’s little brother! H-how small!


  His hair looked fluffy, and he emitted an aura like a small animal. How adorable. I wondered if he’d just entered elementary school. His face looked so innocent, he grabbed my heart in seconds. Even though this was our first meeting, why…?


  Ha…! This kid, he was an exact copy of Ajisai-san! His hair, and also his eyes, were just like Ajisai-san’s!


  I silently swore that I would protect him and shower him with love for the rest of my life! Renako Big Sis would definitely protect you….


  



  The little brother was clinging onto Ajisai-san’s legs.


  



  Ah, how dare he mindlessly touch Ajisai-san like that…! S-stop it! That was too much! Even though I’d never touched her legs before!


  Th-this brat, unforgivable! You really are full of yourself since you pulled Ajisai-san’s little brother's reincarnation gacha, eh?! Should I make you my little brother, huh?!


  When I almost got really serious with a little kid...another one appeared. This time it was a boy one size larger than the previous.


  Waa, waah, how adorable!


  So these two were Ajisai-san’s little brothers…


  “You too, Kou-kun? You want to join us? Geez, alright then. But first, greet this big sis properly, okay? Can you do it?”


  The little boys hid behind Ajisai Big Sister, seeming bashful while saying their greetings. The older one was a third-grader named Kouki-san. His little brother was a first-grader, Kippei-san.


  These guys shared the same DNA with Ajisai-san ever since they were born, which meant they were also superior living beings on the same level as her. I did my best from prostrating in front of them. While my imaginary peasant identities were having a violent fight inside my mind, Ajisai-san was talking to her little brothers.


  “That’s right, she’s the big sis I told you about before, the big sis who’s good at games. If you want to play with her, don’t be selfish and trouble her, okay? Can you do it? Promise? Remember that Renako big sis came here to play with Big Sister, okay?”


  Ajisai-san made them promise her and they nodded their heads. While still glued to Ajisai-san, they picked up the controllers.


  



  “I’m sorry, Rena-chan. Can you play along with them for a bit?”
“Yup, of course I don’t mind. We’d already talked about this before after all.”


  Yeah, this was my chance to show Ajisai-san my good side.


  We were playing a team-play TPS, third-person shooting game. It didn’t have an age restriction, and it was a game that could be played by both adults and children. A safe one.


  At first, I was worried whether the boys could grasp the rules or not...but then I remember that I’d totally played a lot when I was still a first-grader.


  But of course, compared to that time, my skills had improved greatly.


  Now, let’s do this…let's show them the skills of a serious adult!


  



  After a while—


  



  “Whoaaa! You’re so amazing, big sis!”
“Ah, hey! Kippei, it’s my turn next!”
“Eeh?! Hey, hurry and change with me!”
“The stage from before! Let’s do the stage from before!”


  Just like what Ajisai-san said, I was totally popular among the boys.


  For being so good at games, who’d ever think that I would end up like this...this moment might be the first time in my life where I was popular...


  Wait, it wasn’t my first time. Mai and Satsuki-san were fighting over me last time. Huh, wait, that one was a bit different, I think?


  Anyway, both Kouki-san and Kippei-san were really excited right now, so much that their shyness from earlier felt unreal.


  Was it okay like this, considering I was doing nothing but gaming? Just playing a game like this?


  



  “I’m sorry, Rena-chan. You ended up accompanying these two.”
“No, don’t mind it, really. It’s fun after all, so you don’t have to worry!”


  I wasn’t being fake polite since playing games with others like this was a huge event for me. It had nothing to do with whether the opponents were kids or weaklings since I still enjoyed it. But I think it was hard for Ajisai-san, who lived her life surrounded by people, to understand things like this…


  “You can stop whenever you want, okay? And then we can go to my room after.”
“Ah, okay….. Huuh?!”


  Ajisai-san’s room…? Could it be, that kind of room, a place where Ajisai-san slept everyday….?! (the late 7th time)


  



  So it meant she was inviting me to that place...huh, was this real? It was like...it was like we were friends!


  My heart beat faster in an instant. Almost impatient, I focused my gaze on the screen before me.


  However, when should I put an end to this? I had no clue.


  



  



  “Hey, Kou-kun, Kii-kun, we’re heading to my room, so do it in moderation, okay?”
“Eeeh, just a bit more!”


  



  “Rena-chan, today I baked a cheesecake, do you want to eat some?”
“Ah, p-please! After we finish this match!”


  



  “Hey, it’s time for you guys to do your summer homework!”
“I already did mine in the morning!”
“Me! It’s my turn next! Kippei―!”


  



  I was carried away with the mood and we kept playing, until—


  Ajisai-san lost her cool.


  



  



  “GEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEZ!!!!!!!!”


  
    
      [image: ]
    

  


  Eh?


  At that moment, I felt like the world had stopped.


  Everything froze. I couldn’t even breathe.


  The voice just now...was that Ajisai-san…?


  The next thing was the fight inside me. I definitely didn’t want to see something horrifying but at the same time, I should be reacting with something. So I meekly craned my neck.


  When I looked in her direction, Ajisai-san was shaking her fist up and down and her entire face was red.


  So the yell earlier r-really came from Ajisai-san…!


  My heart thudded rapidly. It was my first time seeing Ajisai-san letting out a loud voice other than during music class. Since there was no one in class who dared to not listen to her…


  



  The pouting big sister grabbed Kouki-san and Kippei-san’s heads like clutching two watermelons.


  “Geez! It’s only Kou-kun and Kii-kun since earlier! Even though I also looked forward to today, why won’t you two fulfill your promise! You guys promised that it was only until three, right?! You promised me to not do this for too long, right?! Geez!!”


  



  I was stunned. It felt like seeing your teacher suddenly snapping in the middle of a quiet class.


  Kouki-san and Kippei-san were…


  Ah, they kept playing! They totally looked like they were used to this situation and not listening to her at all?!


  Eeh, what was this? Before, Ajisai-san did say something like this...that she was a big sister who often got angry easily. Eh, that wasn’t only an urban legend? It was totally an everyday thing?


  “You two, are you listening to me?! Big sister is angry, you know?! Geez!”


  Ajisai-san kept grumbling and lost her patience. She snatched the controllers from their hands. Her little brothers did not back down easily and fought back while wailing.


  It was another household’s sibling fight…


  Hawa, hawawawa…


  Seeing the situation unfold in front of me, my mind was already overloaded and I couldn’t think of anything.


  As I was still frozen stiff, not knowing what to do, Ajisai-san put her brothers back in their room.


  “Geez…...geez……!”


  What was left was Ajisai-san’s rough breathing and her disheveled hair.


  I could only see her back. I couldn’t see what kind of face she had on right now.


  Ee, errr…..


  I was struck with such nervousness I thought she would totally get angry if I let out any sound right now.


  If by any chance I received her anger, even just one percent of it, it would be like a little lamb who disobeyed God. It would be the end of me.


  Cold sweat flowing down my body, I did a seiza obediently on the sofa.


  “....Rena-chan.”


  My body was trembling.


  “Y-yes…”


  I no longer cared about who was the wrong one in this situation. The most important thing was how to free myself from this awkward mood. For now, let’s wait for the right timing to do a dogeza.


  Slowly, Ajisai-san covered her face with both palms.


  Her ears that were slightly showing looked red.


  “.....I’m sorry for showing you things like that……”


  Uuhhhh…. What should I do now?


  “Eeeh, what were you talking about?” “Actually I hadn’t paid attention since I was playing a game! Ehe!”


  Saying that while sticking out my tongue was an option, but considering my current stats, there were some other options that I couldn’t choose no matter what.


  “Y-yeah...i-it’s okay…”


  Not even some gag to melt the situation, I just nodded my head.


  After that, Ajisai-san’s voice was becoming smaller than usual.


  



  “How embarrassing…………………….”


  Aaaaaaaaaaaaaaahhh………………


  Ajisai-san was embarrassed…!!


  



  “D-don’t mind it, really!”


  I couldn’t let this keep going! Ajisai-san who got embarrassed was totally adorable though. But if I let her heart be wounded like this, I also felt pain in my own heart!


  I resolved myself to ignore any shame I would put myself into and tried to support her.


  “Hey, uh, I also like that! I fought a lot with my little sister! We totally cursed and insulted each other! Being siblings is like being in a love-hate relationship, right?! So I’m sure that you’re also the same! Right? Right?”
“.............uuu…………….”
“Of course people have different faces between home and school, right?! Even I act differently when I’m at school and home, like, totally different! (just stating the truth). Honestly that was a bit surprising but that was totally okay, so….uh, that’s why, uh, err, it’s okay! Totally okay!”


  



  But…


  No matter how many times I tried to encourage her, Ajisai-san’s sparkle didn’t come back until my time in her house was up.


  In fact, the harder I tried to encourage her, the worse her condition became.


  It was a vicious cycle….!


  



  “H-how delicious! This cake is very delicious! This tastes crazy good, right, Ajisai-san, right?!!”
“Yeah…….”


  In this situation, I couldn’t really fully taste Ajisai-san’s specialty cheesecake. What a waste, even death sounded better……


  



  ***


  



  “I’m home………………”
“Welcome back.”


  Right after I returned, I collapsed onto the sofa like a corpse.


  Uuh, how tiring…..


  Who’d ever think that cheering up people could be so difficult and take up almost all of my energy? It was like completing a blood transfusion to an injured person, I no longer had any blood left in my body.


  “What’s wrong?”


  My little sister asked me, sitting in the dining room, playing her phone as I groaned like a zombie.


  “Didn't you visit Ajisai-senpai’s house?”
“I did, but…..”


  My arms and legs still lazily stretched out on the sofa, I only shifted my face to look at her.


  “The truth is―”


  At first, I kinda felt lost on whether to tell her or not, but in the end, I spilled everything to her. It was easy for me to speak to her, and she was also good at listening to others…


  “Funfun.”


  As I was in the middle of playing with Ajisai-san, her little brothers joined us and refused to stop playing, and she ended up getting angry. After that, Ajisai-san’s mood took an extreme turn and the situation didn’t improve at all.


  While still clutching her phone, my little sister grinned like she’d already figured out the reason.


  “I see. It seemed like Ajisai-senpai was really looking forward to spending her time with you.”
“......huh?”


  Listening to her unexpected answer, it made me wonder if she totally didn’t listen to my story.


  My little sister easily overcame my thoughts.


  “Because, the reason she was mad was because her little brothers were interrupting her time with you, right?”
“Eeeh….?”


  No, that was...huh?


  “It wasn’t something like she exploded since she kept holding back her annoyance towards her little brothers?”
“Did she look like someone like that to you?”


  That was true!


  “Th-then...it was something like, since Ajisai-san was kind, she didn’t want to inconvenience her guest or something and then she felt bad?”
“Well, that's also possible.”


  Seeing my little sister easily accepting my reason, a cold wind blew inside my heart.


  When I realized that deep down, I wanted my little sister to gently answer me with, “That’s not true, since Ajisai-senpai really regards you as her special person♡”, it was the moment I felt huge despair in my heart. Let’s just die.


  “But well, I think it’s true that she was getting a bit strained. Ajisai-senpai had been looking after her little brothers since the start of summer break after all.”
“That really is the problem, huh…”


  …..hm? Why would this little sister know about that….? Even though today was my first time knowing that…. Could it be that they...got in touch?


  



  “It would be totally impossible for me if I was told to look after my big sister all the time like that.”
“The roles are totally reversed though?!”


  My little sister shrugged like she deemed me hopeless. What an impudent face. She was totally different from Ajisai-san’s cute brothers. I wanted to exchange her with them.


  No…….well, those boys also looked like a lot of work.


  Laying my face down onto the couch, I muttered, “Can’t go anywhere during summer break, huh…”


  



  I wondered how it felt. I tried to imagine her feelings, but couldn’t seem to. 


  I was a shut-in in the first place. That kind of situation wasn’t something uncomfortable for me…


  Aah, but it would be extremely hard for me if I had to spend my entire day with my little sister. What if I couldn’t have time alone by myself…? I would dry up.


  I took my phone from my bag and scrolled through it randomly.


  At a glance, it looked like I was wasting my time, but the truth was I could recover my MP while playing with my phone like this… Smartphones were the modern-day MP-recovery potion.


  That was when Ajisai-san’s name suddenly flashed on the screen.


  



  …….huh?


  Ha….! Eh? T-this was…?!


  A call!


  



  I hurriedly leapt up, nearly running out of the living room to answer her call.


  



  “Hello...Rena-chan?”


  Ajisai-san’s sweet voice.


  “Ah, yes, it’s me, Amaori Renako.”
“Um...I’m sorry for earlier.”


  I breathed a sigh of relief.


  Her voice when she was apologizing sounded calm, and it didn’t sound like she was dejected.


  She might have already made up with her little brothers after I went home. That was great. I was glad.


  “No, don’t mind it.”


  I really didn’t feel bothered at all. That was the truth.


  “Even though you went out of your way to visit our house, I showed you something unsightly like that…”
“Th-that’s not true. I got to see another side of you. Somehow, it was, like, quite refreshing, so I enjoyed it!”
“I’m really sorry.”


  Hearing her apologizing over and over, I felt a twinge in my heart.


  Ajisai-san’s voice really showed her emotion. I could sense that she was crestfallen just like how easy it was to understand when she was delighted.


  “You really don’t have to…”


  Since I was always troubling you in our everyday lives. 


  If only I could make you understand how your existence was salvation for me. I would even sacrifice one or two arms just for her sake, and it still wouldn’t be enough.


  Well, if I told her that, I was sure that it would only bother her more, so I wouldn’t say that to her… She had no use of my arms after all…


  Nonetheless, hearing her depressed voice born from guilt towards this lowly me gave me unbearable pain in my chest. That was why I did my best to answer her in a cheerful tone.


  “That’s why, yup, you don’t have to mind it! Let’s hang out again next time!”
“Yeah…”


  Guuh, so this response was also a failure…


  



  Could it be that she was thinking the same thing could happen for the second time…? What could I do to ease up Ajisai-san’s wounded heart…? What were the other things I was capable of…?


  Just before I opened my mouth and said, “Ajisai-san, I’ll give you ten thousand yen!”, Ajisai-san spoke up again.


  “That’s right, I’ve decided…”


  Oo…? The air had changed.


  She didn’t need my ten thousand yen. She was strong enough to stand up again on her own two feet by her own power. As expected from our Ajisai-san.


  Feeling the improvement, I jumped ahead of myself.


  “Eh, what is it, what is it?”
“Umm, you see.”


  Ajisai-san sounded like she was telling me her most important, top secret plan.


  With an adorable voice, she whispered,


  



  “I’ve decided, that I’m going to run away from home.”


  



  Hee……..


  Run away, eh….


  ……………..huh?!


  W-wait, wait a min―eeeeeehhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhh?!?!?!


  



  ***


  



  Ajisai-san planned to depart tomorrow on the first train.


  And it seemed that she was serious.


  



  I had no idea what I could say to her. At that moment, I’d thoughtlessly responded with, “You’ll make everyone worried……” and she lightheartedly replied, “It’s okay, it’s okay.”


  She really was determined to do this.


  



  “Don’t worry, it will be okay. It’s not like I’m doing this out of desperation, okay?”


  Hearing her nonchalant voice, I couldn’t say anything other than inaudible mumblings.


  



  That night, I couldn’t sleep at all and just rolled around in my bed.


  Ajisai-san…


  She’d said that she wasn’t doing it out of desperation...but still, I wondered if it was out of her stubbornness…


  



  For Ajisai-san who always considered things carefully, her behavior just now was far from her usual self. Little Sister had already said this before, but was it really the results of her accumulated stress…?


  Uuh.


  Would things have gotten better if I had said something back then?


  Things like, you would trouble your family, or I’m sure your little brothers already reflected a lot…


  If I’d said those clever-sounding stuff, and by any chance triggered Ajisai-san’s guilt, would she have stopped herself from doing this…(let’s put aside the question whether I could manage to do it for real or not)


  Ajisai-san was very kind. She was someone who put others above herself.


  ...but, if I’d said that, it would’ve restrained herself again, and she would’ve made that disheartened face. Sounding lonely, she would probably have said, “You’re right...it’s just like what you said. I lost my cool for a bit back then” with a weak smile.


  When I imagined that scene, my chest instantly felt pain. Ugh I probably would’ve died if I’d seen that for real…


  If she properly had a talk with her family, gave up her initial plan, and the same thing happened again, I was sure Ajisai-san would just endure it.


  Since she prioritized others’ happiness rather than her own happiness…


  Uuuuhh.


  I kept scratching my head while twisting and turning in my bed.


  



  If it was to blow some fuse, why didn’t you pick karaoke, or the batting center! Why would you choose to run away from home? Ajisai-san!


  That would be dangerous!


  Ajisai-san travelling alone, that was definitely risky! Wherever her destination was, she would be hit on by random guys! She would have an adventurous summer by herself!


  



  If she met a guy who spouted some kind words and became charmed by him, then fell in love, she would come home looking more mature than before…


  No, nope, that one was still tolerable.


  



  What if the one who talked to her was some kind of trash? Or maybe someone like a wicked woman who loved to play with a maiden’s heart, someone who would then mercilessly dump Ajisai-san?!


  



  Wicked Woman: Hey girl, are you alone? Eh, running away? That must be rough. Wanna come over? It’ll be okay. I won’t do anything, so you don’t have to worry♡.
Ajisai: Eeh, is it really okay? Yaay, thank you♪.


  



  I won’t let that happen!!!!


  Ajisai-san who was kind and had no sense of wariness would get eaten!


  



  Once the summer break was over, she would come to school looking like a ganguro gyaru, with her uniform buttons unbuttoned, showing her cleavage and greeting us, “Wakey, wakey ♪” in a liberating tone.


  And when the school day was done, the lively gyaru Ajisai-san would say something like, “Ah sorry~♪ I have a date with my third girlfriend after this~♪” and I would only be able to look at her back retreating further away.


  This was the end…


  Even though we’d finally become friends...she would end up being corrupted by some bad pests and become the fallen angel…


  After that, Ajisai-san would drop out of school, and we wouldn’t be able to meet and we would never hang out together again…


  I definitely didn’t want that!


  I didn’t have the confidence to spend my high school days without Ajisai-san! Since Mai and Kaho-chan were often together with other groups anyway! I didn’t have anyone to talk to! Who? Satsuki-san?! Satsuki-san never even speaks a word!


  I felt like my head was going to explode. I cocooned myself inside my blanket.


  No, I didn’t want that. Don’t go, Ajisai-san...don’t abandon me…


  Please be with me forever…


  Forever by my side, being the Ajisai-san who always talks to me whenever I look lonely since I didn’t have anyone to talk with…


  Uuh, sob, sob…


  



  



  I spent that night almost without any sleep―


  ―and then, the next day came.


  



  ***


  



  “Eh?”


  It was the early morning, early enough that the cicadas haven’t even started crying yet.


  The summer wind felt lukewarm under the white sky, without anyone’s presence.


  In that setting, Ajisai-san had just arrived at the station, a bag on her back. She widened her eyes.


  “Rena-chan?”


  Surprise, it’s me.


  “H-heya, Ajisai-san.”


  Flashing a worn-out smile, I waved my hand lightly.


  “Rena-chan, why are you here…?”


  I had hurriedly packed my clothes and other stuff inside a bag and carried it on my shoulder. We looked just like friends who were meeting at the prearranged meetup point before traveling together.


  Well, I was doing this one-sidedly though…


  



  “No, you see, somehow I suddenly had an urge to travel somewhere…”


  Since she had planned to board the first train, I had no other choice but to leave my house one hour early and walk towards this station.


  “But then I got a bit anxious when I thought I would be going alone! So I had an idea, what if I just tagged along with you…!”


  Aha, ahahaha, I let out a dry laugh.


  Ajisai-san didn’t move even an inch, her gaze still fixated on me.


  ...w-was this really pushing it after all?


  “Rena-chan.”


  Uh, I didn’t want to hear this.


  



  I had intended to not be a burden to Ajisai-san, and ended up in this awkward situation…


  ...but, at least, I had also hardened my resolve to do this properly and came here.


  Both good and bad things. I had thought to just leave everything in this town.


  Since Ajisai-san had said that she wanted to run away, what I could do was to let her do whatever she wanted to do. Ajisai-san was someone who always treated people around her kindly and helped whoever needed her help after all.


  I couldn't bring myself to say something logical like, “If you’re suddenly gone, you would trouble your family” to that kind of Ajisai-san.


  



  Ajisai-san wasn’t someone who wished for benevolence from her good deeds, but the world that didn’t treat Ajisai-san the way she treated others had no worth in my eyes.


  That was why!


  I would let Ajisai-san do whatever she wanted! I would make sure that Ajisai-san wouldn’t wind up in trouble, that I would be by her side to protect her!


  It was settled then!


  



  No, well, half of it came from my own desire, that I didn’t want her to leave me!


  ...and that was how it went, but—


  Ajisai-san looked down and hadn’t said anything since earlier.


  If she answered with, “No, you’re a nuisance, go home ♪ I’m looking forward to my own adventurous summer on my own after all ♪” I would totally lose my mind.


  



  I timidly peeked at her reaction.


  Ajisai-san who had her backpack on her shoulders―


  ―with a face that looked like she was sorry, held my hands.


  “I’m sorry, Rena-chan...for making you worried like this. But, are you really okay with this…?”


  



  If she was staring from a lower angle like this, I was sure that no one in this world could resist her charm, that it would make anyone dizzy.


  Ajisai-san was wishing for me to stay with her―


  My cheeks felt hot in an instant.


  “O-of course! I have nothing to do anyway! Rather than sitting idly in my home, I’d rather have a trip together with you since it would definitely be fun―”


  Before I managed to finish my words, she pulled me into a tight hug.


  Ajisai-san is! Hugging me!


  U, uwaaahhh….


  My breath stopped. My heart raced, and my vision flickered.


  In my ear, Ajisai-san whispered, “Thank you, Rena-chan.”


  



  “Y-yes…..”


  



  ―and with this, together with Ajisai-san, we boarded the first train, and departed towards an unknown town.


  



  



  Two high-school girls headed towards their adventurous summer together.


  



  I had taken out my savings, but judging by the budget, it was only enough for three days and two nights...could I really protect her during this time…


  No, it wasn’t about whether I could or couldn’t. I would definitely protect her even if my life was on the line!


  …….uuh, I felt uneasy about the whole thing after all!
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    *****
  


  


  Sena Ajisai’s Story (3) - Things I’ve Always Wanted to Tell You


  This story is something that will happen later, a story from the future.


  It was on the train, when we returned to Tokyo from our trip.


  



  Ajisai smiled when she looked at Renako who sat next to her, nodding off.


  (This runaway trip had been pretty fun…)


  And that was thanks to Renako, since she had really stayed next to her.


  Playing table tennis, taking a dip in the hot spring together.


  Renako had listened to everything Ajisai wanted to say, whether it was about what troubled her, or that gloomy feeling inside her chest. That time when she called her family, she was able to become honest with herself...


  



  She was pretty surprised when Mai joined their trip midway, but that was also exciting. The three of them had walked along an unfamiliar beach, and it had felt like they went to an unfamiliar country.


  She was sure that she would be okay.


  (I’m really grateful for everything, Rena-chan.)


  She stroked Renako’s smooth hair, which felt nice to touch.


  No matter how many times she expressed her gratitude, it felt like it wasn't enough.


  She promised to herself that she would definitely repay her no matter through what form.


  Renako, fast asleep, leaned her head onto Ajisai’s shoulder.


  Feeling the sensation, Ajisai’s body tensed up, and she moved her hand over to Renako’s hand.


  Midway, she stopped.


  She gazed at the window, at the passing scenery outside.


  



  (From now on and forever, both of us...will stay as friends.)


  My precious friend.


  Your happiness is also my happiness.


  ―she was sure that these feelings would never change. She didn’t want these feelings to ever change.


  She moved her lips in a silent murmur. Ajisai once again closed her eyes.


  



  The train they had boarded was moving quickly towards their destination.


  


  Bringing a lot of memories, it returned the two girls back to their hometown.


  


  *****


  
  

  Chapter 2: A Trip Just Between Us is Plainly Impossible! (*It's Possible) - Part 1


  *****


  The first time I talked to Ajisai-san was the day after the entrance ceremony.


  It was a rainy morning.


  That day, I was getting ahead of myself since I had succeeded in talking to Mai the day before. At that time, I didn’t have anything to fear. 


  That was why when I saw Ajisai-san stuck in the train station near our school, looking troubled, I spoke to her.


  “If you’re okay with it, how about going together to school?” was what I said.


  With a confident smile, I took out the folded umbrella from my bag, sure that I’d invited her naturally. (Glorification)


  



  “Eh, is that okay? That makes me happy.”


  Under the rainy sky, the sight of Ajisai-san smiling was just like a scenery of hydrangea flowers amidst the drizzle. She was dazzling.


  



  And after that―


  



  “Please take care of me, Rena-chan.”


  After the classroom seat change, she ended up sitting behind me, and we naturally became friends.


  Since then, for me, Ajisai-san was the embodiment of my ideal.


  Both her adorable appearance and gentle personality really matched each other.


  She was one of the first people I knew right after entering high school, so that time I was alarmed, naturally thinking, “Eh, so high-schoolers other than me are angels?!”. But I was wrong. After some time, I could feel that Ajisai-san was special.


  



  She always helped me whenever I was in trouble.


  



  Like that time in physical education class, when I didn’t have anyone to pair with for the warm-up sessions, Ajisai-san saw me standing doing nothing, and came to me, offering her company, “I was troubled since I don’t have a partner. Will you pair up with me?” Just like that, she nearly put me on the verge of tears. That day, I vowed to treasure this person for the rest of my life. My chest was filled with devotion towards her, which made me wonder whether I had been a warrior who had sworn my allegiance to Princess Ajiasai in my past life.


  I never found someone else like her.


  I was even able to overcome my middle school trauma because of her.


  That was why I swore to protect this lovely flower to the end.


  



  That was the form of determination that swirled inside my chest, as I stayed next to her in the swaying train.


  “This is my first time boarding the first train like this. It sure is empty, eh?”
“Y-you’re right.”


  It seemed that Ajisai-san had a place she wanted to go.


  First, we rode along the Keio-line and planned to get off at Shinjuku Station. Then we headed in a certain direction.


  



  “The thing is, I’m always looking at travel sites whenever I don’t have anything to do.”


  Both of us held our bags on our laps as we sat side by side. Ajisai-san showed me her phone. Her fingers were painted in adorable pink, and she pointed at her screen.


  On the screen was a list of numerous inns.


  “When I was planning for my solo trip, this app said it’d take around two hours until my destination. So, I thought about what I should do for two hours by myself. Reading a book, or spending my time fantasizing how my trip would go.”


  Ajisai-san said a word like “fantasizing” so naturally like it was something you could say in front of people. This social recluse was getting taught the way to use words properly by the real outgoing person.


  “Err, and how long until we reach our destination?”
“Umm, it’s going to be around two and half hours, I think?”
“I see. Okay then! Two and a half hours would pass by in a blink of an eye if we’re on our phones.”
“You’re right, and you are here with me too.”


  As we moved further from our hometown, Ajisai-san was smiling more naturally, and more often, compared to earlier.


  No, since we were talking about Ajisai-san, it was also possible that she was faking her cheerfulness out of consideration…


  Ah, crap. I suddenly figured out something I shouldn’t.


  



  “A train without other passengers is really refreshing, eh.”
“Th-that’s right. 


  I wanted to protect Ajisai-san and that was why I had spouted stuff like, “So you really are doing this? Alright then, tell me what time you plan to go, I’ll accompany you.” and forcefully pushed myself on her trip. 


  But what if Ajisai-san really had intended to have a solo trip to enjoy her time alone? What if she had planned everything in excitement since she thought she was going by herself…?


  If that really was the case, then we would head back after nothing dangerous happened, even though I struggled to protect her…...


  Ajisai-san would think, “Uwaah, why should I be considerate towards someone who can’t read the mood? That was exhausting….” and then my value would go down in her eyes and when we went home, my efforts would turn to nothing, right?! If Ajisai-san ended up hating me, I wouldn’t be able to spend the rest of my high-school life with her anyway, right?!


  Well, the most important thing was Ajisai-san’s safety after all, but still! Even so, as long as she was safe, I thought that spending my high school life alone wouldn’t be so bad...or not, of course not!


  



  I started trembling.


  



  Let’s improve the situation with some conversation.


  “T-today isn’t as hot as yesterday, eh! It feels better after all!”
“You’re right.”


  I thoughtlessly started a conversation about the weather since I didn't have any other ideas. Should I expand the topic by talking about the temperature, or the shape of the clouds…? No, stop it! You will totally end up in a disaster!


  When I tried my best to avoid the disaster, our train had arrived safely at Shinjuku Station. We stepped to the platform and when we started walking into the station, I raised my hand.


  “U-um, sorry! Is it okay if I go to the bathroom first?”
“Okaay, we still have time until our next train arrives, so you can take your time.”


  I walked to the bathroom by myself and took a breath.


  “Crap.”


  I covered my face with my palms.


  ―I totally didn’t have any idea how to talk with her.


  Wait, let’s calm down for a bit. What was my main objective?


  Protecting Ajisai-san was a given...right, the other thing was to make Ajisai-san enjoy this trip.


  In short, I should make her think that she was glad that she let Amaori Renako join her trip!


  Fufun, if that was the case, the thing I should do next was simple.


  Lead the conversation smartly like Mai, show my intelligence like Satsuki-san, and joke around like Kaho-chan, which would lead to Ajisai-san never feeling bored when she was with me.


  



  As if I could do that!


  



  You’re aiming too high! Just lower your bar more! Let’s just make it so Ajisai-san could arrive home safely, as the goal. Yeah, let’s just do that.


  It would be okay...Ajisai-san wouldn’t hate me no matter how pathetic I am...I didn’t have any basis to back up this theory though…


  Either way, reality didn’t have the kind of feeling gauge like games, so I couldn’t really make sure whether she was really enjoying herself or not…


  Assuming Ajisai-san thought that being with me was boring, she would surely fake her emotions and say, “This is fun, eh,” without me knowing anything… But if there was some sort of feeling gauge around and I could figure out her true feelings, it would be another kind of hell though, so I would actually be better without those!


  But wait, let’s think about this from another standpoint.


  Ajisai-san was someone always overly considerate with people. If by any chance she sensed that I didn’t enjoy my time, she would surely say, “As I thought, you forced yourself to be with me after all…” right?!


  Th-that wouldn’t do…!


  



  Fun, having fun...hehe, hehehe...see, I can have fun. This is a trip where I can have Ajisai-san to myself, you know? Hehe, see, I smiled, Renako, was having fun to the fullest…


  There was a limit to this!


  



  I couldn’t, I couldn’t do this alone!


  That was it. I had to send an SOS sign.


  He-lp-me.


  After I sent it, the reply came quickly although it was still early in the morning.


  



  Satsuki: What is it? Is there a zombie outbreak happening?


  Aah, as expected from Satsuki-san, my friend!


  I quickly typed a reply.


  Renako: Satsuki-san! The truth is, Ajisai-san is currently running away from home! I can’t start a conversation! Help me!
Satsuki: Huh? Sorry, what?
Satsuki: There’s too much information in a single text.
Renako: So Ajisai-san intended to run away from home by herself, and then I decided to accompany her! Which means I will be together with her for a while! What should I do?!
Satsuki: What on earth are you doing…
Renako: I don’t know! I just went along with the mood!


  And after that, there was no response.


  I was flustered.


  Oh, my friend, Satsuki-san?! Where is your reply?! Are you going to abandon me?!


  Oh no...so Satsuki-san wasn’t my true friend after all…? This must be a lie… It meant that the one who had thought of us as friends was only me…? Even though we had kissed three times!


  So she didn’t care about me… She only wanted my body… I bet she was reading her lewd book and had already forgotten about me by now…


  



  I scrolled through my phone and arrived at another contact.


  ―Oozuka Mai.


  What if I consulted Mai about this?


  I ran away from home with Ajisai-san now...like that.


  But Mai was busy with her work right now. I couldn’t impose on her with something like this.


  Besides, I remembered that day when she hurriedly came home from France because of me.


  I, I couldn’t say this to her...I definitely couldn’t...she probably would listen to me with a smile plastered on her face, but when everything had ended, she would definitely indulge herself with my body… Just like what she had done that one time after things with Satsuki-san…!


  What about Kaho-chan...if it was Kaho-chan, she would surely listen to me, right…? I didn’t know. I really didn’t have any idea about Kaho-chan’s private life!


  



  This was the end. Was it really a sin, for a talentless and hopeless girl like me to try to become Ajisai-san’s power?


  That was a given. Someone like me trying to help an angel was out of question after all…


  I had already yielded myself to the situation and thought to show her my true colors when a message arrived from Satsuki-san.


  Eh, eh eh eh.


  She suddenly sent me four text files.


  



  Renako: What is this!
Satsuki: Things that could help you.
Satsuki: I wrote a few topics with few pointers.
Satsuki: Open that when you’re in trouble. 
Renako: Thank you, Satsuki-san! Friends are really your most precious treasure!
Renako: I’m very moved right now!
Renako: Thank you very much! I like you Satsuki-san! I love you! Satsuki-san is the best! My very best friend Satsuki-san! A lovely girl who thought of her family, losing in a Daifugo, making pasta, I’m so in love with you!(*)
Satsuki: Annoying…
Renako: Well then, I’m going to open the first one!
Satsuki: You really are cornered, eh.
(TL Note: * Renako’s line was a parody of a love song, that’s why it doesn’t really make sense)


  



  From the four files, I opened the first one.


  Inside the file, there was a single topic for what I should be talking about.


  [A talk about places you want to go]


  Ooh….an unexpectedly normal choice….


  Since this was something that Satsuki-san made, I thought that her topics would be something along the lines of, what is your favorite torture method? You see, as for me, ufufu, I love walking on the burning charcoal method♡.


  No, wait, this was okay. Normal was the best. I was grateful. Even I wanted to be normal if I could (sudden darkness). Normal was really the best! 


  



  Satsuki: But let me advise you about one thing.
Renako: Eh, what is it…? Scary…
Satsuki: It seems like you’re really concerned with Sena, but remember, humans are basically scum. Even Sena would surely show her human-like ugliness once she takes off her mask.
Renako: Eeeh?! That’s not true! Ajisai-san isn’t human, she’s an angel. She’s a whole different being, unlike us, people with terrible personalities!
Satsuki: Did you just group me and you together?
Renako: ………...😋
Satsuki: Well, whatever. What I wanted to say is, can you really accept every part of her, including her hidden side that you would never imagine, and still behave just like your usual self?
Renako: That’s a given, right! Since I love every part of her…
Satsuki: Loving every part of a human is plainly impossible though.


  That was Satsuki-san’s declaration.


  Satsuki: That’s why, you should stop looking at the Sena inside your imagination. Open your eyes and see the real Sena before you.
Renako: Err...okay, I understand.
Satsuki: That’s it from me. Well then, good luck.


  And that was the end of our conversation.


  So, Satsuki-san was basically saying that I shouldn’t push my ideal version of Ajisai-san, right… “Loving every part of a human is plainly impossible”, eh. Those words from Satsuki-san remained inside my chest.


  



  That was reasonable, since Mai and Satsuki-san had things they liked and hated about each other, which was a given.


  ...which meant it also could happen with Ajisai-san. For me who hadn’t reached the proper level of being a person with a bright personality, I couldn’t see that side of her at all.


  



  Ah, this wasn’t good. I was making Ajisai-san wait. I should go now.


  I trotted out from the washroom, and after a while I saw the gorgeous beauty in front of me.


  Uwaah, how cute. It was Ajisai-san. She was really adorable!


  



  “S-sorry for making you wait, Ajisai-san.”
“Nah, it’s alright.”


  Happiness flooded me the moment she showed me her smile. Ah, as I thought, Ajisai-san wasn’t someone capable of having bad qualities inside her! Geez, Satsuki-san was really a worry-wart! Ajisai-san was flawless! A perfect girl! A great angel! 


  



  I, who already had these files in my hands, had nothing to fear!


  I was currently in the middle of the best situation ever. What should I worry about? I was with Ajisai-san right now, and it made me afraid? What a joke, I must be lacking faith if I felt like that.


  



  “Well then, let’s go.”
“Ah yeah, umm, err.”


  Aa, aaah, Ajisai-san walked ahead of me. The topic, the conversation…


  



  Walking inside the Shinjuku Station, I couldn’t get the timing right to start a conversation. Even though I already had topics on hand…! Geez, Satsuki-san, it’s not enough if you don’t include how to start the conversation!


  Ajisai-san, who looked more motivated than usual, walked at a quick pace. I had no idea where we were headed, so I obediently followed after her like a duckling…


  We exited the ticket gate and then climbed up the stairs.


  After walking along a narrow passage, we arrived at a platform for the Odakyu-line.


    


  “Err, where are we heading to, Ajisai-san?”
“Fufu.”


  Behind the white line on the platform, we finally stood side by side. Looking at her playful smile that looked like one from a mischievous kid, I guessed that her answer would be something like, “We’re going to a world where it’s only me and Rena-chan.” Huh, so we were going on a trip to heaven then. But if it was with Ajisai-san, it would be okay, I thought with a smile.


  But it seemed that my guess was wrong.


  “Alright then, a question for Rena-chan.”
“Eh? Ah, okay.”


  The Ajisai quiz had started its first question. Huh, if you answered it right, would it increase Ajisai-san’s favorability level toward you as the reward?!


  “Where is the place that I’ve always wanted to go?”
“Ee? I wonder where… Umm, Nezumi Land?”
“Bu-bu. Well then, a hint. A place where I can relax.”
“A place for relaxing… Eh, we’re not going to Kyoto, right? Places like temples…”
“Bu-bu. Time for the true answer then~”


  



  Looked like my guesses were wrong and the time was up. Our train arrived, and when the doors opened, Ajisai-san merrily stepped inside the train.


  Ajisai-san turned around, her skirts swaying.


  “The answer is hot springs, Rena-chan.”


  What came to my mind was a professional online player who didn’t appear on the offline competition.


  That was the degree of how devastated I became with her answer.


  Along with the restoration of my brain, mainly for the conversation function, I widened my eyes in surprise.


  



  “H-hot springs?!”
“Yup. Ah, I already reserved seats for us. Let’s sit.”
“Awawawa.”


  Ajisai-san pulled my hand, leading me into the train.


  I still had no idea where this train was heading. But since she had said she wanted to go to a hot spring, we probably were going there, huh…


  So...I was going to a hot spring with Ajisai-san...we were going… I hadn’t prepared my mind yet but was going anyway…


  So this was what it meant to become agitated. While my feelings were still in jumble, we arrived at our seats. Ajisai-san put down her bag, and flashed a smile.


  “Rena-chan, you too.”
“Ah, yeah.”


  I stood still, and then it hit me.


  So, things were already escalating this much and we came this far… The fact that I was in the middle of  “running away together with Ajisai-san” kicked in. 


  The moment I boarded this limited express train, I was departing further from my hometown…


  If we wanted to turn back, now would be the last chance, was what I thought.


  



  “Rena-chan?”


  Ajisai-san tilted her head slightly, like she was asking, “Will you go to heaven with me?” 


  Eei! What were you doing, getting frightened like that! This was not the time for that, Renako!


  Remember what Ajisai-san had done for you up until now! This is how you repay her kindness! Whatever happens, I couldn't leave Ajisai-san alone!


  I grabbed Ajisai-san’s shoulders when she gestured for me to have the window seat.


  “Fuee?”


  Then I forcefully made her sit on the window seat.


  “Because today is Ajisai-san’s day!”


  It was a bit embarrassing, so I turned my face away while telling her that. It wasn’t like I was trying to look good in front of her...it was just something like my form of resolve!


  



  Ajisai-san looked taken aback for a while, and then like a blossoming flower, she smiled.


  “Thank you, Rena-chan.”


  Uuuh, she was so cute…


  “N-no, it’s okay.”


  I also set down my bag right next to my feet. I took out the stuff I needed for the trip like a power bank, and other things. I tried to look occupied so I could hide my burning cheeks.


  Ajisai-san gazed out the window, and then giggled.


  “Sitting on the window seat, eh, it sure has been a while. Whenever we go on a family trip, this seat would belong to my little brothers after all. The truth is, I’ve always wanted to sit here.”


  Judging by the volume of her voice, I didn’t know whether she was talking to herself, or to me.


  I checked up on her, and she also turned around. Our eyes met.


  “Hey, what do you think, Rena-chan?”


  I had no clue how I should answer her.


  So, I was being my stupidly honest self.


  “E-err… I don’t know.”


  She didn’t look like she despised my answer. Instead, she smiled.


  “I see, is that so.”
“Yeah...”


  The train began to leave the station.


  



  For a while, both of us didn’t say anything and Ajisai-san just stared at the outside scenery.


  R-right, the topics.


  It would be okay, I could do this. I had Satsuki-san supporting me.


  “H-hey, hey.”
“Hmm?”
“If you could go anywhere, is there any place you want to go?”
“Some place I would like to go, eh? Is it okay if it's fantasy-like? Something like a wonderland?”
“Eh, I don’t know…”
“You don’t?!”


  There were no rules inside the file…


  “Eeh, but, let’s see, I think I would like to see some western castles. Places like Neuschwanstein Castle, or Windsor Castle.”
“Aah, right, castles would be awesome! They look like they have something like a treasure chest inside after all!”


  Hey, Satsuki-san, things weren’t going well at all though! Why hadn’t you considered my low response to conversation ability when you made this?! I really had no idea about castles other than stuff that appeared in the RPGs!


  I wondered if Ajisai-san sensed that I had trouble responding, because she continued the conversation by herself, “Aside from that, I also want to try to go to Comiket…? That event.”


  “Comic Market?!”


  Ajisai-san replied with a laugh, “Right, that one.”


  



  I only liked to game, so I didn’t really know stuff like anime and manga. I did have a few series I liked, but I enjoyed it in modesty.


  B-but, if by any chance, Ajisai-san liked anime, then, I-I would try to get into it so we could enjoy it together… Something we could talk about, just between me and Ajisai-san…!


  I’d never thought that the topics from Satsuki-san could make me feel like this...thank you, Satsuki-san… Friends are really your most precious treasure… Our friendship would last for eternity…


  So I pretended to take a sudden interest, but on a casual level, and asked her.


  “Umm, you said that you wanted to try going to Comiket. Are you interested in that kind of stuff, then?”


  I waited for Ajisai-san’s answer a bit nervously.


  She looked a bit embarrassed.


  “Yeah. I often see cosplayers on the news, and I think they’re very cute. And so, I thought that I wanted to see them in person.”
“I see!”


  That was dangerous. That was practically a trap. It was a trap for otaku. Wait, it was only in my head. Even if Ajisai-san knew that I was an otaku, I was sure that she would accept me with a kind smile…


  “I’m quite busy this year so it would be impossible for me to go, but I want to go one day!”


  Cosplay, eh…


  “Speaking of which, I really want to see Ajisai-san cosplay.”
“Eeh?”


  She placed her hands on her cheeks, looking embarrassing. Cute.


  “But cosplaying is for people who like a certain series, right? Ah, if that’s the case, I think I would like to try the Magical Girl show that usually airs every Sunday morning. Their costumes are pretty cute.”


  I see. Since she had little brothers, of course she would accompany them to watch the Kamen Rider series, which meant she also ended up seeing the magical girls show that aired after that.


  Eh, Ajisai-san cosplaying as a magical girl? That would be very adorable… I really wanted to see it… Ajisai-san wearing a frilly skirt… Hey hey, that would be outrageous…


  “You see, I have this one favourite character, but she just appeared in the middle of the story, and then―”


  After that, I listened to Ajisai-san talk about that certain show.


  When I saw Ajisai-san talk about a magical girl show that was intended for an audience of little girls, it made me think that it was really worth it to tag along with her runaway trip.


  Having an adorable person talk about an adorable thing really doubled the cuteness, eh…


  In a certain train that went further from the metropolitan area, in a certain corner, the most gentle atmosphere in the world was created.


  A trip with only Ajisai-san really was the best!


  



  ***


  



  “Rena-chan, we’re arriving soon.”
“Ha!”


  I had fallen asleep. I couldn’t really sleep last night, so this was inevitable… I quickly wiped my mouth.


  “I-I’m sorry, Ajisai-san.”


  “No, it’s okay. I also slept a bit after all.” Ajisai-san answered while laughing, looking a bit bashful. If I had seen Ajisai-san in the state where she had just woken up, I wouldn’t be able to keep my sanity, I bet…


  We grabbed our bags, and then got off the train.


  The view from the platform was practically nothing. The ticket gate looked pretty retro, and the atmosphere wasn’t like a place for some tourism activity.


  How should I put this, it was practically…


  “What a deserted place, eh.”
“Eh?! Is it okay to say that?”
“Ahaha, since that’s the truth.”


  No, well, it was just as she said… But I thought this was a place she had longed to go…


  



  In this town, I could feel the sea breeze, which reminded me of that one time I went to Odaiba. That time, the one who walked beside me was Mai, though.


  Right now, the one next to me was Ajisai-san. While holding her hair against the wind, she stood while gazing at something far away, something that wasn’t here.


  I wanted to keep staring at her profile without saying anything, but we would be suspected as fishy people if we stood here doing nothing. So I spoke to her.


  “Err, so your destination is around here?”
“Yeah, today we’re staying at the nearby inn.”
“I see.”


  Ajisai-san glanced at the clock in the station’s plaza.


  “It’s noon already. I’m getting hungry. How about we look for a restaurant?”
“Sure!”


  It looked like we didn’t have many choices, so we stood before the udon store in the front of the station.


  The customers were sitting here and there, so Ajisai-san and I went for counter seats and sat next to each other. With her delicate shoulder so close to mine, I was desperately trying to control my emotions.


  “Ah, do you like udon, Ajisai-san?”
“Yeah, I like it. I basically like noodle-based dishes. Ah, but I can’t really enter these kinds of stores by myself.”
“I get that!”


  Even though I agreed with her, the truth is I was the type who could easily eat by myself in these kinds of places…


  That was when, in the corner of my mind, Satsuki-san appeared with her sharp gaze.


  “Why are you lying? I already said it before, right?”


  I-it wasn’t like that! I did that unconsciously! I just went along with the flow and ended up agreeing with her! I didn’t mean it!


  I flusteredly trying to resolve the misunderstanding.


  “Nah, but I often eat ramen by myself, I think!”


  If by any chance after this Ajisai-san glared at me with cold eyes and said, “Why were you lying?” I think I would just bawl here.


  But that didn’t happen.


  “Hee, that’s amazing. Then, as long as I'm together with Rena-chan I can enter whatever store I want.”


  This could be interpreted as an indirect way to diss me, (Huh, you could enter whatever store by yourself, eh. What a lonely life lol.), but since it was Ajisai-san, of course she wouldn't mean it like that.


  “Of course!”


  



  Our udon was served. I’d ordered a cold kake-udon, while Ajisai-san had ordered kitsune-udon. She took a hair band from her bag and then tied up her hair. I could see her nape, and it made my heart skip a beat.


  “W-well, let’s eat then.”
“Let’s eat~”


  



  Still, a cute girl eating ramen with her hair tied up was really a sight, eh. Listen, this didn’t mean that I was a pervert, okay? I was just stating a general opinion from a general perspective!


  “This tastes great, eh?”
“Y-yeah.”


  That was dangerous. I had crossed the line where I wanted to be the noodle she was blowing gently on.


  Even though I was already used to having lunch together with everyone...having a meal together with just the two of us made me nervous. Perhaps I viewed something like this as another different thing, huh.


  



  It wasn’t the same as having tea together, or eating crepes after school. I wondered what made it different. Was doing an everyday thing like having a meal together with a friend something that embarrassing?


  I peeked at her, and then our eyes met.


  



  “Want a bite?”
“Th-that’s not it. I just, uh, just ended up looking at you. Sorry.”
“Why are you apologizing? Weird Rena-chan.”
“He, hehe.”


  This wasn’t good! I was slowly becoming more and more disgusting! I really wanted to have a proper conversation! What were proper conversations?!


  Satsuki-san’s second file, let me open it. We were still on the first day, and it had only been a few hours. This was bad, right? Right, this was really bad!


  



  The second file had this written on it.


  [Dreams about future.]


  A-as expected from Satsuki-san… It really was a proper topic. No one would look down on this kind of topic, since this topic was in a neutral zone, a normal thing to talk about… Even though Satsuki-san looked like she had no interest in conversing with people, she really showed off her ability in times like this. She was really someone essential in my life. 


  Without thinking further, I started the topic that Satsuki-san gave me. I became a robot controlled by a remote.


  



  “Do you have a dream for the future, Ajisai-san?”
“Eeh, a dream? I wonder.”


  While she moved her chopsticks, she laughed like she was troubled.


  “Dreams are pretty complicated, don’t you think?”


  She was right!


  “Do you have any, Rena-chan?”
“Me...let’s see.”


  I would like to avoid working for the rest of my life, have as little contact with other human beings as possible, live my life in solitude, and then die alone.


  I deleted the words inside my head quickly. I bet even Ajisai-san would be appalled if she heard something like that.


  



  “It would be great if I could feed myself through gaming, ahaha. It’s pretty popular right now, someone who streams gameplay, hahaha…”
“Eeh, sounds fun. That’s lovely.”


  Ajisai-san emitted a positive aura from her whole body as she smiled.


  



  If I was someone more naive than this, I would definitely think something along, “Th-this girl, she acknowledges my dream… Let’s aim to become the strongest game streamer in the world, and then I would make her my wife, hehehe…” and reach that kind of dangerous determination.  


  “B-but, well, I think it’s different now. Somehow, I want to do a lot of things, but I don’t know if I can do it well or no…!”
“Is that so? That’s wonderful. Hearing other people’s dreams is very interesting, eh?”


  Ajisai-san listened to me while maintaining her smile.


  I could hear the sound of my favorability rate increasing...hehe…


  



  “I was also the same, you see. Back then, I wanted to start my own confectionery store. Aside from that, I wanted to become a mature lady, I think.”
“M-mature lady?”
“You must be puzzled, right? What kind of thing is that? Back then, I thought that the ladies I met who walked with a straight back looked very cool, even though I didn’t know what their jobs were. I just thought that wearing suits and high-heels while walking around the city was something awesome.”


  It was a childhood dream after all. For Ajisai-san who was already mature like this, I tried to imagine her dashing appearance like that, and I ended up drowning in excitement. Ajisai Big Sis…!


  



  “But, the truth is, I think it hasn't changed that much even now.”


  Ajisai-san picked up her bowl with her hands, and then sighed.


  “Sometimes I think about it, that I want to grow up and become an adult. Treat people with kindness, have courage, and be able to do everything.”
“Is that what you meant by wanting to change when we called last time?”
“That’s right. For now, it’s my main goal, I think. The finish line looks still far away though…”


  From my perspective, Ajisai-san was a perfect being. But she thought that she was still lacking and acknowledged that, which pushed her to do better.


  “Well,” Ajisai-san continued with a laugh. “I was not good at all, since I nagged my little brothers, got mad, and ran away from home.”


  “I-it happens sometimes! It’s impossible for humans to keep doing their best without any rest!”
“Rena-chan is really a good girl, eh… Since you keep encouraging this hopeless me….”


  Her smile was transient, like it would vanish in a flash!


  But why?! Wait a minute!


  



  “No, that’s not what I meant! Me, for example! I’m totally not good. You encouraged that hopeless side of me, but it was still not enough! Since I tire quickly, I properly rest when I need to rest, and when I don’t need to do my best, I totally slack off!”


  I had zero trust in myself. I would lose courage at critical moments. I was someone who could betray someone else suddenly after all!


  



  “So you understand your own capability. That’s amazing, Rena-chan.”


  I wasn’t talking about that though!


  “I buried myself inside my bed for a whole day, you know?!”
“Rest when you need to rest. It’s important.”
“I lazily game, procrastinate, and leave my homework to the next day!”
“You have something you are passionate about. How envious.”


  No matter how much I slandered myself, somehow Ajisai-san’s self-esteem kept decreasing. She only praised me no matter what I said!


  I really longed for the dark Ajisai    now!


  At this rate, my body would become obliterated by my own guilt. I really need to do something.


  “I beg you, Ajisai-san...please shower me with your insults…”
“What kind of wish is that?!”


  Ajisai-san widened her eyes, looking surprised, and nervously asked me.


  “But, why…?”
“You only need to slander me with a secretly bad thought you have of me...”
“Eeh~...? Things like that are…”


  Ajisai-san looked like she remembered something, and then she stared at me.


  My pulse increased, I could feel cold sweat flowing down my back.


  I had never seen Ajisai-san slandering people before, but I wondered what she would say…. Could it be something adorable like “Stuuupid bird-braaain,” or something that would crush my heart like “Rena-chan, you suddenly rarely speak when talking to more than three people, right?”


  Amidst my nervousness, Ajisai-san, with her half-closed eyes, slowly opened her mouth.


  “Rena-chan is...really kind to everyone, eh~”
“Did you really say that?!”


  In response to Ashigaya’s angel, I impulsively shouted.


  



  



  



  We thanked the store for the food, then left after. Once again, Ajisai-san and I walked around the town.


  A coastal town with nothing. This was my first time walking here, but I felt nostalgic seeing the scenery before me.


  Ajisai-san was walking ahead, looking like the usual Ajisai-san from one glance...but judging by our conversation during lunch, it seemed that she had really been bothered by what had happened. It was unusual to see Ajisai-san being self-deprecating like this.


  Sometimes she would cast down her eyes…


  I wanted to cheer her up, but things weren’t going well at all.


  If only I didn’t do a high school debut, but a middle school debut instead. I probably would’ve already collected a huge amount of life experience, and could do better at comforting her.


  Her feet stopped moving. She stared at something beyond the embankment.


  The ocean, illuminated by the sun, sparkled in white.


  



  The sea that entered my vision looked so vast, I couldn’t see the end. I shortened the distance between us, and stood next to her.


  



  “I came to this town a few times before. One of my relatives owns a guest house around here.”
“Ah, so that’s why.”


  This wasn’t a totally unknown town then.


  “Yeah. I thought this town sure had nothing, eh. But then, I wondered if it’s because I’m already used to living in Tokyo? And so, when I tried to just leisurely enjoy this town, everything looked better.”


  With the huge bags on our shoulders, we started walking again.


  That was when I realized something. Could it be that the direction we were heading to was to the guest house owned by her relative?


  “I often browse travel sites while wondering where I would like to go, but...once I decided to run away, the first place that came to my mind was this town.”


  She lowered her eyes again.


  “In the end, I couldn’t help but think that I really couldn’t go to some new, unknown place, eh.”


  Her expression looked sad. It reminded me of a little girl who couldn't hop inside a pool since she was afraid of the pool water.


  Slowly, I started to understand the things I could do.


  ...let’s do this.


  I could do this much!


  



  I grabbed Ajisai-san’s hand.


  “Hyaa, Re-Rena-chan?”
“Hey hey, Ajisai-san! It seems like there’s another inn around here!”


  I showed her my phone screen, and flashed a smile.


  “A place that you’ve been to sounds great, but if we’re together, want to try somewhere different? It might lead to some trouble but...we can deal with it when the time comes!”


  I really said something irresponsible. 


  Looking surprised, she stared at me.


  I was anxious in case I had said something that I shouldn’t say. What if she answered with, “This isn’t the right mood to say something like that, though?”. I really didn’t want that!


  Glossing over the awkward pause, I snuck in some embarrassing words.


  “It will be alright! You are someone who’s capable of choosing your own destination! If you’re anxious by yourself, I will stay with you!” At the sea with no one close by, I shouted while holding Ajisai-san’s hand.


  It wasn’t like I had any special intention for doing this. It was just that I thought I could convey my feelings better to her by doing this. It was something that Ajisai-san herself had taught me.


  Ajisai-san furrowed her eyebrows, and then looked at me.


  “Rena-chan…”
“Y-yeah. And that’s what I want to say, so umm.”
“...this inn, is that one?”
“Eh?”


  Ajisai-san pointed in a certain direction and I also looked at the building she was pointing at. That’s when I saw—


  “It's already closed down...!” 


  The inn across the street had a paper with the word “CLOSED” glued on it.


  



  What the heck! I was thrown into confusion.


  



  It was so extremely embarrassing that my sweat wouldn’t stop trickling. I felt like I could collapse right now at this place. I understood that they had their own circumstances, but couldn’t they have properly erased their place from the Internet?!


  Ajisai-san giggled.


  “Then, what if we try the next station, Rena-chan?”
“Eh, ah, okay! Let’s do that!”


  I desperately nodded towards Ajisai-san’s voice that sounded like a whisper.


  She was being considerate and covered for me...I was really thankful. Thank you, Ajisai-san… As expected, I couldn’t become Mai after all…


  



  “.....thank you.”
“Eh, h-huh?”


  Ajisai-san said her thanks in a very small voice.


  I couldn’t turn around since I was becoming embarrassed. We kept walking. I didn’t know why but our hands were still intertwined, as we headed to the station. We walked down the previous street we came from.


  I felt like Ajisai-san’s palm was hotter than that one time we had held hands.


  In any case, it would take another 40 minutes until the next train. When I saw something like this, it really brought up the fact that we really weren’t in Tokyo, huh.


  



  ***


  



  From the coastal town Ajisai-san was familiar with, we moved to another completely unknown coastal town.


  We stayed at the sole inn of this town.


  It looked like there were no other guests other than us, I thought as we arrived at the front entrance that reminded me of a public bath.


  “I hadn’t considered this when I said it, but is it okay for high-schoolers to stay at an inn like this…”


  Since minors needed consent from their guardians if they wanted to stay at places like this.


  Seeing me all jittery, Ajisai-san smiled.


  “Let me ask them.”


  “Excuse me,” she said, as she walked to the reception.


  Humans who could use the special skill, “Let me ask them,” sure were strong, eh...as expected from Ajisai-san. She really could do anything.


  



  In the end, we were able to stay here normally.


  Even the reception granny looked like she didn’t suspect Ajisai-san at all… Now, for us to be able to stay here without even needing to tell her the reason, it was all thanks to Ajisai-san, I guess?


  Really, as expected of Ajisai-san...villager-cheat holder… I bet she’d never get questioned by the police. She radiated positivity from every inch of her body. I wished it would last for eternity. 


  Ajisai-san received the room key, and then waved her hand in my direction with a smile.


  “Rena-chan, there’s an empty room for us. That’s great, right!”
“Yeah, that’s great.”


  After that, the granny (the landlady?) conversed with Ajisai-san about casual stuff. I only listened from the sideline.


  “Your friend?” “It’s only you two? Sounds fun,” “There’s nothing here, but please have a good time,” “Ah, tomorrow, there will be a festival. It’s our specialty so please drop by if you have time,” et cetera. She was like a machine gun of words.


  Unlike me whose brain would definitely stop functioning out of confusion, Ajisai-san had a smooth conversation like she was talking to her neighbour even though it was their first encounter. Awesome.


  We walked along the hallway as the granny guided us to our room.


  



  Oo.


  The lodging room was a proper room (I was fully aware that I was being rude.)


  It was a Japanese-style room the size of my living room.


  There was a huge table and then four tatami chairs. There was also a television and a small refrigerator, regular for a very normal inn. In the next room, there was a space to lay down the futon.


  I had said  “It might lead to some trouble but I’m sure we can deal with it” before, but in the end we had arrived in a perfectly normal room. I think this was also thanks to Ajisai-san’s daily good deeds. Yup, that was convincing enough.


  



  “Well then, just tell me if you need something~ Ajisai-chan~”
“Yes, thank you very much.”


  Ajisai-san who had managed to open up the granny’s heart in a few minutes bowed her head.


  The door closed, and both Ajisai-san and I were left alone.


  Ajisai-san put down her bag, and then smiled happily.


  “To think that we have this room for just the two of us. How luxurious!”
“Th-that’s right.”


  I also stowed my bag in the corner, turned on the air conditioner, and then sat down on the tatami chair.


  Phew...for now, let’s rest for a bit.


  Ajisai-san was surveying the room like she was having fun.


  “Waah, what a lovely inn.”


  She was so cute...just looking at her walking around, it already healed me… I wanted to set up a camera so I could watch her for 24 hours straight.


  



  Ajisai-san opened the closet, and like she had found a treasure, raised her voice.


  “Hey, hey, there’s yukata! Let’s change into one, Rena-chan.”
“Ah, okay.”


  I had certainly sweated a lot considering I had been walking around since the morning.


  For this shut-in, I was glad that I was finally able to make a home point. Since I felt relief, I carelessly nodded my head, without knowing the wickedness behind yukata…


  



  I stood next to Ajisai-san, and when I reached my hand to the normal-pattern yukata, it came to my mind―


  Ajisai-san in a yukata…?!


  That was a bit, uhhh, was it really okay…?


  “Waai, how refreshing.”


  Ajisai-san looked like she would change right here, so I hurriedly turned around before I became more lost in the situation.


  “Ah, umm, uhh, uhh.”
“Ah, sorry. I’ll go change in the next room.”


  After that, Ajisai-san, being considerate, took her yukata and then went to the next room. She started slowly closing the sliding screen, but then she looked like she realized something.


  Her lips formed a smile.


  “Rena-chan...you can’t peek, okay?”
“Hyaa?!”


  Hearing my odd squeak that sounded like a weird bird, Ajisai-san giggled and then closed the sliding screen for real.


  



  So, Ajisai-san was changing her clothes in the next room, huh…


  I took off my shirt and skirt, and changed into my yukata…


  We had always changed clothes together during P.E., but since there were other girls around, it was quite lively, unlike this quiet situation…


  I focused my hearing, and could hear the sound of rustling clothes amidst the noise from the air conditioner, so I flusteredly continued to change. What I could hear most at this moment was my own heart beat though!


  



  I wrapped the yukata around my camisole, and made sure to properly tie up the obi.


  How long had it been since the last time I wore a yukata? It was a bit tight, but it made my back straighten so it felt nice.


  I made sure that I didn’t look weird in front of the mirror. Ummm, I didn’t have any idea… It was just, it felt like my chest was being emphasized more than usual.


  I kept my usual hairstyle, so it didn’t feel that special. Should I arrange my hair…? Nah, I should stop doing things I wasn't used to.


  Then, the sliding door behind me opened, and Ajisai-san was done wearing her yukata.


  “Sorry for making you wait.”
“Ah, it’s alright.”


  She walked into the room, and I only thought one thing. Yamato nadeshiko.


  “Ehehe, the yukata feels nice.”
“Awawa.”


  This was bad… Ajisai-san was really wearing a yukata…


  She had tied her hair up into a simple style, and the rest of her hair was swaying down below her neck. I could see her nape. This was really dangerous. How should I put this? She was alluring.


  Her bare feet were slightly revealed from the yukata that reached her ankles, and it was sparkling just like the ocean from earlier. I didn’t know whether it was because of the outfit, or Ajisai-san just being lovely, but I couldn’t help but see her more charming than usual.


  Her shoulders were very thin… I see. The line from her nape toward her shoulders… This was undoubtedly my fetish…!
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    “Rena-chan in a yukata looks great, fufu. It sure is nice, eh, matching like this.”
“You’re right!”


    A sight for sore eyes. There were no other words to describe this scene…


    Kuh, her cuff shifted a little whenever she walked, and it made me able to slightly see, see, see...dammit! I really wanted to make that cuff work properly to cover her chest!


    Under the same roof, together with Ajisai-san in her yukata...we were practically a married couple, right… Ah no, not good...we had just finished changing but I would be drenched in sweat again at this rate.


    



    “It really feels like we’re staying in an inn!”
“Right?”


    I took a deep breath. At least I was calming down for now.


    If Ajisai-san knew that she was staying in the same room with another girl who looked at her sexually, she would be troubled, right?


    



    Huh, wait, no, I didn’t look at her with those eyes though?!


    



    The heck were you saying, Renako? Even I was surprised myself. Ajisai-san? Sexually? I had never looked at her with those kinds of eyes, not even once. Fuuh, that was surprising.


    No, well, that sometimes happened. We, from Mai’s group (excluding me), often became the subject of conversations from other students. Something like, who do you like the most? Those kinds of questions.


    Of course not all boys had awareness so things like, “Ah I want to date Oozuka”, or, “Nah, that should be Sena, right?” were often heard.


    It was a given that those conversations happened without the subjects themselves present.


    



    When I heard something like that, deep down I thought, “These boys…” and got a bit annoyed, but…


    If I looked at the current me, I was completely on the same level of those boys, right…? So I had the mind of a high-school boy…


    Kuh, my self-esteem was lowered again.


    



    Listen, you. Ajisai-san was an angel. No matter how bad Mai had swayed your interest, I definitely would never see Ajisai-san through those kinds of eyes. Ajisai-san was a holy being that had been brought down to this dirty world as the last “hope”...


    That “hope” was currently sitting and reading something like the inn’s instructions? I guess. (It was called an information book.)


    



    “Wow, this inn provides a private bath if you make a reservation ahead of time. Let’s call them later.”
“S-sounds great.”


    Bath...private bath…?


    “That’s—”
“Yes?”


    I placed my hand on my chin.


    “Does it mean it will be only me and Ajisai-san in the bath?”
“Yup.”


    It seemed like I hadn't misunderstood.


    With a high level of carefulness just like playing jenga, I asked her once again, “...getting into a bath with Ajisai-san...it means, I will get into the bath together with Ajisai-san…?”


    “Y-yeah.”


    Nah, that’s…


    That’s...not good, right?!


    



    Certainly, I’d never seen her with weird eyes ever since the creation of the earth, and I had also entered a bath with Mai and Satsuki-san before... But Ajisai-san was just plain dangerous, right?! I had a feeling that it was definitely not a good thing! Abort! Abort, abort!


    



    “Ah, s-sorry, I think I’m good without entering one.”
“Are you?”
“Y-yeah! Umm, like, I’m not good when being seen by others. Ah, but it doesn't mean it’s because of you, okay! This is a completely different thing!”
“I, I see.”


    Against me who showed a drowning cat level of panic, Ajisai-san didn’t push things further and easily stepped back, “Too bad, even though I had wanted to enter together.”


    As long as I had the power of a recluse, I used to make people pull back like this. How many people did you think I had managed to push away up until now? This time, these experiences were really helpful! Suffering.


    But well, it was great. If Ajisai-san baited me with, “So Rena-chan doesn’t want to enter the bath together with me?” with a spoiled tone, I might give in.


    What had happened during that time with Mai and Satsuki-san was something inevitable and I couldn’t do anything to prevent that (important). That was why this time I wouldn’t let it happen!


    



    Ajisai-san flipped through the information book again.


    “Ah, they have a table tennis area. Rena-chan, can you play table tennis?”
“So-so, I think.”
“I want to play with you!”
“Let’s play in moderation.”
“...”


    At this particular moment, Ajisai-san, who had been getting worked up, suddenly turned quiet. Then she moved to be next to me.


    Eh?!


    W-what was it…? Ajisai-san in a yukata was being so close to me. It made me nervous when I could see the shape of her knees under her clothes.


    Ahem. Ajisai-san cleared her throat and then looked at me.


    “Um, you see, Rena-chan. I have something important I wanted to talk about.”
“Al-alright.”


    Something important…? I wondered what it was…?


    What if she said something like, she wouldn’t go back forever and decided to work at this inn? Should I cheer for her…? But I didn’t want that. I would get lonely...I wanted her to go back to school.


    With fear in my heart, Ajisai-san said, “Everything was vague up until now, but it’s time to straighten things out. We need to talk about money.”


    



    “Huh?”


    Money? That was unexpected.


    From her bag, Ajisai-san pulled out her pinkish wallet.


    “This time, I made you accompany me on my trip away from home, right?”
“Yeah? Well, that’s the gist of it…?”


    Her way of saying that bothered me, but I nodded.


    The problem came after that.


    “That’s why I thought that I should pay for everything. The inn and the travel expenses. Also today's lunch.”


    Ajisai-san suddenly said something surprising.


    “Huh? Wait. No, no no no!”


    Of course, that was...!


    “I’m doing this since I want to!”
“Yes...I’m happy hearing that. I’m really grateful to you.”


    Ajisai-san furrowed her eyebrows and smiled like she was troubled.


    “But you see, this is something that I started. Having you together with me is enough. I can’t accept more than that from you. Sorry for turning the mood awkward.”
“No, that’s...since it’s my share anyway…”
“Rena-chan, I’m the one who made you spend money. This inn is quite pricey for high-schoolers, right?”


    My ears were buzzing.


    There was a fierce battle inside me, between the yes-man side of me and the side that wanted to deny everything she said.


    “Th-that’s not…! Ajisai-san, when someone in our group pointed at a certain café and then we ended up stopping by, we paid for our own share, right? It wasn’t like the one who pointed at the café should be the one who pays for everything, right? Right?”


    I tried my best to sound out a fair argument.


    “A-also, this is my personal savings. I bet I would just use them for online games or buying games! I’m very satisfied if I can use this money for the trip with you! I bet right now, Fukuzawa Yukichi will also raise a toast to my choice!”
“Well, there was a story that Fukuzawa Yukichi had his own liking for sake, but…”
(TL Note: Fukuzawa Yukichi is the dude on the 10,000-yen bill)


    Ajisai-san lowered eyes and stared at her fingers.


    “Yeah…...yeah.”


    I was so glad.


    So my feelings reached her.


    When I felt relief, Ajisai-san suddenly shook her head.


    “No, this isn’t good after all...I can’t. This isn’t the same with going to a café.”
“B-but why…?”
“Because, running away from home is a bad thing.”


    Ajisai-san looked at me with a serious expression on her face.


    “I’m an older sister who left my little brothers alone and went somewhere by myself...on top of that, I also involved you in this. If I even make you pay for half of it, I’m no more than a leech then.”


    Wh-what was that…


    I really couldn’t understand what she was saying at all.


    Was it because she was a bad big sis that she should pay two-fold? If that was the case, it was like she was punishing herself…


    



    “I, I…”


    I sounded like I wanted to cry.


    If it was for Ajisai-san’s sake, money wasn’t really a problem for me.


    But when I looked at her current state, it wasn’t impossible that she would reject me with, “That’s your own ego, I’d never hope or ask you to do that.”


    I should do something. Give her a logical argument.


    Since she always took care of me when we were in school, nope. You don’t give people money for doing that…


    



    “Umm, uhh...I…”


    For me, if I let one side pay for everything, I couldn’t really label that relationship as friendship.


    It meant that Ajisai-san and I weren’t friends yet…?


    U, uuuh…


    If I was Mai, I could easily spout, “You don't have to worry about money,” in this situation with confidence. That was unfair. Of course this peasant couldn’t do something like that. She would just shrug it off.


    What if it was Satsuki-san? Somehow I had a hunch that she would unexpectedly accept her offer, “Really? Thank you then,” and indulge herself in Ajisai-san’s kindness. What an encouraging choice.


    If it was Kaho-chan, she would probably say, “Fufufu! Don’t worry! Since I got this cash from the lottery!” in a joking manner and blow away the serious mood.


    I couldn't do things like that.


    



    My words wouldn’t come out.


    I should endure this, even though I felt like I would weep any time now.


    “Ajisai-san, I...I…”


    What now? I could say something like, “I wish I didn’t tag along with you in the first place”?


    I gulped down the words that had already reached my throat.


    If I said that, it would be game over.


    Because I really thought that coming to this place with her was the correct thing to do.


    I should believe what I judged as the right thing.


    



    Ajisai-san looked at me with a pained expression, like she felt guilt. Then she spoke again.


    “I’m sorry, Rena-chan. It wasn’t my intention to hurt you like this...I just, I don’t want to burden you.”


    I slowly stood up.


    My shadow cast over her startled face.


    “....Rena-chan?”


    I placed both hands on her shoulders.


    I stared at that delicate-looking body from above.


    



    I―I should choose an option that I could do.


    “I, I understand, Ajisai-san… But, I have one condition.” 
“Con-condition…?”


    Ajisai-san looked perplexed.


    “What do you mean by condition…?”
“That’s, your body…”
“My body…?!”


    I kept staring at her reddening face, and then said this out of desperation, “―use your body, for a match with me!”


    
      *****
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  Ajisai-san and I faced each other across the table.


  “Umm...”


  Once again, I declared my intention towards Ajisai-san, who looked completely troubled, “We’re splitting the bills if I win this match!”


  “That’s not the problem though…”
“No, I don’t want that! I can’t accept it if you pay for everything, including my part! If you really do that, then it would have been better if I hadn’t tagged along with you in the first place! It would be better if I go home now!”


  Ah the words came flying out of my mouth! This was the end!


  



  “That’s too bad then.”


  



  No, this wasn’t the end! I wouldn’t let this end!


  



  “I’m not going home though! I am definitely not going home! I’ll just book a room next to you, and stick with you wherever you go! If you don’t want that, then win this table tennis match!”
“Rena-chan, you really have been saying absurd stuff since earlier…”


  It wasn’t absurd at all! This had happened with Mai and Satsuki-san before! I was a woman who would win her battle to move forward!


  



  We borrowed the paddles and the ping-pong ball, then headed to the table tennis area.


  Two high school girls wearing yukatas, holding ping pong paddles in their hands.


  In the end, to convince her, all I had to do was to throw a tantrum until she yielded.


  Who cared about pride!


  I no longer had anything like that from the moment I lowered my head to my little sister for the sake of becoming a normie!


  



  “And so, let’s start our match!”
“Aah, geez.”


  Before Ajisai-san could say more, I made my first serve.


  The ball moved to her position, and Ajisai-san effortlessly returned the ball. Wait, wait, wait a minute?! She was good!


  “If I win this, you will accept my condition right, Rena-chan?”


  Tack!


  “Right. I’ll leave that for later, since I will come up with another plan if I lose this.”


  Tack!


  “Huh? That’s unfair! Then in that case, if I lose, I’m also not going to accept your condition though?!”
“Please do something about that!”
“You keep saying things for your own convenience!”


  Tick, tack, tick, tack!


  The relay continued. Amaori Renako was secretly good at sports with balls like this. Both my mother and little sister were good at sports, so I had some remaining genes in me. 


  



  Even then, Ajisai-san was really a tough opponent!


  A-as expected from a socially elite member. Even though she had the image of a clumsy girl! Being good at sports basically meant that she really had no flaw!


  The competition rules were based on a 10-point match. Whoever scored 10 first would become the winner. After some time, Ajisai-san was leading the score. 


  Aah, geez, I was going to lose!


  



  That’s right, let’s use Satsuki-san’s strategy from back then, the underhanded tactic! I spoke up.


  “In the first place, why are you getting so worried? It’s not like I really mind! Since we’re on the runaway trip, let’s stop thinking about complicated things like money and just enjoy our stay! Sleeping until noon, doing nothing for a whole day, or taking walks outdoors!”
“Those are different things! You’re caught up in my selfishness, and I made you waste your time for me. I definitely can’t do that!”


  



  Ajisai-san performed a tricky maneuver.


  If she leaned down like that, i-it showed...her bra was slightly peeking out, completely destroying my concentration!


  On top of that, her yukata was getting a bit loose so I could totally see her bare legs! Doing a lewd trick like that was totally a violation of the rules, Ajisai-san!


  



  “Right back at you. Why are you so stubborn, Ajisai-san?!”


  Tack!


  “How much do you think this will cost you?!”


  Tack!


  “Of course I know! That’s okay, since I have enough money to cover it! It was for this moment!”
“Spend it wisely!”
“I am spending it wisely!”


  Tack! The ball flitted into Ajisai-san’s space. Ajisai-san picked up the ball while gasping for air. I was also in the same condition as her.


  



  “I just—”


  I could no longer think calmly, so I just relied on my mouth without thinking too hard.


  “I just thought of you as a precious friend…”
“...the feeling is mutual. Me too.”
“So for Ajisai-san, friends should just accept your offer gratefully in this situation?”
“That’s…”


  Hearing my straightforward question, Ajisai-san’s eyes wavered slightly.


  “For me, friends are people who support each other, rely on each other, and smile together. Is it different for you, Ajisai-san…?”


  When I put it into words like this, I finally understood.


  What made me sad wasn’t because I couldn’t accept her money.


  It was because Ajisai-san drew a line that clearly stated “I can manage by myself now”, and it made me lonely.


  Since for me, true friends showed their weaknesses to each other.


  



  “I…”


  Ajisai-san held the ping-pong ball in her hand and looked down.


  “...always think that I should only offer enjoyment to my friends.”
“That’s―”
“Things like sadness, or pain, I don’t want them to feel it. I prefer to only be burdened by things like that myself. That’s the definition of friends...the people I cherish.” 


  It seemed that we had a different perspective on friendship.


  I had no right to judge whether her view was wrong or right. But if she had said she wanted her friends to be happy, and was willing to shoulder every painful thing on her own, then that was…


  “That means you’re bearing all the responsibility by yourself…!”
“I properly understand my limit. Even so, I want to lessen their burden and erase the sadness on their face. I always thought that as long as people around me were happy, it would be my happiness.”


  That was what Ajisai-san said.


  



  I often heard something like that, about people who were happy as long as the people around them were happy. So people like this did exist. This was my first time seeing one.


  If that was the case, then the reason she treated people around her kindly was...


  



  “That’s right.”


  



  Did I just reveal my thoughts on my face?


  Ajisai-san nodded and flashed a lonely smile.


  “In the end, I only act like this based on my own interest. Everything is for my own sake.”
“Everything…?”


  Even during moments like this, her voice was so soothing, like the flow of clear, running water.


  “I’m sorry, Rena-chan. I’m not someone who’s capable of being kind to others. I do want my friends and people around me to be happy, but that’s for my own convenience.”


  Ajiasai-san spoke about her ‘selfishness’.


  Her tone was like she had confessed some heavy sins.


  “My true self is someone selfish. I only do my best to keep smiling and appear cute, but everything’s for my sake. I want people to think that everything is great. Since I love it when people around me look like they’re enjoying their time.”


  Ajisai-san closed her eyes and then smiled like she was mocking herself.


  “Forgive me for saying despicable stuff like that. Did I just shatter your image of me?”


  So this was what Satsuki-san had been saying before. “Even Sena would surely show her human-like ugliness once she took off her mask.” That was why she had told me to prepare myself to accept that side of her.


  I thought what she said was true.


  But...


  ―I wouldn’t buy something like that.


  



  I swung my paddle while yelling out.


  “What the heck were you saying?! Let’s say you did everything for your own joy. The fact that you treat people kindly still remains! Your kindness is real!”
“Re-Rena-chan?.....”


  I pointed my finger in her direction.


  “What makes a human isn’t only their words but also their behaviour! No matter how you see yourself, your behaviour has saved a lot of people, including me, and that is the truth!”


  Ajisai-san’s angelic qualities were not just from her fluffy and cute appearance.


  She was someone always considerate of others, constantly helping many people.


  That was why she was a genuine angel.


  



  “If that’s the degree of your sin, then even 100 years won’t be enough to make me turn my back on you! Since you have already earned my favorability rate too much!”
“Fa-favorability rate…?”
“If others’ happiness is your happiness, then it’ll be okay. Since being together with you is enough to make me happy! It’s a win-win situation! But you see, if you paid for my share, it wouldn’t make me happy. That’s why let’s split the bills evenly! Okay? It’s my win!”
“Rena-chan, I’m being serious.”
“Did you think I’m fooling around? I totally meant what I said!”


  I continued to answer Ajisai-san, who was scowling, “If you think like that, then let me tell you, your happiness is also my happiness! The moment I tagged along with you on your runaway trip, I was already determined to make you happy!”


  “B-but that’s weird. Even if you treat me kindly, it won’t benefit you…”
“Benefit?! Of course there’s a benefit!! When I treat you well, it means I can be of use to you and become an outstanding human being. It’s all for self-affirmation!”
“It doesn’t have to be me…”
“It works because the other person is you, though!”


  I kept striking the ping-pong ball. Ajisai-san only held her paddle there, without using any force to hit the ball back. The ball was bouncing in an unexpected direction.


  “Since an angel like Ajisai-san is willing to accept my feelings, you know! Of course, it’s the best thing ever! Just by being alive, you’ve already given me salvation! You’re my idol! A dazzling person, someone fun to be with, and when I think about how you did all of that to make me happy, of course I instantly plunged into excitement! Like, holy crap, everything including that and this....?! As if I can repay you back with that amount of kindness….!”
“N-no...it’s a normal thing to do, right…?”


  Ajisai-san’s face immediately reddened.


  Hearing her answer, I responded, “I-I see, I’m glad… If you really did everything just for my sake, just the money for the stay won’t do. I would definitely offer all the money I earn in my entire life to you…”


  “T-the scale is…”
“And that’s why!”


  While she appeared appalled (even though I had only unleashed my true feelings), I kept on talking.


  “After I listened to your confession, it only made me like you more than ever! That won’t do! I won’t let that!”
“But why?!”


  Ajisai-san who had picked up the ball again was getting flustered.


  “That’s weird! I’m a sly person, and you just figured out my true personality, right?”
“A truly sly person would be someone like a middle school second year girl who took advantage of her big sister since the big sister had a model friend, using that fact to make herself well-known to seek others’ approval!”
“S-someone like that exists?”


  My bad, Lil Sis!


  “In the first place, even though you said you conceal your true personality, your disguise is like light makeup for school, while mine is the special makeup they use for Hollywood movies. Yours amounts to nothing!” 


  Ajisai-san restarted her serve.


  “That’s not true. Rena-chan is a lovely and good person. I know since I always sit behind you. The time we spend at break together is always pleasant, and it makes school more fun.”


  That was dangerous! I almost bit my tongue and died.


  If I fought back by lowering myself, things would become more complicated so I wasn’t going to correct her!


  “If that’s true, then don’t say things like you’ll pay for everything, please! I just want to be by your side! I want to support you when you have a bad day, and have fun together. Things like limiting it to only the good times, I don’t want that! Even the bad parts, I want you to share them with me! Since I like you, Ajisai-san!”


  



  In contrast to my burning spirit, the ping-pong ball glided by me and my paddle didn’t manage to hit it back.


  Huh, how odd. I couldn’t see clearly.


  “Rena-chan…”


  That was when I realized.


  That I was crying.


  Ha...s-since when…?


  No, don’t get me wrong, Ajisai-san. These tears weren’t from sorrow. This was something like when you were being too emotional… Right, unintentional tears! As the form of a woman’s weapon!


  Still clutching her paddle, Ajisai-san walked to my side.


  She pulled me into a hug.


  “I’m sorry, Rena-chan.”
“Uuh…….”
“I’m sorry for not trying to understand you.”
“N-no….”


  I could clearly feel Ajisai-san’s softness through the thin fabric.


  Squeeeeeze...I-I’m sorry...but, let me feel this sensation…!


  



  “I’m sorry for making you go through something miserable. I was only thinking of myself. I hadn’t intended to make you feel like that. I’m really sorry.”


  Ajisai-san sounded like she was in tears too.


  Eh?! 


  “I’m happy, knowing your feelings like that. I’m really grateful...”


  C-crap… I was really going to cry at this rate.


  No, well, I was already crying, but! That one, actual tears!


  



  “A-Ajisai-san…”


  My voice quivered.


  Aah, I couldn’t do this anymore.


  My head was in a jumble.


  Two high-school girls, away from their hometown, were enveloped in each others’ arms at the table-tennis area, both crying.


  But...I wondered if it was thanks to Ajisai-san’s warmth that this was the closest I’d ever felt to Ajisai-san at this moment.


  



  In the end...


  Since I couldn’t express what was on my mind properly, I ended up crying and troubling Ajisai-san. My three months’ experience as a normie still wasn’t enough. My level was still too low.


  Ajisai-san was kind enough to understand what I was trying to convey, so everything ended up fine, but…had I really needed to cry? I really wanted to discard my emotions and become a robot. That was right, let’s just board a galaxy railway…


  



  ***


  



  We sat side-by-side on the bench nearby. Ajisai-san had been holding my hand since earlier.


  “Somehow...this reminds me of that one time when I passed out…”
“That time when we went to the mall, right? I was very surprised back then.”
“Uuh, I’m sorry...I’m ashamed of myself…”


  Ajisai-san said she had shattered my image of her, but the truth was that I had more concerns about myself since I had totally bared myself in front of her. A future where she abandoned me felt more possible…


  “No, that’s not it.”


  Ajisai-san slowly shook her head.


  “No matter what kind of flaw you have, or how much you trouble me, it won’t make your kindness and thoughtfulness turn to nothing.”
“That’s…”


  Those were things I wanted to tell her.


  Ajisai-san moved my hand to place it on her cheek.


  She was warm.


  “Thank you, Rena-chan, I really mean it… thank you for making the stubborn me realize something important.”
“Really…?”


  I didn’t have the ability for that, so I had used up all means for this…


  Ajisai-san smiled and closed her eyes.


  



  “I also thought the same things, about my little brothers. I realized that even though they never listen to what I say, and they always trouble me, I still can’t help but think that they’re very important to me.”


  Fufu, Ajisai-san giggled as she said that.


  “Sorry. Being reminded of those little boys after seeing you cry, that’s rude of me.”
“Th-that’s not true.”


  I was at fault, since I had cried out of nowhere.


  “Also...even if it’s something rude, I wouldn’t really mind. The thing is, I really want to know you better. I want to see every side of you.”
“...I see.”


  Ajisai-san dropped my hand from her cheek, and then she held it firmly.


  “Hey, tomorrow there will be a festival around here.”
“Eh?”
“Let’s go home after having fun in this town. If we stay too long, it will hurt your wallet after all.”


  Hearing those words, my eyes got hotter as the tears flowed down.


  “Aah, no, that’s not it. It didn’t mean that I was blaming you. I wanted to say that it was all thanks to you. You listened to me properly and accepted me...which helped me clear my mind.”


  Ajisai-san closed her eyes slightly.


  Her smile was something that I often saw in school, something in the morning that acted like a gong announcing the beginning of a wonderful day.


  “I see...I’m glad.”


  Once again, I smiled.


  I was really glad.


  



  If I had managed to convince her to go home, showing off my disgraceful side was a cheap price to pay. Wait, no, we should stop the justification towards that part of me...


  When would I be able to solve things smartly, I wondered. Could you evolve a bit more quickly, Renako? 


  



  As if she was startled, Ajisai-san unclasped my hand and then joined her own two hands together. She parted her lips slightly, mumbling about something.


  “A-anyway, Rena-chan, you praised me too much again…”
“Huh?”


  Her cheeks were slowly smeared with a peach color.


  What was I saying again? I stared at her profile.


  “...Rena-chan really likes me, eh…”
“Eh?!”


  My face was on fire. Ajisai-san quickly shifted her head like she was hiding her face from me, but I could see that her ears, peeking out slightly, were red.


  



  “Th-th-th-th-th-that’s—of course I like you!”
“H-huuuh, so it’s true...”


  What, what was this? Shame play?!


  



  Also, she was the one who had tried to tease me, so why was she also getting embarrassed?!


  



  It was the truth when I had said I would accept every part of Ajisai-san, but...huh, could it be that, I just made Ajisai-san evolve into version 2.0? No, that wasn’t possible…


  



  “A-ah! That’s right. Hey, Rena-chan, look at that.”


  In a bright tone, she quickly changed the topic.


  “W-what is it?”


  She pointed at the scoreboard with her finger.


  It was 10-7.


  “Ah.”


  I couldn’t really remember what had happened after the midpoint of the match...so the outcome of the match had already been decided!


  I trembled.


  “Th-the money! Please let me pay for it properly!”
“Eeh?”


  Ajisai-san laughed like she was enjoying the whole thing.


  “I wonder what I should do?”


  It was the fallen angel! The Ajisai-san from my imagination who played with the destinies of mere mortals had bloomed into reality!


  “P-please...if you don’t let me pay, I can’t proudly say that we are friends…”
“Eeh? But this is my win, though?”
“Please do something about that...I will do anything…”


  Right after I said that, like she was waiting for those words, she flashed me a grin.


  Eee………...?


  “So you’ll do anything? Well then…”


  Ah, aaaaahhhhhh…….


  In a lively voice, she requested the absolute most impossible thing from me.


  You want me to do something terrifying like that?!


  



  ***


  



  “I-I can’t take this….”


  I stood in the dressing room.


  We had just finished our delicious dinner, and then Ajisai-san had called her family to tell them that she would return the day after tomorrow―she hadn’t talked to her brothers yet, but with this, at least everything had ended.


  Or how it was supposed to be!


  



  Right now, in front of me, Ajisai-san was starting to remove her yukata.


  



  Ajisai-san noticed my gaze and her cheeks reddened. As if she was condemning me, she said, “You can’t back down. A match is a match, right?”


  “You’re right, but!”
“I agreed on splitting bills after all, so this much should be okay, right? …..or can it be that you don’t want to get into the hot spring with me?”
“Kuuuhhh….”


  Struggling between my loss and my feelings, my last fortress was crushed into nothing.


  This inn provided a service where you could reserve a personal hot spring for personal use. It was smaller than the public one, but compared with the family size bathtub, of course it was larger. It really was a form of luxury.


  This inn was really a good place after all, as expected from Ajisai-san, someone who was loved by God. Her luck was on another level.


  



  “I understand...let me join you….”
“Fufu, yaay.”


  Ajisai-san turned around and then continued to take off her yukata. Underneath her yukata, her bra and underwear were matching white with lace frilling. She sure dressed up even for the places where others couldn’t see.


  Since we were entering a hot spring, of course we had to take off our clothes. Ajisai-san took off her bra, and the moment her breasts lost their support, they swayed. How huge...!


  She covered her bare breasts with her arms, and while I could clearly see the lower half of her body, Ajisai-san smiled bitterly.


  “Th-this is really embarrassing after all. I wonder why. Is it because it’s just the two of us right now?”
“Y-yeah, this is embarrassing, right?! Well then, to the public hot springs we go!”
“Rejected.”


  



  As if she was energized, Ajisai-san bravely removed the last piece of clothing on her.


  Hii. I got flustered and quickly turned around.


  When Ajisai-san clutched her towel in front of her chest, I felt like I had just witnessed the birth of Venus. She walked ahead to the bathrooms and opened the door.


  “Waah, it’s an open-air bath. Come on, Rena-chan. It feels great.”
“‘Kaay…..”


  This was really embarrassing.


  Even though it was embarrassing enough to see her naked, the fact that she would also see me naked made everything worse!


  “I should go on a diet since it’s the middle of summer break…!”


  I took off my clothes at the speed of a sloth.


  Eei. I had already bathed together with Mai and Satsuki-san before! Even with Ajisai-san, it would be totally okay...or no, it was impossible! But I would make do somehow!


  



  I placed my underwear in the basket, then headed to the bath.


  The scenery around us was entirely blanketed by the night. In the center of the tiled floor, there was a wooden tub large enough for three adults to have a comfortable bath.


  Ajisai-san stood before it and looked up at the night sky.


  “See, this feels great.”


  Amidst the darkness, the undressed Ajisai-san shone like a bright star in the dark sky.


  Her beauty seemed fragile, like a single thin stem supporting a large flower with petals.


  She held down her hair that was swaying gently with the evening wind and smiled.


  “C-come here, Rena-chan.”


  Ajisai-san, who had nothing on her body, was simply beautiful. She looked like a fountain fairy that bewitched every traveler and tempted them, pulling everyone into her world of illusions.


  She was totally different from Mai or Satsuki-san. As if I could get used to her!


  As high school freshmen, our bodies weren’t yet supposed to have developed completely into that of women, yet upon seeing Ajisai-san, I couldn’t help but think that her body had fully matured. Seeing her charm, I felt like I couldn't breathe.


  Before I could stare at her too much, I hurriedly swiveled around and headed to the shower where I could rinse my body.


  Ajisai-san plopped down right next to me.


  “Ah, that’s right. We should wash ourselves before getting in the hot spring.”
“Y-yes.”


  Like an immobile doll, I twisted the faucet with awkward movements. The hot water rained down from above. I gathered some body soap in my hands and then started to wash my body.


  “Are you nervous, Rena-chan?”
“Eeh, well…”
“...even though you took a bath together with Satsuki-chan before.”
“Buh.”


  At Satsuki-san’s birthday lunch, the fact that Satsuki-san and I had a bath together came to the surface and had become a well-known story to the others.


  Was she really bringing back that topic again?!


  “I-I was also nervous that time with Satsuki-san!”
“...more than now?”
“Around the same, I wonder…?!”


  Ajisai-san’s figure entered my field of vision, and for a fleeting moment, her figure collided with Satsuki-san’s from that night. Satsuki-san’s body that had been illuminated by faint moonlight had been really captivating…


  “Ei.”
“Hyaa?!”


  Ajisai-san suddenly poked my upper arm firmly. I reflexively leaped up from my position.


  “What was that for, Ajisai-san?!”
“...just because?”


  Her voice sounded flat, reverberating inside the open-air bath.


  Trying to escape this weird mood, I redirected the conversation with a cheerful tone.


  “Come to think of it! During the bath with Satsuki-san, I really showed her my clumsiness! I fell over in the bath, you see! And then when I realized, my hands ended up on Satsuki-san’s chest, that I—”


  There was the sound of me rushing back to my senses.


  



  ―you, what were you planning to tell her? Like that.


  



  I hurriedly corrected my posture and then turned away from Ajisai-san.


  “Come to think of it, our dinner today was pretty delicious, eh. It really was a blessing from the ocean.”
“Your hands ended up on Satsuki-chan’s chest, that you...?”
“Well, the thing is I don’t really know any fish dishes besides tuna. Anyways, now that I had the chance to taste white-fleshed fish, I found that they look quite similar to each other, eh?”
“What happened with Satsuki-chan’s chest? Hey, Rena-chan? Hey, hey.”


  It seemed that Ajisai-san wasn’t going to let me escape this time. She kept on poking my back or caressing it. Hyuuu….


  “That I...ended up groping her with all my might…”
“Eeeeeh……?”


  Why had I revealed something like this to her? This only made me want to die more.


  “A-and what happened after that?”
“Nothing... I just apologized, and then got out of the bath…”


  All the fingers on my hand were moving, touching the empty space. 


  It was the same sensation I had when I almost got run over by a car in a near-death experience during my childhood… Thanks to that feeling, I wasn’t able to remember the sensation of her chest. No, well, I was okay with not remembering that sensation though.


  



  “That’s pretty embarrassing… I’m sorry for making you remember something like that.”


  I made her pity me…


  “No, don’t worry about it… Ah, did you know that the kanji of ‘shame’ consists of the characters ‘ear’ and ‘feelings’, since your emotions can be easily displayed upon your ears? I bet my ears are red right now...hahaha…”
“E-err…..”


  Ajisai-san looked shy, like she wanted to say something.


  “Rena-chan, do you want to...touch my chest?”
“Why?!”


  Her ears became red completely.


  “I-I didn’t mean it in a weird way!”


  Was there any situation where it was normal to say something like “Wanna touch my boobs?” No, right????


  “You see, this is something like, overwriting your memory…! It would be great if you could replace your embarrassment from that time with Satsuki-chan. W-well, m-my chest is pretty big. Wanna try touching it? That kind of thing!”
“A, aaah, so that kind of playful thing.”
“Y-yeah! Playfully!”
“Well, I won’t hold back then!”
“G-go ahead!”


  I faced Ajisai-san again, and she completely bared her chest to me.


  Eh, no, huh……..for real?


  



  Ajisai-san shut her eyes as she squeezed her chest with her arms. She was really emphasizing her exceptional body part. White, pale, and soft-looking breasts. It was like a scene from a dream. My heart was seized with anxiety.


  



  Eh, I was going to touch these….? Me…..?


  Eh, was it really okay for me to touch the soft skin that was usually hidden under a uniform? For real? This wasn’t a mistake, surely?


  Nonetheless, if I chose to turn down her offer and escaped, I would waste Ajisai-san’s kindness and courage.


  Was it really okay for me to touch them?


  ….’kay, let’s touch them.


  



  What were someone else’s breasts anyways? I had breasts myself. I was only becoming frightened since I was touching Ajisai-san’s body. It could be on the same level as poking her cheek, or tapping her shoulder. I really didn’t need to overthink this.


  



  “Well then, excuse me!”


  “Y-yes!”


  I raised my voice to encourage myself, then I stretched out my hands.


  My index finger was slowly touching Ajisai-san’s boobs...it sunk into the flesh.


  U-uwaaah...it was completely different compared to when I touched myself. This was totally different… This marshmallow-like softness…


  



  Moreover, these weren’t ordinary boobs. These were Ajisai-san’s boobs. Even though all humans are born with hair, Marilyn Monroe’s hair held far greater value than others. This was the same logic that made Ajisai-san’s boobs hold greater value than anyone else’s.


  People who had encountered Ajisai-san up until now, and also people who would encounter Ajisai-san from now on...thinking that these people wouldn’t get the chance to feel her boobs no matter how they longed for it, even though I had managed to thanks to my sudden luck… somehow, it was like I was doing something unbelievable.


  



  “U-umm, Rena-chan…”
“Ha!”


  I came back to my senses. It seemed like I had been groping them since earlier.


  “Th-this is a bit ticklish… i-it’s not like I hate it, really.”
“I-I’m sorry!”


  Well then, let’s make this last stroke as the end! I stretched out my fingers, but since I was flustered, my hand slipped and I ended up pinching the tip of her boobs.


  Ah.


  “Unyuu…..”


  Ajisai-san hurriedly covered her mouth.


  Our eyes met. Her face was completely red.


  



  “A, aha, ahahahahaha...what a weird voice I let out…”
“Ha, hahahahahaha……..”


  I couldn’t say anything. I could only laugh like a fool.


  Initially, out of concern, Ajisai-san had offered this to help me rewrite my embarrassing memories with Satsuki-san. But in the end, rather than overwrite those memories, I had only ended up storing the sensation of Ajisai-san’s boobs into a different memory folder… I was sure that this folder wouldn’t be deleted for the rest of my life…


  After that, we immersed ourselves in washing our bodies without saying anything, and then we dipped into the hot spring, sitting next to each other.
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  When I looked at her, my gaze kept naturally falling on her boobs, so I forced myself to look straight ahead.


  “Fuuh, the water...it feels great, eh….”
“R-right…”


  Ajisai-san who had tucked her hair into a bun released a warm breath.


  At first, the awkwardness was too much for me, so much that I thought I would have to get out after two seconds, but the hot spring really had a mysterious power. Every part of my nervousness and the heavy feelings I had experienced earlier slowly vanished.


  I was still nervous, but I could make do with this amount of nervousness. What I wanted to do was to relax my body like this while staring at the stars above for a while longer.


  Now come to think of it, we had really walked a lot since the morning.


  The comfort from the perfect water temperature was melting away the fatigue from my body.


  “Fuuh….”


  But well, today had really been a busy day…


  



  We left Tokyo in the early morning, arrived at this town, stayed at this inn, played table-tennis, dipped inside an hot spring and I even touched her boobs...that was a lot.


  



  It was a given but this was my first time spending a whole day together with Ajisai-san like this. I felt like our relationship was a bit...no, our relationship had definitely improved a lot. I felt a lot closer to her now.


  Ajisai-san had said that she was a selfish and sly person, but my image of her hadn’t changed a bit. Ajisai-san was someone who always did her best. She was a brave, kind, and extremely adorable angel. In fact, I thought that she had become more angelic than before.


  It had been tiring but...I was glad that I had decided to tag along with her. I really thought that from the bottom of my heart.


  



  “Hey, Rena-chan.”
“Yes.”
“Your view about friendship from earlier is interesting.”
“I-is it?”
“I’ve never had a deep conversation like that with other people before.”
“Hee…”


  So that was the case with Ajisai-san.


  “Yup… as expected, my view about friendship, it’s a bit heavy, right?”
“I-I don’t think so. I said this earlier, but your behaviour has saved me… I honestly think that the way you treasure your friends is admirable… Also, if we’re talking about heavy or not, I think my view about friendship might be heavier…”
“Rena-chan’s is, yeah. Somehow.”


  After considering it for some time, Ajisai-san continued, “Rather than friends...that sounds like lovers, I think?”


  “Uh.”


  She was saying the same thing as Mai.


  Sharing everything, supporting each other, so even Ajisai-san pointed that out. It only made me question whether my view was the incorrect one.


  “Let’s change the question then. For you, what does it mean by being lovers, Rena-chan?”
“Eeh? Me?”
“Yup. the differences between friends and lovers…I want to know what you are thinking.”


  I wet my face with the hot spring water.


  The difference between friendship and love, huh.


  This was something I had often thought about thoroughly after Mai approached me. I still hadn’t found the answer yet though. Even then, I kept thinking about it every day.


  “This is my personal view though.”
“Fufu, that’s what I want to hear since I’m talking with you, right?”
“Th-that’s right...umm, you see, I think the feelings of friendship and love aren’t something that different.”
“The resemblance is that close for you?”
“Yeah. The most important thing is what you seek from the relationship, I think.”


  Like talking to myself, I spoke again.


  “For me, I want a relationship where I can talk about anything with my friends. But a relationship like that, just like what you said...is something that resembles a romantic relationship for some people, right?”


  I laughed.


  “It’s odd, right? Even though they are the same words, the meaning can be different. That’s why, uhh...”


  I scratched my cheek.


  “Friendship and love, they are unexpectedly the same, I think. Like, that thing with two circles...a venn diagram, with similar elements between two different things…”


  While I peeked at her reaction, I hurriedly added other things to my explanation.


  “Ah, uh, you see, a long time ago, I played a dating sim and based on that experience I had to increase the “affection” and “attraction” bar to do so. Right now, I kind of harbor both of those feelings since I look up to everyone in our group and want to get along with everyone better...and so, uh…”


  I laughed to gloss over my fast talking.


  Things like I should only date one person, but I could make a lot of friends. Of course, there were a lot of other things that could differentiate these two relationships.


  “You’re friends if both of you think so, and you’re lovers when the two sides consent to do so...and so I wondered that the border between these relationships are quite vague, between lovers and friends…”


  If you had an ambiguous relationship, you didn’t have to comply with common sense or others’ opinion. You could just put a special label for that relationship, something that had been agreed upon by both parties.


  Just like the relationship between me and Mai.


  ...the fact that I had that special relationship. The first thing that came to mind was Mai’s face.


  And that imaginary Mai currently had a disturbing smile plastered on her face ever since I entered the bath with Ajisai-san. Scary.


  Dammit, Rema friends… Why should I feel this huge amount of guilt…? We were supposed to be only friends, but why…? The curse of Rema friends…!


  



  Ajisai-san slowly placed her hand on top of mine, underwater.


  “Does that include me?”
“Eh?”


  Ah, aah, that thing about affection and attraction.


  “Y-yeah, of course. Ajisai-san is number one in my “looking up to” ranking after all. The first! That’s a given!”
“I see.”


  Her soft palm was caressing my hand.


  It was ticklish, and somehow felt unusually embarrassing.


  “Th-that’s my personal view about that...and so what about you, Ajisai-san? The difference between lovers and friends.”


  I changed the flow of conversation, leaving Ajisai-san to ponder for a while.


  “For me...I think I still don’t have the answer.”
“I-I see.”
“You are amazing, Rena-chan. You sure think about a lot of things. It makes me respect you more.”
“Ah, did you get attracted to me now? Just kidding.”


  I asked her that since I was too carried away, but Ajisai-san answered with a smile.


  “Yeah.”


  



  Guh… I felt like I was just hit by a ball in the middle of a dodgeball match. 


  So it wasn’t good at all. It was okay for Ajisai-san to tease me, but it was ten trillion years too soon for me to tease her!


  



  



  After our bath, we finished blow-drying our hair and then returned to our room. When we arrived, the futons were already laid out next to each other in the middle of the room.


  Just when I thought the bath event had ended, now this…


  It was too much when I thought that this course of events was natural, but as expected, I was going to sleep in the same room with Ajisai-san tonight… of course I was nervous even though we were both girls. Things like this were... Gulp.


  



  While Ajisai-san scrolled through her phone, I, who was overly anxious, also flipped through my phone, thinking of what had happened today.


  Ah, a message from my little sister.


  [Big sis, when are you coming home?]


  She was my own family so I was perfectly aware that this message wasn’t something that came out of concern.


  Under normal circumstances, I practically never weighed in my little sister’s mind after all, so this message was probably something Mom asked her to send.


  [The plan is the day after tomorrow.]


  Just before I left, I had told my little sister that I was going on a trip with Ajisai-san, so everyone didn’t have to worry.


  Well, they don’t get worried over something like this, including my sister. If my little sister came up with a good excuse, no one would even bother to think about me. I didn’t really mind, okay?!


  [Gotcha. Anyway, where are you staying tonight?]


  The purpose of this question was probably to make sure or to ask for souvenirs...well, whatever, I didn’t really care…!


  [Here.]


  I sent her my map location. After that, her reply didn’t come. It seemed like she had already fulfilled her duty this time.


  



  “Hey.”


  Uwaa, that was surprising. Ajisai-san’s voice sounded so close.


  “Y-yes.”


  Ajisai-san had changed into her pajamas. It was a long one-piece night gown. Compared with my shirt and jersey, I could feel the huge difference in our fashion sense even during times like this.


  “Let’s go to bed, shall we?”


  A nice and gentle scent wafted over. We had used the same shampoo and conditioner, but why did she smell so good, I wondered…


  “Ah, yeah, let’s.”


  I glanced at the time. It really was time for bed.


  



  I connected my phone to charge, went to the toilet, and then crept under my futon.


  “I’m turning off the lights now.”
“Okaay.”


   Ajisai-san slid into her futon right next to me after turning off the lights.


  “Good night, Rena-chan.”
“G-good night.”


  



  Uuuhhhh, I couldn’t seem to fall asleep.


  Even though I had woken up so early this morning, and was supposed to be very tired right now.


  Now that I thought about it, sleeping together with someone like this… Wait, no, I’d already done it once, not long ago with Satsuki-san.


  Still, now was not the time to get nervous no matter how many times I had done this.


  



  The sliding door was tightly closed, but the moonlight from outside still streamed slightly into the room, keeping the room from being pitch black. In spite of that, I turned my gaze to Ajisai-san next to me, staring at her beautiful profile that was just like an angel’s.


  That was when our eyes met, as she looked in my direction.


  Eh?! (Ba-thump)


  



  “Hey, Rena-chan.”
“Y-yeah.”
“Do you have someone you like?”
“Eh!?”


  Ajisai-san giggled.


  “This sounds like the obligatory romance talk during a school trip, right?”
“Aah, yup, sounds like one.”
“So, who is it?”
“Eh?!”


  This wasn’t a casual question, but a thorough investigation?!


  “I-I don’t have anyone.”
“Eeh, really?”
“Yeah...probably.”


  I shifted my legs slightly to feel the sensation of the sheets. It was very calming somehow.


  



  Perhaps, the motivated me who wanted to do my best in preventing Ajisai-san from feeling bored had gone to sleep earlier. Because, the one who existed right here now was the plain honest me.


  Since right now I was only saying the things in my mind, not trying hard to appear to be someone interesting.


  



  “Maybe I’ve never fallen in love with someone before…”
“Really? No one?”
“I...like to think that I never have.”


  The mini-Mai appeared in my head and raised her hand while saying, “Heya.” In my imagination, I swiftly stuffed the mini-Mai inside a box and sealed it with tape. We were friends.


  Errr, what else…


  Middle school, elementary school, pre-school, I skimmed through my memory.


  First, I never spoke with boys in middle school. I only mingled in a particular girls’ circle, and when people avoided me, I didn’t really recover well, which was the source of the problem.


  



  “During elementary school too...the boys hung out with boys and the girls with girls.”
“There were no boys that piqued your interest?”
“Uummmm, no, I don’t think so... Ah, there was.”
“Who was it?”
“There was… But it wasn’t love, I think…”
“What kind of person was he?”


  Ajisai-san’s curious eyes shone bright like crystals inside a dim cave.


  I hesitated for a while, then gave up and told her.


  “He usually seems careless, and only says stupid things, but he’s someone others can rely on in critical times. He’s someone who prioritizes his friends more than anyone, someone who unexpectedly has strong leadership…”
“Yup yup.”
“Also, he becomes crazy strong when his power awakens, and always gets the best part… and even though one time he was in the middle of battle and almost lost against the fierce enemies, he overcame the struggle with a composed smile.”
“Rena-chan.”
“Yes.”
“That’s a fictional character, right.”


  I answered her question with an abrupt, “Yes” just like Akinator, the computer game genie that guesses your answer through a series of questions. It was like what she had said. He was a character from the manga I had recently become hooked on.


  



  “I see, so he’s my first love…”
“Nnnn~~~.......”


  Ajisai-san’s reaction sounded like she was protesting that wasn’t what she meant.


  But I really had no one other than him in my heart.


  Mai tore through the sealed box in my mind, peering in my direction while saying, “Did you call for me?”. I swiftly threw the box out the window.


  



  I do like Mai, of course, as a friend. She made my heart throb faster sometimes, but that wasn’t something special since I also often felt that when spending time with Satsuki-san and Ajisai-san. Just by getting your heartrate up didn’t mean that you were in love. I also experienced the same physiological response after doing a marathon or entering a haunted house, and it didn’t mean I loved running marathons or entering haunted houses. That was a given.


  



  “Err...and what about you, Ajisai-san?”
“Me, eh…”


  Ajisai-san flipped over on her futon.


  “Umm.” She turned her back on me and then thought for a while. “It’s a secret.”


  “Eh, you have one?!”
“I don’t know. More like, I’m curious...probably.”
“Hee….”


  Ashigaya’s angel, someone who piqued her interest… This was huge news… Nah, I wouldn’t tell anyone though…


  “Eh, could it be someone from our school?”
“Well, yes.”
“Eeeeh, who-who is it, who is it?”


  I asked her out of curiosity.


  I wondered what kind of dashing person he was. The boys in our class were quite good-looking. Maybe someone like Shimizu-kun or Fujimura-kun. They looked like they got along with Ajisai-san after all.


  



  “Ah, you said it once, right? About a person you like.”
“...did I?”
“Yup. since it was something you said, of course I remember. You like someone that gives you peace of mind.”
“Nn, nnn……”


  So even Ajisai-san got embarrassed during times like this. The answer didn’t come for a while.


  



  Well, it wasn’t like I wanted to forcefully make her spit out the truth...but when I chose to step back, Ajisai-san spoke up again.


  “I thought of one thing,” Ajisai-san said her words slowly.


  A transparent voice that made you feel safe and tranquil.


  “About what?”
“The differences between friendship and love.” 
“Aah, yeah.”


  The conversation during our bath. Bath...uhhh.


  



  In my mind, I could see Ajisai-san’s pale skin, the waistline against her yukata, her chest―the moment my palms touched it, I recalled the vivid sensation of softness. My face got hot.


  Stop. I can’t. At this rate, I would end up with no sleep tonight.


  



  Nonetheless, the words she said next was a bomb dropping on me. 


  The difference between friendship and love, that was―


  “...something like, whether you felt sexual attraction or not.”


  Heee.


  I see, so that kind of thinking also―


  ………….


  “―eh, eeeeehhh?!”


  She had stated it in a very normal tone like it was part of an everyday conversation. I hadn’t anticipated this.


  Ajisai-san was facing the opposite direction, so I couldn’t see her expression.


  



  “Th-that’s surprising. So Ajisai-san is capable of saying things like that.”
“Actually, I talk about sexual stuff normally. Everyone often says that it’s unexpected, but it’s not like I despise that kind of talk.”
“Is that so… I-I’m sorry. Somehow my reaction was a bit over the top.”


  Our group never really talked about sex or similar topics before, so she might have just had those conversations with other classmates. Considering Ajisai-san was one of the members who often joined other groups, that was plausible…


  “Why are you apologizing?”


  I could hear Ajisai-san giggling.


  “...or could it be that you dislike me talking often about things like this? Since it is unlike your beloved angel Ajisai?”
“Eh, no, that’s…”


  I couldn’t answer her in an instant. Seeing my reaction, she mumbled.


  



  Surely, it wasn’t like my usual image, but…


  “...but, this is also part of me. This is, also me.”
“Y-yeah.”


  



  I wanted to put an end to this stimulating conversation with a short answer, but it seemed like Ajisai-san wasn’t going to let me off the hook.


  “Rena-chan, have you ever had that kind of thoughts towards a friend?”


  Ueeee?!


  “M-me?! I wonder! That’s a difficult question!”


  That kind of thought, eh...honestly, well, well, I had, though!


  Of course, I couldn’t say it, but then Ajisai-san laughed.


  “Aaah, so you had...lewd Rena-chan.”
“N-n-n-no, that’s not!”


  Satsuki-san often teased me like this, but when Ajisai-san was the one who said that, the shame I felt was really on a different level! I’m not a lewd woman!!


  Uuh, I could imagine a pair of devil-like black wings unfurl from her back…


  “If I keep up with these kinds of topics, it might excite you and make you not able to fall asleep.”
“You’re right… But, you’re wrong. I never saw my friends with that kind of…”
“Alriiight.”


  Her answer clung on my ears, and then she rolled her body to face me again.


  Since my eyes were already used to the darkness, I could clearly see her sidelong glance.


  “...even if you end up wanting to do it, you can’t push me down, okay?”
“Eh?!”


  She put a finger on her lips, then closed her eyes halfway.


  “Don’t become a big bad wolf who takes advantage of a weak, runaway girl’s heart...okay?”
“―”


  



  Her gaze.


  



  Just before my reasoning got crushed, I hurriedly escaped from her look.


  “G-good night!” I pulled the futon over my head with a yell.


  



  I wished that I would lose consciousness until the sun rose.


  



  Ajisai-san who teased my innocent heart like that……!


  Turned out that she was the wicked woman, though?!


  



  *****


  



  Sena Ajisai’s Story (2) - How Silly of Me


  The first time she spoke with Renako was the day after the entrance ceremony. Renako had offered to share an umbrella with her as she was taking shelter in the station from the rain.


  During their first encounter, Ajisai thought of her as someone cheerful, an assertive, adorable girl.


  Ajisai was sure that Renako had a lot of friends during middle school, and since she had no acquaintance at her new school, was determined to make a lot of new friends in high school.


  Ajisai wanted to support that wish of hers, and that was why, after they ended up sitting close to each other, they naturally became friends.


  She thought that they got along pretty well.


  Ajisai had a lot of friends to talk to, but Renako was the first high school friend she had invited to her home.


  ―perhaps, she regarded her as a special friend.


  A secretly close relationship, like elementary school classmates who vowed to “always be best friends.” For Ajisai who liked the Sunday morning show featuring magical girls, something like that made her heart brim with excitement.


  



  Until, that day.


  “―Ajisai-san is an angel for me! I really like you, I will always like you!”


  



  A lot of time had passed since that day, and she finally understood what she had meant. That day, it wasn’t like Renako had said it to make her heart skip in excitement. That hadn’t been her intention at all. She was being simple and straightforward, baring her feelings to Ajisai so she wouldn’t misunderstand her.


  But even after a while, every time she looked at Renako’s face, the memories from that day would resurface. Her face would turn red, and she wouldn’t be able to stay calm.


  



  



  (...what an odd person.)


  Still laying beside her, Ajisai stared at the sleeping Renako’s profile.


  She couldn’t sleep, so she got up from her futon, then sat on the chair next to the window.


  (She had followed me on my runaway trip, and insisted on splitting the bills while crying…)


  Ajisai thought that if she showed her unusually forceful side, Renako would yield and let her pay for everything.


  Renako was kind, and Ajisai also could see the timidness inside her, which was why she planned to just convince her in one swoop. Ajisai was aware of her own slyness, which led her to formulate a plan like that.


  



  Even then, Renako easily surpassed Ajisai’s expectations. 


  



  Ajisai wondered if Renako didn’t fear that her way of forcefully handling things could affect their relationship negatively.


  No matter how close you were, you were still bound to have fights with your friend. Ajisai, who had a wide range of social circles, already saw it many times.


  That was why she considered Renako’s actions to be reckless no matter how she looked at it. It made her anxious, since Ajisai was the one who had faced that side of Renako.


  (...since I’d never met someone like her before.)


  



  Ajisai was someone who was always attentive to her surroundings, and Renako was very different from her who always treated everything carefully.


  Sometimes, Ajisai would get worried whenever she saw Renako’s straightforwardness...and, even if just for a bit, she also envied that side of hers.


  (This time, it unexpectedly resolved in a good way and it was great...but it had been a coincidence…)


  No, deep down she already realized.


  She realized what Renako pulled wasn’t a mere coincidence.


  



  She understood that Renako hadn’t done it out of confidence. Renako didn’t believe that she could pull it off perfectly. Even so, Renako kept running to that one goal and stretched out her hands.


  She made it come true by her own efforts. It was as simple as that.


  Renako was different from Ajisai, who chose to shut herself inside her own comfort zone. They were truly polar opposites in this sense. 


  



  (...right, that’s true. That’s why Rena-chan is amazing. The more I know about her, the more I think that I wouldn’t be able to beat her...)


  



  She placed her hand on her chest over her pajamas.


  The place where Renako had touched her before was still throbbing, and it felt feverish.


  Somehow it felt painful. She took a deep breath.


  (Why was I feeling this way?)


  Ajisai looked up to the sky.


  The hazy clouds that slightly concealed the moon resembled the fuzzy emotions that were stirring in her chest.


  



  Your happiness is my happiness―even though your happiness could plunge me into sorrow.


  



  Those were her conflicting thoughts. Even though it wasn’t a lie, she wondered since when did everything become this painful and confusing. 


  (Because, the truth was that... I hadn’t really needed to run away from home. It would’ve been better if I had endured it. Even then...why did I...why…) 


  



  Ajisai was, to her precious friend who was sleeping soundly...   


  In a quiet voice, she asked the moon.


  



  “...what is this emotion? I can’t fall asleep...at this rate, my heart would no longer be able to take it.”


  



  Both the moon and Ajisai didn’t find the answer to her whisper.


  *****


  

  Chapter 3: Staying Like This Forever is, Impossible? (Part 1)


  *****


  Being fond of everyone, and feeling their happiness as her own happiness.


  If the one who had said it hadn’t been Ajisai-san, but instead, let’s say, Satsuki-san, I would’ve definitely gotten worried and asked her, “Did you just hit your head?! Let’s go to the hospital now!” But since it came from Ajisai-san who dispersed kindness on a daily basis, of course I took her words seriously.


  



  But I wondered what kind of feeling that was.


  Was it something like, if one day Ajisai-san happened to pick up a jewel, and then someone else came and told her to give it to them, Ajisai-san would happily hand it over with her usual smile?


  For me, who was the embodiment of greed...throwing away my own happiness for the sake of others’ was something unthinkable.


  Was Ajisai-san really happy living her life like that…? If by any chance she felt like pushing herself even just a little, I would really want her to keep that jewel for herself.


  



  I was a huge fan of Ajisai-san, which meant her happiness would also be my happiness.


  Ah, so this was how Ajisai-san felt!


  No, but, it felt wrong somehow...mine was more impure...something limited only to Ajisai-san… In the first place, I felt like this since Ajisai-san was the one who made my school life more sparkling and increased my quality of life significantly…


  Doing everything for my own sake as the top priority...Amaori Renako was really someone no different than a primal beast...


  



  



  It was time for breakfast, and Ajisai-san hadn’t woken up yet.


  It seemed like she had stayed up late last night. I was getting worried but she brushed it aside with a simple, “Don’t mind me~” which led to me eating breakfast alone.


  There was toast and scrambled eggs, sausages, and also a petite serving of salad. It really felt like an inn’s breakfast. It tasted good.


  ...now I wondered if our conversation from last night had merely been a dream.


  Somehow I felt like Ajisai-san had said something like, “I do talk about sexual stuff, totally do. I don’t have problems with it. In truth, I really like to talk about it,” or something along those lines......


  



  Angels were beings crafted by God, so it wasn’t like they needed to procreate. Which was why, as expected, the things she’d said last night seemed like a mere dream, eh… Nonetheless, it was wrong of me to have a dream like that, so much that it was basically blasphemy, right?


  



  ...I finished my breakfast in anguish.


  



  By the time I got back to our room, Ajisai-san was still wrapped up in her futon.


  I didn't want to wake her up, so I decided to play my video game in the next room. I had snuck my portable game console in my bag for this trip just in case. When I went to take it out from my bag—


  “...Rena-chan~”


  A muffled voice sounded from inside the futon.


  “Ah, sorry, did I wake you up?”


  In the dim room, Ajisai-san stretched out a small hand from the futon.


  She waved it slightly, like signaling for me to come closer.


  “?”


  I approached her without thinking much, and when I arrived next to her—


  “Wa, wawawah?!”


  The futon opened wide like a shark’s mouth, catching me and wrapping over my whole body.


  My vision was smothered in darkness. Uwaah, eeh?! W-what was it? What the heck was happening?!


  



  I heard Ajisai-san’s sweet laughter close by.


  I had gotten pulled inside her futon. Ajisai-san laid next to me, fixating her gaze on me. She looked so innocent, with a carefree smile plastered on her face.


  “I just ate Rena-chan.”
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  “O, ouuuu.”


  I couldn’t respond in a proper language.


  Ajisai-san and I looked at each other inside the futon, just like we were in our own secret base. Ajisai-san giggled again, and the warmth from the blanket (the warmth that came from Ajisai-san’s body?!) enveloped my whole body.


  



  “Wh-what is it? Did something happen?”
“It’s just, I want to roll around doing nothing.”
“I-I see. Eh, and what’s the purpose of bringing me in here?”
“It would be great if I could do that together with you.”


  



  Ajisai-san slightly closed her eyes, and then she grabbed my finger like a baby.


  “L-let me accompany you then.”
“Yup.”


  Today, Ajisai-san’s gentle smile really looked like the smile of a pure, innocent child.


  “You see, I decided that today is the day where I will bother you.”
“What kind of decision is that?!”
“Renako Big Sis~~~”


  Ajisai-san rubbed her head against my chest.


  “Eeeh……?”


  Her behavior right now, could it be that she had just woken up and still wasn’t fully awake yet, or was she just elated since we were on a trip together, or could it also be possible that this was the release of the emotions she had endured at home? Or all three combined?


  



  I could do nothing other than become puzzled. Wh-what was this…? She was cute, but! This Ajisai-san was definitely cute, but!!


  What should I do in this situation…?


  



  Ajisai-san pulled her body close and stared at me from a lower angle. With those dark chestnut-colored eyes gazing straight into my eyes, I felt like I couldn’t breathe. Right after that, she hugged me. 


  “Renako Big Sis~”
“Ee, errrr...Ajisai-san, good girl…”


  She shook her head. Her hair was swinging around and hitting my nose. It was ticklish, but it smelled very good… I could enjoy the scent of her hair legally right now…


  



  “You see, today is the day where I become your little sister!”
“Is that so……”


  So that sister in my house was a fake, eh… I always thought that it was strange… That brat, even though she was my little sister she went ahead and became a normie. Of course it couldn’t be real.


  



  “And so, Renako Big Sis, what will you call me?”


  It came. Ajisai Quiz second round! If you answered it wrong, you would decrease her favorability rate toward you.


  



  “Eh? Eerrr…. A-Ajisai-san?”
“Bu-bu.”


  Ajisai-san pouted her lips, looking discontent. Hii.


  Surely, I wouldn’t call my little sister Haruna-san.


  But, you see, I also couldn’t call Ajisai-san without honorifics. My soul would fade. So I steeled myself and timidly opened my mouth.


  “A-Ajisai...chan?”


  Ajisai-san smiled merrily.


  “Renako Big Sis~~~~~”
“Guieeh.”


  She hugged me more firmly than before and squeezed my chest with all her might. This little sister, she sure was a spoiled one!


  “A-Ajisai-chan? It’s time to wake up, you know?”
“Eeh? But I want to stay inside the futon with you longer.”
“That’s, for how many seconds?”
“One hundred million seconds!”
“This girl is silly!”


  Ajisai-sanーnow Ajisai-chan—wrapped her arms around my back, and wasn’t showing any signs of letting me go.


  Suu, suu. I could hear her faint breath, which had been brushing my chest since earlier. It was ticklish. Also, on top of having huge breasts, Ajisai-san wasn’t wearing a bra right now, so, uh, the softness was unbelievable. My face was becoming hotter with each passing second!


  



  “You see, one hundred million seconds is around three years and two months!”
“Is that so...Ajisai-chan is really clever, eh.”
“Am I a good girl? Am I, am I?”
“You’re really a good girl...yup…”
“Ehe~”


  While she clung to my body, she let out a very carefree smile.


  Ajisai-san, temporarily freed from her duties as an older sister, looked like she really enjoyed her new role as a little sister.


  This was...well, it seemed like I had no other choice, so let’s indulge her for now…


  As long as it was for Ajisai-san’s sake, a little bit of embarrassment is nothing. Yesterday, we had already entered the bath together after all.


  



  “Errr...what are we going to do for today, Ajisai-chan?”
“Nn, I want to do nothing for a whole day with Renako Big Sis.”
“You don’t want to go play somewhere?”
“Don’t wanna~ Today Ajisai just wants to laze around~”


  It looked like the Ajisai-san who had become my little sister had reverted to her childhood phase.


  “Laze around, eh.”
“So I don’t have to wake up early in the morning, change their clothes, prepare breakfast, and tidy up the lego on the floor today…”
“Y-yup.”


  For a moment, I could feel a tint of darkness from her, but it was my imagination, probably. Right now, Ajisai-san was in her childhood phase so she harbored no darkness.


  Before we started this trip, I did think that I would get to see a lot of Ajisai-san’s sides, which made me both excited and anxious, but...I’d never thought that she would become my little sister, not even in a dream!


  



  “Renako Big Sis~” She said in a carefree voice, bringing her head out of the futon as she squirmed next to me. Then, she pulled me back into a hug again.


  Ajisai-san’s body was very soft no matter where it touched mine, and it was a very pleasant sensation…


  How weird, what were these feelings…


  I-it made me yearn for her body...?


  Huh, no, no no, of course I wouldn’t harbor those kinds of thoughts toward Ajisai-san! She was my friend! And she was an angel, you know?! I would definitely punch others who had sexual thoughts towards Ajisai-san!


  



  “Big Sis…”


  Ajisai-san called me in a sweet whisper (hii!) and her eyes wavered in agony.


  “As I thought...this is really pushing it, right…?”


  Ajisai-san’s face turned completely red.


  ―why did she regain herself out of nowhere?!


  “Aa! N-no! Of course, no!”


  She covered her face with both palms and trembled.


  “Sorry, I’m really bothering you… I just, I thought I could pull it somehow and do it… But of course it’s no good. I am a high-schooler after all...I’m 158 cm tall after all… Of course I can’t be a spoiled child like my little brothers…”


  I was making Ajisai-san drown in shame since I had gone with it half-heartedly!


  



  Whatever, let’s just do this!


  “That’s not true! Here, what a good girl. Good girl, good girl, Ajisai-chan.”


  I wrapped my arms around her and caressed her head.


  If I could heal Ajisai-san, being embarrassed to death was nothing. It would only give me satisfaction. Awaken, my motherhood!


  



  “What an adorable girl! Ajisai-chan is really adorable! How old are you?!”
“Fifteen years old…”
“I see, five years old, eh! How clever of you to be able to tell me your age! Yup, what a good girl! The world’s number one!”


  Ajisai-san released an inaudible voice as I kept spoiling her, and finally she accepted her fate.


  Doing things like this, the one who regained her sanity would be the one who loses, right? Not that I know though.


  



  “Well then, let’s play together with Big Sister here. Ah, how about we watch a video? What do you want to watch? How about a video of a bonfire?”
“A video of a bonfire…? What is that?”
“Eh, you don’t know? It’s a video where the fire is burning on wood. It’s very calming.”


  Ajisai-san tilted her head slightly as I pulled my phone from outside the futon. I see, so there were people who didn't watch this… I often watched them when I wanted to empty my mind…


  This was a problem. If Ajisai-san had never watched a bonfire video before, then I had nothing to talk about.


  But!


  That was right. I still had the conversation topic materials from Satsuki-san, my friend. This wasn’t the time to get stingy, so let’s put them into use. I placed my trust in the topics Satsuki-san gave me.


  Err, where was it? I opened the third file.


  



  [When was your first time?]


  



  “Koto Satsukiiii!!!!!”
“Eh, what’s wrong...?”


  Ajisai-san looked startled when I suddenly clenched my fist and scrambled up. I hurriedly reassured her that nothing’s wrong.


  “Nah, it’s just, Satsuki-san sent me a weird message.”
“What kind of message?”
“That’s, no, uh. It’s too early for the five-year-old Ajisai-chan.”
“Funya.”


  Still in her little sister mode, Ajisai-san stared at me absentmindedly. Of course she also looked perfectly adorable with that look. Fi, fi...fufufu...fi, first-time...she really told me to ask about her first time? I’m gonna knock you down, Koto Satsuki.


  



  Good grief. I really couldn’t put down my guard since Satsuki-san was the type of person to sneak in this kind of topic. But I bet she had thought something like, “Since you like these kinds of things, right?” when she made this. That person, she really branded me as a pervert after all…


  Anyway, it wasn’t possible for Ajisai-san to have had her first time, right? Nope, there was no way. She was still five years old after all.


  



  No way, right…? Eh, I got anxious now.


  



  “Hey, Ajisai-chan.”
“What is iiit?”


  Towards those pure eyes, I let out a melodious laugh and spoke.


  “You told me that you had interest in cosplaying, right! So I planned to do some research on Twitter, how about that? Ahaha!”


  As if I could ask her that!


  



  I laughed and tried to fool her so she couldn’t see what was on my screen. It was possible that my phone might show some weird videos that were too stimulating for five-year-olds after all.


  The little girl who laid down next to me was absorbed in watching cat videos, and sometimes she would say, “How cute~”, while smiling. The one who was cute here was you, you know? To think that she had the talent to surpass cats in terms of cuteness, it was an outstanding talent for humanity.


  



  For now, I rummaged through my Twitter feed for cosplay images. So far, I had never really searched for them since I only looked at things that showed up on my timeline, but these costumes were really awesome, eh. Cosplayers made this by hand, right? Aah, but Ajisai-san looked like she was good with her hands, so she would probably be able to make them too.


  



  After scrolling for a while, an extraordinarily adorable girl showed up before my eyes.


  The account name was Nagipo@JKLayer. She looked young with wide eyes, and her appearance really felt like she was a fictional character that had emerged from a fictional world. She also had a huge number of followers.


  I opened her account. Her latest Tweet was something that had just been uploaded twenty minutes ago. Next to Nagipo-san was a girl wearing a revealing magical girl’s costume.


  Uwaa, this other girl was also tremendously beautiful...how lewd…


  ……...huh?


  I furrowed my eyebrows. The tweet was, “Together with my friend Moon-chan! Creminage’s cosplay!”


  Uh, wait, this person, she was—


  ………………


  Satsuki-san, right?


  Wait a minute. Huh? Then, Nagipo-san was...


  At that moment, my phone rang. The one who called me was―Satsuki-san.
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  “Hiii!”


  I was going to be killed!


  “Waa, Re-Renako Big Sis?”
“Sorry for surprising you. Uh, it’s a call from Satsuki-san! I’m going to answer her for a second!”


  I hurriedly rushed out of the futon to the place by the window. I covered my mouth and answered her call in a whisper.


  “H-hello?”
“―did you see?”


  Scary.


  Was she a youkai?


  “No, eh, what are you talking about? I have no idea. I don’t have a Twitter account.”
“I see. So you saw.”


  In the first place, how? Was she watching me from somewhere? This was not on the level where I was too easy to read, right? It was practically telepathy.


  



  “You know what to do, right?”
“...if I told someone about this?”
“I don’t have any choice. It would cost you your family.”
“What a splendidly evil thing to say…”


  I groaned, and then tried to change the mood to cheer her up.


  “D-don’t worry! You looked really good in that outfit!”
“....................”
“I-I beg your pardon.”


  The pressure from her silence was too strong. I couldn't do anything other than apologize.


  “Um, why did you do it even though you are this reluctant…...?”
“I made an agreement.”
“Agreement…? Like those magical girls’ contracts…?”
“I don’t intend to tell you the details. At any rate, just enjoy your time with Sena. The thing you need to do now is block that Nagipo@JKLayer account. That’s it.”


  Tu―tu―


  After saying what she had wanted to say, she cut the call in an instant.


  What did she mean by cosplaying as part of an agreement…? I had no clue what she was saying.


  She told me to block the account, but instead, I chose to not follow it. Then, I bookmarked the account, and also saved the image of Satsuki-san cosplaying.


  Little did I know that my action today would snowball into a massive tragedy―(to be continued)


  



  



  And so, I really stared hard at Satsuki-san’s cosplay picture on my phone screen, licking her all over with my gaze. After a while, the five-year-old girl I had neglected called for me, “Hey, hey.”


  “Renako big sis~?” she said.


  “Ah, yeah?”


  I walked to the futon, sat down, and then she pulled me into a hug again. She really liked an excessive amount of skinship, eh...ah my heart was beating so fast…


  



  “What did you talk about with Satsuki-chan?”
“Ah, no, it wasn’t something important.”


  I answered her with the bare minimum answer, since I couldn’t answer with anything else. From the moment I leaked that photo, my family would face dangerous consequences.


  “Muu~”


  Ajisai-san wasn’t convinced with my answer, and pouted her lips. Why?!


  “Is it a secret, Big Sis?”
“Eh, eeehh…?”


  She stared at me from below, urging me for a proper response.


  No, uh, even if you looked at me with those eyes! I couldn’t!


  “I see, so it is a secret...just between you and Satsuki-chan…”
“M-my family would be taken as hostage!”
“...whatever.”


  Ajisai-san turned to face the opposite direction, curling into a ball, like a sulking kid, watching a kittens' video. She was really attacking my guilt to a great extent!


  “No, listen, you have it wrong! I’m not like that with Satsuki-san!”
“Cats are really cute, eh, nyaa~nyaa~”
“Ah, she didn’t listen to me, she pretended to not listen! This girl, she won’t listen to Big Sis! What a bad girl!”


  Ajisai-san peeked at me and then turned around again. “...am I a bad girl…..?” she asked.


  “Of course not! Ajisai-chan is the most good girl in human history! The last girl that was more good than Ajisai-chan existed almost 4,000,000 years ago!”


  Her body became smaller as she hugged her knees to her chest.


  “But for Renako Big Sis, Satsuki-chan is more important, right?”
“Of course that’s—!”
“Even back when she was fighting with Mai-chan, you really got along with her…”


  Wh-what should I do now?


  Would it be okay if I shouted something irresponsible like, “Ajisai-san is more important than Satsuki-san!” following this mood? But, I wondered…? Between Satsuki-san and Ajisai-san? No, of course both of them were important!


  “I’m, uh, well…”
“......”


  Unlike earlier where she enjoyed looking at me all flustered, this time she was giving off a completely different air. It was like she had discovered something she didn’t want to admit.


  Ajisai-san, who was usually restrained by her identity as “Sena Ajisai”, cast her eyes down and slowly opened her mouth.


  “Am I not your number one...Renako Big Sis…?”
“I, I…”


  Number one was...what kind of number one…? Number one friend? Or could it be…?


  No, that other option was definitely wrong. What Ajisai-san needed right now wasn’t a sensible answer. What she wanted was a feeling of reassurance where she was my number one.


  



  Ajisai-san looked so fragile even though she was usually showered with everyone’s affection, since she was someone relied on by others. Seeing her like that made my chest twinge.


  If kind words from someone like me could cheer her up, I really wanted to tell her, “You’re my number one!” no matter how many times she wanted. I really wanted to do it, but…


  



  “Renako Big Sis, hug me.”
“O-okay…”


  She opened her arms wide and then I gathered her body into my arms. Her lips rubbed against my cheek, and it made my face burn.


  



  But I still had no clue.


  Who was my number one?


  If Satsuki-san and Ajisai-san both needed my help at the same time, whose hand would I take?


  Perhaps, after considering a lot of things, I thought that at least I probably wouldn’t turn my back on Satsuki-san, since she looked like had fewer friends than Ajisai-san.


  I was also certain that Ajisai-san had other friends she could rely on, other people who could help her. 


  Thinking that way, if I said something casually like, “Of course you are my number one!”, that would be an utter lie…


  Feeling her body warmth, it felt like our pulse had become one.


  



  “Rena-chan…”
“...Ajisai-san.”


  



  Right after we called each other’s names, like making sure of each other's existence, knock-knock. Someone knocked on our door.


  Ah…


  



  “I wonder if they came to tidy up the futon.”
“......nn.”
“Ajisai-chan wants to take it easy for a bit longer, right? I’ll tell them to come later. Wait here, okay?”


  Ajisai-san released me reluctantly. With her eyes lowered, she slowly said, “Big Sis...sorry for saying something weird… thank you for being kind.”


  “I-it’s okay.”
“I’ll be a good girl and wait here.”


  Saying those words, Ajisai-san gave me an adorable smile. That smile was so lovely that I was sure no one would be able to resist her charm...or so I thought.


  Somehow I felt like she was pushing herself with that smile.


  I really had no idea...what should I… This really reminded me that I was a powerless being.


  



  I sluggishly got up from the futon and then walked to the door.


  “Yes...excuse me. Umm, actually about the room...”


  I opened the door.


  The one who stood there wasn’t the inn’s employee―


  “Heya.”


  I felt like I heard the sound of stars falling, shalalan~, like a window chime.


  She had tied her blond hair up, and even though one can humbly describe her appearance, the word of matchless beauty still suited her the most.


  That perfect body really made you contemplate that God sure put a lot of work into creating humans...considering the perfection of her beauty. At least a girl like this wasn’t someone that you could casually meet at a random inn.


  It was Oozuka Mai.


  



  “Uwaa, a familiar face!”
“Really? Even though being one of a kind is my selling point? Have you ever met someone who looked like me?”
“I was talking about you!”


  I pointed my finger at Mai. As if she was watching something interesting, she let out crisp laughter.


  “Well, you’re sure being rude since you went travelling without telling me anything. So, is it okay if I join?”
“Wait, uh, wait a minute!”


  I lost my chance to stop her. Oozuka Mai entered the room.


  Crap. Right now―


  A sleepy Ajisai-san was laying on top of the futon.


  “Renako Big Sis~? Hey, hey, hurry up and get back in the futon, and give me a lot of hugs. Hey, hug,” said the perfectly adorable five-year-old girl.


  



  “Oh?”
“...............fue?”


  Mai, taken aback, exchanged a stare with the oblivious Ajisai-san.


  Right after that—


  “UWAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAA!!!”


  A scream I’d never heard from Ajisai-san echoed in the room.


  



  ***


  



  “And?” I folded my arms while glaring at Mai. “Why are you here?!”


  



  “I wanted to see the ocean.”
“You’re lying! As if royalty like you would come out of your way to stay over at this rundown inn! I’m sorry for calling this inn ‘rundown’!”


  Mai made herself at ease as she settled into the tatami chair. She sipped the tea I had just brewed with a smile.


  “Well, I’m glad you're still here. I was surprised when I heard that you suddenly went away on a trip with Ajisai. I have the whole day off today so I chased after you.”
“Ah, aaah.”


  The mystery had been solved!


  That message from my little sister last night was for Mai’s sake. That annoying pushover...!      


  



  “Who would’ve thought that there was a spy from within...”
“Haruna is a polite and adorable underclassman. She adores me and even properly called me sister-in-law.”
“So, ‘if you want to kill the commander, shoot the horse first’ tactic, eh…”


  The heck with ‘sister-in-law’? I had already told her numerous times that I wouldn’t marry Mai…


  I had spent an exciting night with Ajisai-san last night, but it felt like the distant past now. It was all thanks to the Oozuka World that had painted over those moments in a flash. It was the power of an absolute ruler.


  



  On the other side, Ajisai-san had finished tidying up the futon and sat calmly with her ears still red...so this was the true meaning of “shame”...!


  



  “Heya, Ajisai. This is our first time meeting since summer break started, huh. How are you doing?”
“F-fine…”
“I see. Anyways, about that “Big Sis” from earlier.”
“Th-that was! It was nothing!”
“Ah yes, did you know?! Ajisai-san spent a lot of her childhood in the area around here!”


  Ajisai-san’s face resembled an apple again so I forcefully changed the topic. Mai chose to go along with me.


  “Is that so? This town is a very comfortable place to relax. So you know the area around here well?”
“Y-yup, quite a bit...”
“Then, would you like to show us around? I like to walk around a town I’ve never been to before. Only if you’re willing to.”
“Wh-what do you think, Ajisai-san?!”
“Y-yeah, okay, let’s just do that!!”


  Ajisai-san clapped her hands, appearing agitated despite smiling in desperation. 


  Fu. That ended well. Ajisai-san was now on the brink of self-destruction since her classmate had just witnessed her in the middle of “play”.


  “Aah, of course, I won’t force you to. Each person has their own way of enjoying a vacation. One of them is, well, going on a trip together with Renako, I think? Right, Renako Big Sis?”
“S-stop that!!!”


  I desperately shouted at Mai as Ajisai-san turned completely red again while trembling. Did you really intend to keep us both in anguish?


  What was it? Was she annoyed because I had gone on a trip with Ajisai-san so she decided to bully us? She was really bullying us, right? I didn’t like bullies, since they were bullies.


  



  I glared at Mai who had a bitter expression.


  “Nah, um, my bad. I just got a bit lonely since you left me out. Well, of course, I’m also in the wrong since I was busy and couldn’t really get in touch…”


  “N-no, it’s okay. Me too. I’m sorry, Mai-chan,” Ajisai-san said.


  “It’s not something you should apologize for. I'm just being immature.” Mai said, downhearted. Being honest at times like these was one of her virtues.


  In fact, I could only gaze at the scene before me where Mai and Ajisai-san flirted with each other and accept it with, “Ah...this is fine.”... Well then, it can’t be helped, I should just forgive her.


  



  “In the first place, Ajisai-san planned to travel alone and I just joined her forcefully in the middle...so I’m practically the same as you...” 
“Is that so? Then once again, can I join your trip as well?”
“Yup, of course.”


  At last, Ajisai-san flashed us her bright smile, and looking at that, Mai also beamed. Even Mai would be a simple, relieved human, looking at the smiling angel Ajisai-san.


  



  Mai stood up and looked like she was going to get ready.


  “Well then, should we get ready now? The truth is I booked the next room. Err, so, where is your room, Renako?”


  Mai glanced around the room restlessly.


  “Where is...it’s here though?”
“....hm?”


  Mai cocked her head slightly.


  “But this is Ajisai’s room, right?”
“This is our room. Back there, you saw our futons lined side by side, right?”


  I had a “That’s obvious, right?” tone in my words, but Mai froze solid for a while.


  “......you stayed in the same room with Ajisai?” Mai muttered, gaping in disbelief. Huh?!


  “That’s indecent!”
“What is?!”
“Two girls spending the night together in the same room, of course it’s indecent!”
“The heck are you saying?!”


  I really couldn’t understand her!


  “You really are...good grief, you really do this with everyone!”
“Not everyone! Just Satsuki-san and Ajisai-san!”
“With Satsuki?!”  “Satsuki-chan too….?”


  Huh?! Why are you joining in, Ajisai-san?!


  



  Having a sleepover with a friend is normal, right…? No, well, not really?


  



  Right. For the current me, a sleepover wasn’t something [normal], since it was an activity that was too advanced for me. Going by that reason, what I did were practically huge sins…..fufu….


  Wait, this wasn’t the time to quiver in delight.


  



  Mai placed her hand on her chest like she was about to declare something important. Then she said firmly, “I get it. I’m also going to sleep in this room.”


  “You just said you already booked the next room, though?!”
“Why are you so eager to leave me out, Renako?! Is it because of my beauty?! Is my beauty really a sin, a poison for your eyes?!”
“It's because it's already written on the inn’s agreement!”


  This super darling was hopeless. My words wouldn’t reach her.


  See, see see? Even Ajisai-san was stunned!


  “Hey, hey, you also tell Mai, Ajisai-san!”


  Ajisai-san, who had been watching us arguing back and forth since earlier, realized something.


  “....eh, ‘Mai’?”
“Ah.”


  Right, I usually called her by ‘Oozuka-san’.


  Beethoven's Symphony No.5, “Fate”, was sounding in my head.


  Ah. This was the end.


  



  “No, well, this is, uh…!”


  The more agitated I got, the more the words wouldn’t come.


  “We are in a relationship, called Rema friends.”
“Rema friends…?”
“R-right. Well, you see, a lot of things happened. Like, a lot!”


  I really didn’t know what kind of information or explanation I should give her, so I ended up blabbering in a very nonsensical way.


  I couldn’t say anything regarding Mai’s secret, and of course I also couldn’t tell her that we were temporarily in a lovers-like relationship.


  Even so, I really didn’t want to lie to Ajisai-san! It was a check-mate!


  



  Help me, Maiemon!
(TL Note: It’s a Doraemon reference, in case some of you is confused.)


  



  “In short, Renako and I got along better after a lot of things happened...but well, Renako is a very reserved person so she wouldn’t call me by my first name and went with ‘Oozuka-san’ instead.”


  A short and easy-to-understand explanation from Mai. Ah, so that much was alright?!


  



  Ajisai-san seemed to slowly process the new information.


  “Err, i-is that so? I was surprised when she suddenly called you by your first name.”


  She was convinced!


  That was great, really…


  “How’s that, Renako? Why don’t you use this opportunity to just call me by my name even at school?”
“Impossible! The reaction from people around me would be too scary!”
“Would it? I don’t really mind it though.”
“What do you think, Ajisai-san?!”
“Errr, but, I think I can understand. You just need courage to do it, I guess?”
“I would also welcome it if you call me by my name without honorifics, you know?”


  With a dazzling smile, Mai took Ajisai-san’s hand.


  Ajisai-san hesitated for a bit.


  “...Ma-Mai.”
“Yeah, Ajisai.”


  Ajisai-san’s cheeks turned red.


  “A-as expected, this is making me shy. Also, Mai-chan felt like a ‘Mai-chan’ anyway.”
“Does it?”
“Yup. You are very ladylike, someone who looks like a princess, but even then, you’re humble. So that side of you really seems like ‘Mai-chan’.”
“Well then, what if I call you Ajisai-chan next time?”
“I-it would be a bit embarrassing in its own way…”


  Looking at the two of them smiling at each other, the harmonious atmosphere between these two really felt like they were a couple, prepared for their wedding ceremony.


  Did you see it, MaiAji camp? Right now, a reception for the marriage between the two beauties was being held.


  Enjoying my time as the wedding staff who looked over them, Mai got up with a smile.


  “Well then, it’s time to head out.”


  At first I was lost when Mai suddenly came and intruded on our trip, but in the end it was our usual friendly group. Mai was really something, huh.


  “Yup.”
“Okaay.”


  Honestly, if I played sisters with Ajisai-san for a whole day, I was pretty sure that I would end up damaging my brain and forgetting how to speak Japanese, so this was a good thing.


  And with this, on the second day of our runaway trip, we left the inn to walk around the town.


  



  ***


  



  This coastal town was also close to the mountains, so there were quite a few hills. During our walk, due to the number of steep slopes, it felt like we were hiking in the mountains. The walk was basically a workout. 


  At such an altitude, we could see the vast ocean stretching out before us. It was really exciting. If you lived around here, you probably got used to seeing this, but for me, this was a rare sight, which I enjoyed.


  Ajisai-san led the way and Mai walked next to her. I followed along behind them.


  If the three of us walked side-by-side, we would trouble other pedestrians, blocking up the path. Every time we went out as a group, I usually intentionally kept one step behind. That was something normal to do, right?


  



  “But really, there’s nothing in this town.”
“Yeah?”
“Yup. I usually come here during summer or winter break, but since I don’t have any friends here, there aren’t many things I could do. I basically just walk around aimlessly.”


  Today’s sun wasn’t as strong as usual. Nonetheless, Mai was sheltering herself under a white-laced umbrella. From her elegance and beauty, she looked like a proper lady. Mai really had a strong sense of duty since she was properly protecting her body from the sunrays. As expected from a professional model, how cool.


  



  “My little brother had just been born so my parents had their hands full, and that was why they asked my relatives here to watch over me.”
“I see, so this town is like your second hometown, right?”
“Fufu, that’s not really wrong. I’m sorry for forcing you two to tag along on my trip down memory lane.”


  Ajisai-san turned to look at me with a smile. 


  Shaking my head, I said, “Ah, it’s okay.”


  



  On her other side, Mai laughed composedly.


  “What are you saying? I love this. Of course I consider this a very precious time since we can deepen our friendship.”


  Unlike my shoddy answer, Mai answered pleasantly, which lightened the mood. As expected from Ashigaya’s super darling.


  With Mai joining this runaway trip, I felt greatly reassured by her presence. If it was only just the two of us, we probably would have spent our entire day under the covers, not leaving our room.


  Right. Her existence was so reassuring, but...it also annoyed me!


  



  



  “And so, where are we heading now?”
“Fufu, I wonder where? The hint is a place where I often spent my allowance during elementary school.”
“Let’s see. The art gallery?”


  Going to an art gallery with an elementary school student's level of allowance...was that the story of a famed artist or what?


  “Fufu. What do you think, Rena-chan?”
“Err, err, game center?”


  I definitely wanted to score a point here, so I mentioned a very likely place. Compared to Mai, I understood Ajisai-san better after all!


  Hearing my answer, Ajisai-san responded with, “That’s close~”. Ah, cute.


  “We’re arriving soon.”
“A place like a game center, I wonder what it is. An amusement park?”
“Could it be something like that attraction they placed around Odaiba Plaza...?!”
“Can you stop raising the bar too highly?!”


  Ajisai-san retorted, and it made me happy somehow.


  We finally arrived after blabbering about random things.


  “R-right here.”


  At the corner of the street, there was a store with a rusty sign board, with gachas lined below the window of the storefront. The inside of the building was filled with displays of different products. Compared with the convenience store, it had much more variety in its products.


  I blurted out in surprise, “C-candy store!”


  Whoa, this was a relic from the Showa era!


  It was my first time seeing this. I had only ever seen them from manga or videos.


  In my hometown, if I wanted to buy snacks during my elementary school years, I just needed to make a trip to the convenience store or supermarket. This was pretty rare for me.


  “So it still hasn't closed down yet.”


  Ajisai-san looked relieved.


  “Uwaah, amazing. This is a real candy store. Let me take a picture.”


  Ajisai-san looked elated seeing my overt enthusiasm. She clasped her hands behind her back and then glanced at Mai with a complacent smile.


  “How’s this? I bet the elegant and fashionable Mai-chan has never been to something like a candy store before, right?”
“Fuu.”


  Mai flashed a bold smile at her.


  “Too bad, Ajisai. Satsuki’s my childhood friend, and she taught me how to have fun without spending lots of money in our early days. Of course, that also included buying stuff at candy stores.”
“W-what!”


  Ajisai-san widened her eyes in surprise.


  “That can’t be. Even though you look like someone who would say something like ‘Without a fork and knife, how am I supposed to eat this?’ when you’re served a burger!” I played along with Ajisai-san in attacking Mai. 


  On a side note, I had gone to a burger shop with Mai after school before. She had eaten the burger normally.


  A smile still plastered on her face, Mai closed her umbrella.


  “It was something that Satsuki taught me before. Like how to use 100 yen efficiently to have a feast by choosing the right snacks. My favorite one is the potato fries.” 
“Mai-chan, you’re good…!”


  I was excluded since I had no idea what they were saying, but since Mai and Ajisai-san looked like they were having fun, it was an OK from me.


  “Alright then. I understand now, Mai-chan.”


  Ajisai-san curled her hand into a fist with eagerness and then pointed her finger at Mai.


  “Let’s see who can get a better snack lineup with the budget of 100 yen. It’s a match!”
“Hohou, of course I accept your challenge. So Renako will be the judge, yes?”
“Eeeh?”
“Yup. So, the battle of choosing the ultimate snacks, starts now!”


  The two of them looked like they enjoyed this with sparks flying from their eyes.


  I knew about Mai’s competitiveness, but Ajisai-san unexpectedly also had this side of her.


  But now if I thought about it, Kaho-chan and even Satsuki-san would probably join in on stuff like this. Being someone with a bright personality, you really needed to be someone who could go along with the mood, eh...


  If so, I also needed to go along with the mood since I just performed a debut as part of an outgoing group. If I said something like, “Nah, I don’t really know about candies anyway…”, that would be a big no.


  Let’s do this. With a face like the world’s snack master, I nodded with confidence.


  “Leave it to me. But let me say this, I'm really picky when it comes to snacks. I can easily tell the difference between lightly salted snacks and consommé-flavor snacks with my eyes closed. By the way, my succession rate is around 80%.”
“I can also do that though?!”


  I received another retort from Ajisai-san again. Kuh, my body was really brimming with happiness…


  



  The two of them entered the store, and I followed behind.


  Since the store offered a huge range of products, I saw a lot of snacks I had never seen before. Eh, how small! These were cute. It was like a confectionery factory run by dwarves.


  It looked like a snack corner in the supermarket, but somehow—how should I put this—it felt nostalgic? I wondered if this sense of familiarity was already engraved on the DNA level for us Japanese people.   


  Holding a small basket, Ajisai-san shopped around the store, sometimes saying, “Waah, I ate this often,” with a smile.


  “Somehow I get the feeling that Ajisai-san has the same expression from when we went to the department store and general store. You have it now in this store.”
“Eeh? Is it weird?”


  Ajisai-san patted her cheeks lightly. I shook my head.


  “That’s not what I mean. Err, it’s like, everything really feels like Ajisai-san, with a high favorability rate…”
“High? I see. That’s good then.”


  Ajisai-san smiled and gave me the peace sign, showing her joy. To think that this adorable creature was choosing adorable snacks, it was the pinnacle of cuteness.


  “You see, somehow I really like it when I need to choose a few options from a lot of things. It’s like it gives me a feeling of luxury since I often have trouble deciding on what I want.”
“Oo, Ajisai-san, this one look pretty good, this chocolate stick.”
“If so, it would be better if we pick this 25-yen chocolate since it allows us to pick other items, so we can thoroughly enjoy other kinds of flavour~”
“I understand, Ajisai-paisen.”


  



  On the other side, with a serious face like she was in the middle of trading stocks, Mai diligently inspected each product.


  I thought she was carefully deciding the greatest lineup, but instead she muttered, “Hohou, I never had this one…” So she was engrossed in choosing things she’d never eaten before?!


  But this was really peculiar.


  If I was by myself and ended up in front of a candy store, I bet I would have felt uneasy and embarrassed to enter since I was already in high school.


  But since I was together with Ajisai-san and Mai, it became something like a youth memory trip during high school’s summer break.


  I wondered why. Was it because of their aura…? When they were together like this, the store felt like it was a filming location.


  



  I went to stand next to Mai as she was browsing through the aisles.


  “What kind of snacks did you usually eat when you were a kid?”


  Rather, did she even eat snacks in the first place? She really didn’t look like someone who snacked often in her free time, but she often brought stuff like Pocky to school though.


  “Let’s see, something like ‘Big Katsu’?”
“It’s that thing in your hands though?!”


  It was frightening when I imagined she ate something like Big Katsu in her luxurious living room. Wait, no, it suited her…? Mai who drank Ramune soda while eating snacks. Mai sure had that side of her.


  “That’s a joke. I often ate sweets that were delivered directly to my place.”
“You had sweets delivered to your house?! Like Choco-Pie?!”
“No one sent Choco-Pie. They were mainly from people at work, like popular sweets from popular stores. There were a ton of things I wanted to try, but since I’m a light eater I couldn’t finish them by myself. Because it would be a waste, I had to give them to our hired help before they expired.”
“I see.”
“It really made me guilty when there was a lot remaining, so I never really bought sweets myself. That’s why it makes me happy when I can pick snacks by myself like this. Fufufu.”


  Mai’s eyes crinkled as she laughed.


  Could it be that Ajisai-san had already foreseen this and that was the reason she had proposed this match…? I wasn’t sure. At least I understood that Ajisai-san wasn’t Satsuki-san, so she didn’t have any intention to inflict mental anguish on Mai, to make her grovel on the floor for the sake of having her taste the flavor of defeat.


  



  Sometimes I thought that the relationship between Mai and Ajisai-san was quite mysterious. I wondered what they truly thought of each other. From my point of view, they looked like a long-time married couple and really suited each other.


  



  As I was thinking about this, Mai and Ajisai-san had finished selecting their ultimate lineup.


  After paying the old lady at the cashier, the three of us exited the store.


  There was a bench right in front of the store, so we sat side by side while basking in the sun just like three cats.


  “Well then, Rena-chan. This is my pick.”


  Without delay, Ajisai-san revealed the contents in her plastic bag. There were three items inside.


  “Marshmallows, potato fries, and this cotton candy thing that pops inside your mouth when you eat it.”


  I see. These choices closely suited Ajisai-san. (?)


  “Sweet, then salty, then followed by a stimulating sweetness. It’s a plan to make Rena-chan become a captive of snacks.”


  Next to me, Ajisai-san revealed a rare expression of confidence, the corners of her mouth lifting sharply.


  Compared to what had happened this morning, seeing her proud face touched me deeply, since yesterday she looked like she had hit rock bottom in terms of her self-confidence.


  This change was definitely nice, right? Ajisai-san, how nice…


  My big sis act was quite worth it. Huh, was it?


  



  After Ajisai-san showed her lineup, Mai sounded rather taken aback.


  “I see, so you chose those snacks.”
“Hm?”
“What is it?”
“Look at this.”


  Mai showed us her plastic bag with four items inside.


  There was Ramune Japanese soda candy, something that looked like a tiny serving of yoghurt, and then also marshmallows and potato fries. Both Mai and Ajisai-san looked at each other.


  Then the two of them cracked up.


  “We picked similar stuff.”
“Yeah, we did.”


  Seeing them like that, I ended up laughing too.


  We were really laughing at something peculiar in front of the store. We had turned into a trio of suspicious high school girls.


  



  “Haah.”


  Mai let out a huge sigh.


  “There’s no other choice. It’s a tie, then.”
“Umm, too bad. Even though I was sure that I could beat Mai-chan.”


  Oh?


  “I thought you’re someone who doesn't really care about something like that.”


  I also nodded at Mai’s words. Even our table tennis match last night was me forcing her to compete. I always thought of Ajisai-san as someone who preferred peace rather than the battlefield.


  “Eeh? I have moments when I get pumped up, you know?”


  The pouty five-year-old Ajisai-san spoke again, “For example…”, but then she stopped. 


  Slowly, she averted her eyes and her cheeks reddened.


  “...for example...it’s a secret.”
“Mu. You make me curious.”


  Mai was...well it was obvious when her opponent was Satsuki-san, but she unexpectedly had a tendency where she liked to tease others. She once again tried to urge Ajisai-san to speak.


  But Ajisai-san didn’t budge and turned her down, “Nope, you can’t know.” Ajisai-san’s stubbornness was also quite remarkable. These two were pretty similar in their own way.


  The air between them wasn't dangerous like a serious argument. It was just a “Say it,” “Don’t wanna,” kind of playful bickering. Since the ones bickering were Mai and Ajisai-san, it felt so striking. I hoped we could stay like that forever.


  



  While I wallowed myself in contentment, someone called out to us.


  “Oh, are you...?”


  I turned my head to the source of the voice. It was an older man with a good physique. He was looking at us, surprised. 


  Oops, was this the usual occurrence where Mai’s identity was exposed…?


  It was unlikely that he was hitting on us but I wanted to be prepared to flee in case something bad happened. Right when I thought of that, the uncle called her name.


  “Could it be that you’re Ajisai-chan?”
“Eh?”


  Ajisai-san looked surprised at first, but then looked like she realized something.


  “Ah, could it be that you are...Uncle Suzuki?”


  



  ***


  



  Turned out that Ajisai-san had often chatted with him during her time in this town since she always explored this neighborhood. The two of them launched into a conversation like, “You sure are grown up, eh?” “It’s been a while, Uncle!”


  He was a stranger so I became more timid than usual, but it was nice seeing the two of them talking about their nostalgic memories.


  “Uncle Suzuki owns a photo studio nearby, and he often took pictures of the kids around this area for their shichi-go-san.”
“I remember every kid I took a picture of. Among these children, you sure have grown into a striking beauty. Ah, could it be that these girls are your friends? Everyone sure is very beautiful.”
“Hehe…”
(TL Note: Shichi-go-san is a ceremony for shichi (seven)-go (five)-san (three) years old children.)


  I was only able to respond with a polite laugh. The conversation progressed.


  Let’s drop by that photo studio!


  Ajisai-san told us, “I kind of want to look at the old photos.” 


  Mai also agreed, “Sounds fun. Let’s do that.” 


  It had already been decided, eh…


  “Ah, but, are you okay with this, Rena-chan?”
“Eh?! Of course! Let’s go. I want to go!”


  No matter how pathetic I was, I wouldn’t faint speaking to this uncle! If I was that weak, I would’ve passed out every morning on my commute to school!


  Umm, but, Ajisai-san’s shichi-go-san picture, eh.


  



  Eh?! I really wanted to see that!


  



  ***


  



  “Uwaaa………...how adorable…”


  It took us about five minutes to walk from the candy shop to the photo studio after we rounded the hill. We arrived at the photo studio, located in the shopping district.


  The store next to it sold school uniforms, and right across it was a salon. Around half the stores in the shopping district had the shutters down. 


  



  We entered the studio, and inside I saw many wedding photos, coming-of-age ceremony photos, family photos, and the photos of children during their shichi-go-san.


  To find a single photo in the huge wall of photographs would be a hard thing to do, but...I found it with a single glance. Of course it was impossible for a big sister to fail to notice her little sister.


  



  A seven-year-old Ajisai-san was wearing a kimono, her hair decorated with a pretty accessory. She held a candy typically sold during the shichi-go-san festival in her hands, and had a smile on her face.


  “C-cu...cu, c-c-c-cute…”


  “Th-that’s embarrassing, Rena-chan…” Ajisai-san said in her hazy voice behind me. I got too absorbed looking at the picture before me.


  Ha! She was so cute I almost hyperventilated.


  



  “I-it’s not like what you think, I’m not a lolicon! It’s just, I got too excited since Ajisai-san as a kid looks super adorable! It’s not like I have any weird...kuh! This picture has an extremely destructive power! This is the true five-year old Ajisai-san…!”
“Since it was taken during the shichi-go-san, I think she’s seven years old in this pic.”


  Beside me, Mai gently pointed out from the picture. I know. It was just a figure of speech!


  “Haaa, Ajisai-san has always been adorable. Even back then…”
“Am I, I wonder? Uuuh, how embarrassing.”


  Ajisai-san flapped her hands as she fanned her face.


  Crap. If the one who had gotten into the futon together with me and called me “Big Sis” was this seven-year-old Ajisai-chan, I would definitely build an empire just for the two of us inside the futon...I would definitely do anything...if it was for Ajisai-chan’s sake, I would do anything I could manage to do…


  



  It wasn’t like I was a lolicon though! It was just like how babies used their cuteness to siphon out the affection from adults around them for the sake of their protection, right? The feeling in my chest was the same as that! (Fast-talk)


  



  Right, it couldn’t be helped! In front of little girl Ajisai-san, it was a given that everyone would definitely become a lolicon! (Snapped out)


  



  Haaah. I was so extremely glad I tagged along on this runaway trip! My massive gratitude toward God!


  



  I didn’t move from the picture, not even an inch. The uncle spoke to us again.


  “Ah right, how about a photo?”
“Ah, that’s a nice idea.”


  Even though I had behaved like a totally reserved girl, due to my current excitement I instantly agreed with his suggestion.


  But it sounded great, right? Having little girl Ajisai-san’s picture next to the high schooler Ajisai-san’s picture, it would mean world peace! (?)


  



  But unlike what I had thought, the uncle standing in the middle of the studio looked in our direction.


  “Since it’s a rare chance, why don’t you take the photo together with your friends?”


  That was what he said.


  No, no. nope, no no, definitely no.


  I stepped back with all of my might. Imagine me standing between Mai and Ajisai-san...right, it would be horrible. I would definitely decrease the value of the picture.


  Unlike me, Ajisai-san agreed, clapping her hands, “Ah, sounds nice!” What should I do?!


  



  Help me, Maiemon!


  



  Understanding the plea in my teary eyes, Mai sighed and gestured like she didn’t have another choice. And then, with a voice quiet enough for only me to hear, she whispered, “Honestly, I would also like to take a picture with the three of us, though?”


  “I would be okay if it’s just a picture…! But he’s going to put them up in his gallery later. I can’t handle that…!”
“Good grief...”


  Mai patted my head, and then her lips formed an affectionate smile.


  “So you're already this skilled at making me spoil you like this, eh...”


  



  My face felt hot in an instant.


  



  Wh-who, who was so skilled at making you spoil me?! I was handling things smoothly with Ajisai-san before you came! You’re wrong! You’re totally wrong!


  I was just, uh, aiming to become an independent normie, and I was in the middle of making it come true! It didn't mean that I needed your help for that! Kuh, you...! Hey, are you listening to me?! I didn’t say any of this loud though!


  “Well, Ajisai, let’s take it with only me for now.”


  Slapped with a sense of defeat, I could only listen to Mai’s request in frustration.


  Kuuh...since she was here, I had ended up relying on her too much. I needed to do some deep self-reflection after this...!


  



  Nonetheless, Ajisai-san easily accepted her request, “Yup, okay”, really reflecting her good side. If she had responded with a face like, “Haa? Party-pooper,” I would rather die. Ajisai-san didn’t snip off the strands of my soul, how nice of her.


  Haaa…...for now, let’s calm down.


  



  Ajisai-san and Mai stood in the center of the studio, behind them a white background screen and fancy lighting above their heads. The uncle held a splendid camera in his hands, and he looked through the viewfinder.


  “Ooh? Oozuka-san, could it be that you’re used to getting your photo taken?”
“Right, a bit.”


  With a smile, Mai struck a proper pose. As expected, she was awesome.


  Just like the fashion show last time, she really pulled people into her world when they laid their eyes on her. The Mai standing before the camera was really powerful.


  Even Ajisai-san looked like a regular high-schooler when she stood next to Mai.


  Uwaah, Mai...what a fearsome person…


  



  They took a few shots, and then both Ajisai-san and Mai returned to me.


  “Fuu, that was nerve-wracking.”
“Doing things like this is pretty interesting once in a while.”
“Y-yup. Both of you look very cute!”


  Hearing my totally fangirl-like compliment, Mai flashed me a confident smile and said, “Thank you,” while Ajisai-san, appearing bashful, replied, “Thanks,” with a small smile.


  



  We browsed around the gallery for a while, and then like reminiscing about something, Ajisai-san spoke.


  “Actually, I just remembered that I cried a lot here.”
“Eh, really?”
“It was terrible. Right, uncle?”


  Agreeing with Ajisai-san, the uncle said, “Ah, that time,” with a bitter smile.


  It was a story from around ten years ago, but it seemed that they still clearly remembered it.


  



  



  After that, we parted ways with the uncle and headed back to the inn after we filled our stomach.


  While walking, Ajisai-san recalled what had happened back then.


  “Both my parents were too busy to take care of my little brothers, so they asked my relative to take care of me. On top of that, even during the shichi-go-san, my little brother broke a fever and they couldn’t come so I was left alone. ‘Geez, why was this happening~~~’ was what had been on my mind back then. I think I was really irritated back then.”


  



  Before we left the studio, Ajisai-san had offered to pay Uncle since he had taken the photo of Mai and Ajisai-san, but he declined her payment.


  In fact, since it had been a while and he was glad to see Ajisai-san healthy, he took the picture out of gratitude after not seeing her for so long. So he turned down Ajisai-san’s offer and promised to send the picture to us later.


  



  “Back then, Uncle was trying his hardest to calm me down. He said, "Let’s take Ajisai-chan’s photo at your cutest so your parents will regret that they couldn’t see you in person." It was because of those words that I got worked up to appear as cute as possible.”


  



  The town was now basked in twilight, and the ocean began to change into a scarlet color.


  It was a breathtaking view but the light was too dazzling. I blocked the reflected rays with my hand.


  



  “And then it became that picture. They even covered the trace of my tears with makeup. Back then, I disliked it when I wasn’t a priority, so I said a lot of selfish things, and troubled a lot of people. Now I kinda remember everything.”


  Ajisai-san stuck out her tongue.


  “I felt like I had only showed Rena-chan and Mai-chan weird things since earlier.”
“Is it weird?”


  Hearing my question, Ajisai-san answered like she hid something behind that smile. “It is, I think.”


  



  Both today and yesterday, Ajisai-san saw my embarrassing sides, but in exchange, I had also come to understand Ajisai-san better, which made me happy.


  Well, these were my own feelings, though.


  If, by any chance, Ajisai-san saw my social recluse side and still responded with, “But I’m glad since I could know you better,” with a smile, it was not impossible that I would pierce my own belly.


  



  Humans weren’t creatures that could live only by showing their true feelings.


  Even Mai couldn’t help but show her fabricated side in school. Humans truly were complicated beings.


  



  When we made it back to the point where we could see the inn, Mai tilted her umbrella and opened her mouth.


  “Still, today isn’t over yet, you know?”
“Which means?”


  Mai didn’t say anything. We could vaguely hear the sounds of the festival.


  Huh, the sounds of the festival? Ah, right.


  Ajisai-san also looked like she figured it out. It had really slipped our minds that they were holding a festival this evening.


  Mai nodded her head.


  “That’s right, I was really looking forward to it. Of course, you two are going, right?”
“Yup!”


  Ajisai-san nodded excitedly, and I also copied her.


  But...festival, eh.


  I really wanted to see these two wearing yukata, especially since we were going to a festival… But well, we weren’t in the position to indulge ourselves in luxury, since we hadn’t prepared for that.


  “Ah, could it be that there is a yukata rental shop nearby?”
“I wonder. Let’s ask the inn staff, shall we?”
“R-right, let’s do that…”


  If it was for the sake of seeing Ajisai-san in a traditional yukata, I would do anything even if I had to talk to strangers…and I wouldn’t rely on Mai this time!


  



  “Aah, about that.”


  When I had steeled myself to do something like that, Mai called after us and smiled.


  Right, it was the same smile she had whenever she was thinking something like, ‘I’ll form a better plan next time to surprise her!’. The smile that was born thanks to her pure intention to surprise Satsuki-san.


  “My bad. I already prepared them.”


  



  “Huh?”


  *****


  

  Chapter 3: Staying Like This Forever is, Impossible? (Part 2)


  *****


  “Eeehhhh…..?”


  We arrived at the room next to ours. In other words, Mai’s room.


  In that room, there was a huge clothing rack, and—


  ―many different types of yukata hung up on it.


  It was like we were inside a yukata rental shop.


  



  Seeing this, I was sure that even Ajisai couldn’t help but felt unsettled, but―


  “Eeh, Mai-chan, you’re awesome!”


  Or not. 


  “Waah,” Ajisai-san excitedly looked through the yukata, feeling the material. She had accepted it this easily?! 


  



  “I borrowed them from the hotel I usually stay at. We just need to return it after using it, so please feel free to choose whichever one you like.”
“Waa, can we really borrow any of these for free...?”
“That’s right. It’s like...when you are a regular at a café, the owner would treat you to a complimentary dessert, something like that.”
“Waah, that’s amazing...it sounds like a completely different world...well then, I’ll take you up on your offer, Mai-chan!”
“It’s my pleasure, Ajisai. I want everyone to wear it, after all.”


  



  I trembled all over as I watched their conversation from the start.


  Even though I had to compete against Ajisai-san at table tennis to convince her to split the bills...Mai was basically on another level…


  Both my frustration and complacency were excessive, but it was even more frustrating than satisfying after all…! If only I had 50 trillion in my bank account…!


  



  “Renako too. Please choose the one you like.”
“I-I won’t lose, Mai…! I’ll be the one to get Ajisai-san’s heart in the end…! Don’t think that you can win with this method…!”


  Mai had a lonely look on her face.


  “I see...I was getting ahead of myself since I really wanted us to go to the festival together wearing yukata...but you’re not happy about that…?”
“Nope, of course I’m excited right now. It makes me happy! I’m looking forward to you and Ajisai-san wearing yukata! Really!”


  That wasn’t good. To think that I had vented my frustration towards Mai, who purely did things for Ajisai-san and my sake. I was no better than a douchebag. Get lost, ugly emotions! Begone!


  Huh. If I eliminated every ugly emotion I had, I would basically be exterminating my entire existence...well, let’s forget about that for now. I shifted my gaze to the numerous types of yukata before me. Let’s stop feeling anything!


  Looking at the variety of colours and fabrics, as well as the accessories, really made me excited, considering I was a normal high school girl! (emotionless)


  



  “I wonder which one’s good.”


  In times like these, I would often end up choosing outfits that looked good on my little sister rather than for myself.


  As sisters, we resembled each other quite a bit. Also, our interests, and like, what was it again, our preferences…? The colour, glamour, and.........pompadour? Whatever, I didn’t really remember the exact words. In short, we just about shared the same tastes. If I considered that from this perspective, I was sure that I wouldn't mess anything up.


  



  Anyway, my current interest was, well...things that would look cute and suit Ajisai-san.


  It was only inevitable, right? For me, Ajisai-san was the embodiment of an ideal girl! Right?


  I figured I should just choose the yukata for now...not based on my preference, but something that would suit me…


  



  “Is there anything that piques your interest?”
“Owaa.”


  That was surprising. I really hadn’t noticed her presence at all. Standing by the rack was a woman in a suit, someone who had managed to erase her presence.


  “Ha-Hanatori-san.”


  Well, that was a given. Of course Mai wouldn’t have prepared all of these by herself.


  “It’s been a while. Please don’t mind me.”


  With a composed expression, the competent attendant clasped her hands before her body and bowed slightly. She really resembled an android with no flaws in the way she conducted herself.


  In a low voice, Hanatori-san added, “Since I would also pretend that you don’t exist.”


  



  “Eh?!”


  



  Had I just heard something unsettling?


  “Nah, uh, what do you mean…?”
“Please don’t mind me, lowlife.”
“Hey, wait a minute?!”


  Why was I being insulted and treated like a lowlife by Mai’s attendant?!


  I whirled around. Behind me, Mai was cheerfully choosing her yukata together with Ajisai-san. I couldn’t bother them!


  Facing an unexpected, strong opponent who bared her fangs at me out of nowhere made me tremble.


  “Um, did I do something…?”
“Nothing in particular.”
“Then, why lowlife...no, huh? Hanatori-san, are you some kind of attendant who calls others lowlife?”
“I think no one can survive as a full-fledged member of society with that attitude, though?”


  She was looking at me dubiously.


  Of course, I knew that! I was questioning why you were treating me like a lowlife even though you were fully aware of the fact that your attitude was questionable!


  



  “Even though I thought that you were a well-mannered person that time when Satsuki-san was also present…”


  Her emotionless face twitched briefly.


  I had never believed her to be a vile person...no, but that time she had also teased Satsuki-san. That was the sign.


  



  Hanatori-san averted her gaze, and then muttered, “Since Koto-sama will be the master I serve in the future.”


  Seeing a warm smile spread across her face, I was sure that she had said something that came straight from her heart.


  



  …...huh? Future? Master?


  “Huh? What the―pardon? Did you just refer to something like a promise where you’re planning to serve Satsuki-san when she becomes successful and rich…?”


  That was dangerous. I had almost slipped up and spoken to her casually. I was lucky enough to catch myself and smooth things over.


  Hanatori-san placed one hand over her mouth, her cheeks reddening.


  “No, that’s not the case. Since Koto-sama will be marrying Milady in the future.”
“You! So you are in the radical MaiSatsu camp, huh?!”


  That was the reason! That was why this person was treating me coldly!


  Since Mai likes me, she considered me a hindrance! But that was totally not my fault, right?!


  



  “And that’s why, for a lowlife who obstructs the beautiful flowers, which yukata is good for you, I wonder? How about this mini yukata that will totally expose your underwear?”
“As if I would wear something like that! Why did you casually prepare something that’s clearly intended for children!”


  Hearing my yell, Mai came over to us.


  “Is something wrong, Renako? You can’t decide which yukata you want to wear?”
“Gugugu.”


  At first, I had intended to spill everything to Mai, but I managed to barely, just really barely among barely, hold back on my words and give up that thought.


  “I-I was just asking for Hanatori-san’s help to choose my yukata…!”


  I was sure that Hanatori-san had watched over Satsuki-san and Mai since their childhood.


  Of course, to her, my existence was something like a lowly insect who was bothering them. Still, she could’ve chosen another, less painful word!


  



  “Is that so? I see. I also often rely on Hanatori’s fashion sense for references. Hanatori, make sure to help Renako shine beautifully.”
“Certainly.”


  Hanatori-san bowed respectfully. Then she came back and stood next to me, and unexpectedly opened her mouth again.


  “So you admitted your position as a lowlife… As I thought, your main goal is...Milady’s fortune.”
“As if that’s the case!”


  I had so many things I wanted to say but for now, let me tell her one, no, two things that were the most important.


  “Mai and I aren’t lovers, and of course money is definitely not the reason I’m choosing to hang out with her…!”
“I really don’t have any slight interest in your excuses.”


  It was like she had zero interest in listening to me.


  Without any sign of respect, she spoke to me in a very cold tone.


  “Even with her busy schedule, she used her precious, single day off just for your sake. That’s why, please do not betray her generosity and kindness.”
“B-betray…”


  Her way of phrasing it was terrible, but this whole thing had basically been what Mai did of her own accord, right… Of course it made me happy though…


  



  I glanced at Mai’s profile. It reminded me of her appearance during that fashion-show, making me restless. She really didn’t need to spell it out for me...since I was perfectly aware that we lived in different worlds.


  



  “But that’s exactly the reason. I can’t do things like give her empty praises and compliments… What I can do for her right now is to try my best in fulfilling my role as her friend.”
“..........”


  Uuh...why wasn’t she responding…?!


  What an intense aura…


  In this condition, it would be only a matter of time before I succumbed to her icy gaze and showed my belly, declaring my submission, “I’m sorry, woof!” 


  



  Before I did that, Hanatori-san took a yukata off the rack.


  “Well then, how about this one?”


  It was a lovely blue yukata, with a pattern that my little sister would have liked.


  ...it seemed like she would really obey Mai’s order here.


  Unlike earlier, her choice this time was not a selection to mess with me. With a faint voice, faint enough to be swallowed by the sound of the air conditioner, I answered her, “I’ll take that, please...” and I slightly bowed my head.


  “Well then, let’s pick the obi next. If you like that, how about this one―"


  Aaah, my stomach, my stomach was aching….


  



  And so I finished my first yukata choosing experience along with my first experience of getting dressed up in a traditional  yukata (it felt like she was putting a set of armor on me). Then I went outside.


  Guhaa. I couldn’t walk. These wooden sandals felt so strange. It really restricted my movement range, making it narrow…


  So this was a genuine yukata… It appeared very adorable but behind that cuteness, a hidden effort was needed…


  While wearing this, what was I supposed to do if I wanted to use the toilet…? Uuh, I should probably not buy too many beverages at the festival…


  



  It was already dark outside, and the sounds of the festival were louder than before.


  I carried a small pouch in my right hand, which held my phone and wallet, and waited for Mai and Ajisai-san. Hanatori-san was the one helping us fit into the yukata after all, so I was first in the order.


  I decided to wait for them in front of the inn. When I passed the receptionist, the granny, she looked at me.


  “Oh my, how beautiful.”
“Hehe, ehehe.”


  I hadn’t kept my usual hair style. This time, I had pinned on a hair accessory that suited short hair. Hehe.


  This was pretty cute, eh. No, I wasn’t talking about me, but this was cute, right?


  Since I was wearing a yukata, I didn’t feel like the usual me, so somehow, I was able to talk with the granny without feeling as nervous as usual. She really praised me a lot, saying, “Kids from Tokyo are really different after all, eh?” Hehehe.


  At that moment, I heard someone calling my name, “Rena-chan.”


  “Ah, Ajisai-san, Mai.”


  My hand stopped mid-wave.


  “Sorry for making you wait so long. I had my hair arranged.”
“What do you think, Renako? Do I look good in my yukata?”


  This wasn’t the level where they looked good.


  I was completely left in the dust.


  



  Ajisai-san wore a white yukata with purple hydrangea flowers as the motif. As she moved, the hair ornament hanging from her hair swayed along with each motion.


  Her obi, shaped like a ribbon, looked like a butterfly perched on a flower. The yukata really made Ajisai-san’s beauty stand out like a blossom.


  In contrast, Mai was wearing a scarlet yukata with a colorful motif that resembled momiji, Japanese maple leaves. Her obi was secured in a different shape than Ajisai-san’s, fastened tightly around her waist, giving her a dignified look. It really brandished Mai’s beauty perfectly.


  Mai’s hair was braided at the base, then arranged gorgeously into a half-up style. With that hair arrangement, it revealed her defenseless nape. I could vaguely see the pale color of her skin that gave off a sense of sensuality.


  



  Both the granny and I had our mouths hanging open.


  “A-amazing…”
“Michelangelo’s masterpiece…”


  With Ajisai-san and Mai here, my sense of danger had grown louder than before.


  Looking closer, I really had no idea how their hair was arranged in such detailed and magnificent styles. These hairstyles were Hanatori-san’s work, right? That person...could it be that her real identity was a stylist or what...?


  



  Ajisai-san flashed me a smile.


  “Rena-chan, you look good in that yukata. It’s cute.”
“Eh, ah, thanks…” (faint voice)
“Hey, what do you think about my yukata?”
“I-it suits you very much...an angel…”
“Ehehe, that makes me happy.”


  They stood on both sides, sandwiching me in the middle. From my other side, Mai also smiled gracefully.


  “Renako, how about me?”
“Y-you look so beautiful…” (faint voice)
“Fufu, thanks. Wearing something like this really makes me excited. To think that I could go to a festival with these pretty girls.”
“Hyaa…”


  Squeezed between Mai and Ajisai-san, I slightly bowed my head to granny. 


  “We’re leaving then...” I said, and started walking.


  Behind my back, I could hear faint murmurs.


  “...on the other side, who’s that girl?”


  I was Amaori Renako, just an imposter who had gotten mixed in the elite group of the normies…


  



  ***


  



  We passed the hill and then walked along the road decorated with lanterns. At last, I had managed to recover myself from the damage inflicted by Mai and Ajisai-san’s outfits and became excited about the festival.


  The noise of the festival increased.


  “Waah.”


  We rounded the corner and arrived at the festival. There were numerous stalls lined up on both sides of the path. I didn’t know what this festival was for, but it really looked like a real, traditional one.


  Since it was still the middle of summer break, there were plenty of people gathered today. During our walk, I could see families, couples, and groups of friends, many of them wearing yukatas.


  The three of us joined the crowd and looked around at the stalls.


  



  “Hey hey, what do you think that is?”
“‘Super Ball Scooping’? Sounds interesting. Let’s go do that.”
“Huh? Have you never visited a festival like this, Mai?”
“I haven’t. These events are usually held during summer break, right? I usually spend my summer break overseas, that’s why.”
“Fufun. You taught me a lot about candies back then, so now it’s my turn to show you how to have fun in the festival! Let’s do the Super Ball Scooping first!”


  It wasn’t like I went to festivals often, though. The last time I went to a festival, I had been with my family, sometime around the start of middle school.


  But doing it this way would be more fun anyway, so I grabbed Mai’s hand.


  



  Even though the lights around were pretty dim, it was still not enough to prevent others from gaping at the two sparkling beauties next to me, so I was only able to do my best to obstruct people’s stares...


  Nonetheless, doing things like this was pretty fun.


  The three of us were really in high spirits while we browsed the festival.


  Once school restarts, I understood that things would be different, but at least right now, I could really think that from deep inside my heart.


  That I wanted this moment to last forever.


  Since doing things like going to festivals with friends was something that screamed “normies”, right?


  This was totally something I had longed for during my gloomy days, as I lay listlessly inside my futon.


  



  “Hey, let’s eat takoyaki next.”
“Ah, I want to eat the apple candy.”
“Then I’ll also buy cotton candy. Let’s split up to buy everything and then share them between us.”


  Agreed! With smiles on our faces, we parted ways for a little while to our own preferred stalls.


  I was so deep in my own excitement that I had completely no idea what was happening behind my back.


  



  



  



  



  I bought two boxes of takoyaki and arrived at our meeting point, but nobody was there yet.


  Huh? Wait, where was our meeting point again?!


  Crap! I had been so excited that I forgot! Huh, here?! Over there?! Where?!


  



  No, wait, I should calm down. For now, I decided to send a group message. They would notice, right? Would they? Panic panic…


  I stood stiff and still behind the pillar of the shrine, a plastic bag in my hand.


  If it had been Mai or Ajisai-san, I was confident that I could find them even from 100 km away due to their sparkling aura. But right now, the one who was lost...was me…! 


  Aah, I wondered if Mai and Ajisai-san were alright. What if they met some weirdos… No, but, if those two were together, no one would be brave enough to approach them, right?


  Even though they were both girls, they really looked like a couple after all. I imagined the scene where they smiled at each other, creating a world just between the two of them—the world of MaiAji! That kind of atmosphere.


  I see. So that was the reason why I was currently here, alone…


  Now, this felt lonely...they also didn’t notice my message…


  No, if I felt lonely, of course they would also feel the same! I had already promised to show them the way to enjoy a festival after all! I should properly fulfill it!


  With brand new determination, I hurriedly left my spot before the takoyaki went cold.


  



  ***


  



  While Amaori Renako was getting lost, on the other hand—


  ―Ajisai had already arrived at the meeting point with apple candies in her hands.


  Not far from the ‘Super Ball Scooping’ stall, she had found Mai standing still while holding cotton candy.


  Amidst the dimness, looking at Mai with her eyes lowered, Ajisai felt her heart skip a beat. Her beauty was so breathtaking, she couldn’t help but be charmed by Mai.


  



  “Oh? Welcome back, Ajisai.”


  Mai beamed. Right at that moment, Ajisai realized that Mai’s smile triggered a powerful charm that felt magical.


  “E-err...Rena-chan hasn't come back yet?”
“It seems so. The stall might be crowded right now. It’s still pretty early. Let’s just enjoy this moment.”
“R-right.”


  Holding the apple candy in her hands, Ajisai moved next to Mai.


  From the corner of her eyes, she peeked at Mai.


  “Is there something wrong?”
“Ah, no. It’s just, right now I can’t help but think that Mai-chan is really beautiful… Ah, what am I saying? Even though you look beautiful everyday.”
“Maybe it’s because I’m wearing a yukata right now. But still, you also look charming tonight, Ajisai. That yukata really fits you. It’s lovely.”
“T-thank you…”


  For Ajisai, it had been a while since the last time she felt like this when talking to Mai. She remembered the exact same feeling from the first time she had seen Mai at the entrance ceremony.


  Since then, she had perfectly grasped Mai’s personality. Mai was a kind person, so Ajisai didn’t find her hard to approach. Even then, the moment she saw that charming side of hers, Ajisai couldn’t help but be captivated.


  



  “Mai-chan is really busy during summer break, right?”
“Yeah, that’s right. Mama is in Japan right now, so my work is piling up. To think that I’m really longing for summer break to end. I really don't sound like a student.”
“I see...but despite that, you still cleared your schedule and made time for us. Thank you.”
“It’s my pleasure. Thanks to that I’m able to see you in your gorgeous yukata appearance after all.”
“Geez, Mai-chan.”


  Mai easily spouted things like this, which was why she was labeled as Ashigaya’s Super Darling. She often made people misunderstand her words. What a sinful woman.


  “It was fun eh, coming to a festival like this together.”
“Right.”
“It would be great if we could go to another one with Satsuki-chan and Kaho-chan next year.”
“That would be nice.”


  Ajisai stared at the road before her, watching the blur of people walking past. There were so many she couldn’t discern their faces.


  



  At this peculiar moment that felt almost like a magical hour, Mai spoke again.


  “So it was a runaway trip, right? Are you okay now?”
“Ah, yup. A lot happened, but it’s okay now, since Rena-chan accompanied me.”
“I see.”


  Mai smiled gently. “She really is an unusual person. She’s always there for me during hard times, sharing her warmth. Even towards me, she has already saved me many times.”


  “...yeah. It makes me wonder why she would do so much for my sake.”


  When Renako treated her like that, Ajisai couldn’t help but feel elated and spoiled after all.


  Mai giggled at Ajisai’s question.


  “Of course that’s because Renako likes you, right?”
“Eh, no, that’s—”


  Ajisai became flustered just like Renako, and she gripped the collar of her yukata with one hand.


  “I-is that really the case after all? Of course it looks like that, right? Somehow, it feels embarrassing…”


  A relationship where you needed each other, like the pair of magical girls in her favorite show, showed a special connection between two people.


  But if that was the case, then she didn’t need to feel embarrassed. What she should be doing was to proudly admit that they had a good relationship.


  That was why, this feeling that was currently stirring inside Ajisai’s chest was something different from what she usually felt for her friends. 


  Something different, something that existed just between Renako and Ajisai.


  It sounded like―


  



  “Hey, Ajisai.”


  At that moment, concealing her mouth with the cotton candy, Mai called out to her in a clear voice.


  



  “You see, I like Renako.”


  



  At that moment, it was as if the bustling of the festival had vanished. Ajisai felt like she couldn’t hear anything except Mai’s words.


  



  “Eh?”


  



  Before her, Mai stood there with a smile.


  



  “Umm, what does that...”


  



  Not able to finish her words, Ajisai realized that she was about to ask an unfitting question. It felt like she would be soiling Mai’s beauty. Deep down, she regretted her action a bit.


  But still, she wanted to know.


  



  With a hazy smile, Mai answered.


  “In a romantic way, of course. I’m in love with Renako.”


  The words that came out of Mai’s mouth made her beauty appear more dazzling than usual.


  



  Ajisai responded with her usual smile, “I-is that so? That was so sudden it’s surprising.”


  She tried to calm her racing heart by placing one hand on top of her chest.


  It wasn’t the first time that Mai was being candid like this. She was striking.


  



  Going along with the conversation that felt surreal, Ajisai asked her again, trying to seem calm.


  “Err...so are you two going out?”
“I’ve already confessed but I haven’t received a clear response yet. It’s regrettable indeed.”


  That was surprising, the fact that Mai had been the one to confess to Renako, and Renako was the one who was putting a hold to the answer.


  “Is that so… I wonder why Rena-chan is confused…”
“She told me that she doesn’t have any desire for a lover. But well, I think it’s only a matter of time.”


  Mai smiled stunningly, like a gambler who enjoyed the process of the battle.


  Becoming weak after a series of continuous attacks from Mai, deep down, Ajisai felt like she could understand the reason behind Renako’s behavior.


  She had been confessed to by that Mai after all. Of course it was hard. The feeling of inferiority, plus the sense that she didn’t deserve someone like Mai. Also, no matter how hard you tried to catch up to her so you could be her equal, it wasn’t something one could accomplish in a lifetime.


  This was especially true for Renako, since she really longed for a relationship where both her and the other person were equals. 


  But, if it was Renako, someday… Ajisai couldn’t help but wonder about her. More than Kaho, or Satsuki.


  She remembered when they had the table tennis match, when Renako was so desperate to split the bills. Ajisai smiled as she spoke, holding back the pain in her chest.


  “I see...so Rena-chan, towards Mai-chan…”


  She really, completely had no idea. Ajisai felt like her head wasn’t clear, like a clean cloth that had been dirtied by a dark color. It was a heavy feeling. Right now, Ajisai couldn’t really understand herself and what was going on inside her head.


  



  “Err...but why are you telling me this? No one else knows, right? Could it be that since you trust me as a friend...that kind of thing?”


  



  Fuu. Like she was nervous, Mai breathed out.


  



  “Renako is really fascinating, right?”
“Yeah.”


  Sometimes she behaved rather oddly, but that was also part of her charm.


  “That’s why I was wondering, you see.”
“...about what?”


  Standing straight, Mai told Ajisai frankly, “I wonder if you also harbor the same feelings as mine.”


  



  



  Those words pierced through Ajisai’s heart.


  



  “Me, the same…?”


  



  ‘Eeh? Does it look like that?’ Her normal self would brush it off with something like that and laugh, but this time, Ajisai couldn’t bring herself to laugh.


  



  “Me...”


  What kind of thoughts did she have towards Renako?


  She really had no idea.


  A while ago, the day that Renako had told her something that resembled a confession, she felt like fireworks had blossomed inside her heart. Even right now, that spark was still there.


  Thanks to that, Ajisai had changed the way she viewed her world.


  Even now, whenever she saw Renako’s smile, her chest would tighten.


  



  But still, even so—


  



  “Mai-chan, I...”


  



  She hadn’t properly reflected on what her true feelings were, as she suddenly realized something.


  Something obvious, something that would definitely happen.


  



  If it was true that she shared the same feelings for Renako, then Mai would be her opponent.


  They would fight for the position that was reserved only for one person, the position to become Renako’s lover.


  Ajisai really didn’t want to imagine how the relationship between them would be if they both fought over Renako, including their relationship with Renako if that really happened.


  Fighting over someone for selfish reasons, Ajisai really couldn’t handle something like that.


  Ajisai would always choose the safest path, where no one would get hurt.


  



  Since...


  Rather than these unclear feelings, she had something more important to protect.


  



  “I...prefer not to do something that would harm our friendship…”


  



  If she could stay by Renako’s side as her friend without hurting anyone, that would be enough. If that could result in everyone’s happiness, of course Ajisai would pick that option.


  Even if by any chance, after summer break, the one who stood beside Renako was Mai. As long as it guaranteed Mai and Renako’s happiness, then it would also be her happiness, as someone who looked over them.


  She had lived her entire life by doing that after all.


  She couldn’t change it now after all this time.


  



  Mai was still staring at Ajisai.


  “I see.”


  As if she was making sure of Ajisai's words, Mai nodded and then responded again.


  “I understand.”
“......”


  



  Without realizing it, Ajisai had clenched her hand into a fist.


  A feeling of unease filled her body.


  Even so, she was sure that these feelings were something temporary, something transient that would pass with time. Something that she felt briefly, like the feeling that triggered this whole runaway trip charade.


  That was why it would be okay.


  



  “...yup.”


  



  If Mai and Renako really end up dating out of their genuine feelings, then it would be wonderful.


  She really intended to pray for their happiness.


  The pain inside her heart would evaporate after some time.


  What she could do right now was to comfort that feeling inside her chest, that selfish, childish side of her. Ajisai locked up the inconsiderate side of her who had thrown a tantrum during the shichi-go-san that day, and buried them deep inside. She sealed off that side of hers completely.


  Standing there was a girl who wished for others’ happiness, a proper high school first-year student.


  Someone who wanted to be a mature person, a bright and optimistic figure.


  Someone who was hailed an “angel” by everyone. Someone kind.


  



  Yup.


  



  With a grin, Ajisai opened her mouth.


  ‘I would totally support you two.’


  Right before she managed to say those words out loud—


  



  Bam, bam! Their surroundings were coloured by light.


  The fireworks were shimmering against the dark sky.


  



  “Ah.”


  She felt like her skin had been pricked by the noise.


  Mai smiled.


  “Pretty, right?”
“...yeah.”


  



  The fireworks blazed fiercely.


  After everything had ended, there would be nothing left, just the scene that existed in everyone’s heart.


  



  Just like love.


  



  (Love…)


  The pain in her chest grew stronger.


  (Why…? Even though that’s wrong.)


  Ajisai unconsciously stretched her arm out to the sky.


  She saw the fireworks burst between her fingers.


  And then she heard a voice.


  



  “Ah, there you are!”


  



  A smiling girl walked towards her from the middle of the crowd, the only person not gazing at the fireworks. She also waved her hand.


  



  “Ah.”


  



  Amidst the fireworks that scattered the sky, the girl appeared before her. Ajisai felt like the scene was a snapshot caught by a camera, which captured the scenery moment by moment. The girl in her yukata stretched out her hand.


  



  She was taken by her. 


  Ajisai covered her mouth, holding her voice back.


  There was something that she had always ignored, something that had been spelled out clearly by Mai.


  Something that she had always pretended not to see.


  “Rena-chan―”


  



  



  The fact that for a long time,


  I had already been in love with you.


  



  



  From those eyes, she saw that girl. Mai squinted slightly, like looking at something bright.


  



  In the summer night sky, the fireworks dazzled, and then dispersed into nothingness.


  



  ***


  



  The three of us finished watching the fireworks and then returned to the inn.


  Well, there had been a little trouble since I got lost though…


  “Aah, that was fun!” I said, while stretching out my hands.


  My body was finally freed from the yukata’s tightness, and it felt so light that it didn’t feel like it was my body…! So this was how manga characters felt after taking off the training weights from their body, huh. Would I be super strong if I wore a yukata for the entire year then?


  



  “That was my first time seeing fireworks that close!”
“Candy store, yukata, fireworks...fufu, today was really a day of your firsts, eh, Renako?”
“Y-yeah. You’re right, but the way you phrased that was a bit wrong, no…?”
“In short, I took a lot of your firsts.”
“You don’t have to rephrase it! And stop casually placing your hand on my cheek!”


  Good grief...did she really have zero intention to hide our relationship from Ajisai-san…? When I glared at her, she gazed at me with a composed smile.


  “But well, it sure is nice to have a bath to yourself without anyone else.”


  After saying that, she swiftly took off her clothes.


  Right. Today we were using the public bath. Since it seemed like there were no other guests other than us, it was like we had reserved the whole bath for ourselves. Huh? Was this inn going to be alright?


  Entering a bath together was really embarrassing...or not, since the weakling Amaori Renako who trembled out of fear wasn’t present.


  It would have been embarrassing if it was just the two of us, but since it was three of us in the public bath today, this was totally okay!


  I didn’t even understand how my emotions judged the situation, but since I felt alright, then everything was okay…


  



  “Huh? Ajisai-san, you haven’t taken off your clothes yet?”
“Eh? Y-yup, I’m taking it off now...okay?”


  If you looked at me with those reddening cheeks, I would get embarrassed…


  “G-go ahead.”


  Ajisai-san was acting rather odd. Even though she had been pushy yesterday, she looked so reserved today that she wasn’t really making progress undressing.


  But that was understandable. I was also a woman. Wait, no. Ajisai-san wasn’t the same being as me. I couldn’t mix the two of us together. Ajisai-san was an angel, my apologies.


  I reprimanded myself, then nodded to myself. Since we were entering the bath together with Mai, being naked in front of her would really make someone uncomfortable after all.


  It was like, from humanity’s general perspective, of course doing things like this would be nerve-wracking. It would’ve been alright if Mai was an alien that came from Model Planet. If you saw a gorilla and you lost in terms of strength, of course you won’t be dejected, right? It was the same theory as that.


  



  “I’m going in first then.”
“O-okay.”


  I would feel bad if I rushed her, so I entered the bath. Mai had already gone inside. The steam drifted in the air as I stepped inside. I made a beeline to the washing area.


  



  “You look like you’re in a great mood, Renako.”
“Eeeh? Do I look like that?”
“Totally. Usually, in this situation, you would look like you’re almost dried out.”
“Wait, that’s a bit unnecessary, right?! Even though it’s a fact!”


  I turned on the water and washed my body.


  “I’ve always wanted to do this. Doing things like this together with friends. It’s another wish that I’ve managed to turn into reality…”
“That’s great then.”
“Really. It’s only been three months since I met you, but it felt like a blink of the eye. Being together with you has really made many of my wishes come true.”
“Is that so? Actually, I came here to grant your wishes.”
“Eeh?”


  If she said something like that, a part of me would believe her words since right now I felt very delighted.


  “That’s why, I would also definitely grant your future dreams, which is to ‘become a cute bride’.”
“I never said that!”


  Trying to gloss that over, I squeezed some shampoo and then washed my hair.


  Ajisai-san, who finally arrived, chose a spot a bit far from us, and then started to wash her body. Both Mai and Ajisai-san had long hair after all, so they took a long time to wash them.


  



  “I’m going in first.”


  I finished washing my body first and then dipped into the bath.


  Aaah...my sigh would come out.


  Since we had walked so much along the hilly road today, I could feel the hot water spreading a relaxing sensation through my whole body.


  I put the folded towel above my head to prevent it from getting wet. Seeing me do that, Mai laughed. Mu...even though this was basic etiquette when you’re in a bath.


  After a while, Ajisai-san joined us in the bath. The three of us sat enveloped in hot water, nobody saying anything. Haaa. Someone let out a huge sigh among the steam-filled air.


  



  I earnestly enjoyed the hot water bath, even though there were other people.


  I slowly opened my mouth.


  “Thank you, both of you.”
“Eh?”
“For what?”
“Nah, umm.”


  For these two, it was natural to hang out with friends, so showing my gratitude for something like this might be weird...but, I really wanted to say it.


  “It’s just, today was very fun, and so…”


  I let my body sink into the water, and then in a single statement, I said it. The words felt like something from a dream.


  



  “...it would be great, if we could stay like this, being friends and having fun together.”


  



  That's what I said.


  I couldn’t bring myself to look at their faces.


  Ugh...th-that was really embarrassing… But I couldn’t take back the words that had already left my mouth. I also couldn’t erase them…


  The one who replied first was Mai.


  “Aah, of course. We will always be together. We will also be buried together in the same grave.”
“Nah, that is plain scary!”


  It would be great if she stopped settling someone else's life plan with a single sentence. I wondered if she thought about that kind of stuff on a daily basis? If that was the case, yeah, that would be scary!


  On my other side, Ajisai-san was...


  “Umm, sorry. It seems that I’ve been in here for too long and I’m getting dizzy. I’m going out first.”
“Ah, yeah.”


  After she said that, Ajisai-san left the bath.


  Eh, had she found my words too embarrassing…? But her reaction would have been slightly different if that was the reason. Eh, was she tired of me?


  Honestly I really wanted to make sure, so I glanced at Mai. Mai only shrugged her shoulders.


  “Ajisai also needs some time to think about her problems, I guess.”
“Eh, what problems? Did something happen between you two?”
“Yeah, something did.”
“Over what?!”
“That’s a secret.”


  Mai placed a finger on top of her lips and then smiled. Grrr.


  



  I was totally curious about what had happened, but if the other person was Ajisai-san, I couldn’t force her to tell me…!


  



  Annoyance built up inside my heart. Mai took my hand and held it.


  Right now, Mai had her hair tied up, so she was in her friend mode.


  “Wh-what is it?”
“Nothing.”
“But, your hand…”
“Yup.”


  Nah, I wanted to hear an explanation though…


  “I really am in love with you, Renako.”
“Heyaa?! Wh-why so sudden?!”


  I really wished she would stop doing surprise attacks like that. They were terrible for my heart. Since we were in a bath together, my heartrate was already high, so if she did something like that…


  “I-I know,” I said.


  “Even so, there are some things that won't be properly conveyed if I don’t say it out loud many times. Especially when it comes to you.”
“What do you mean by that…?
“You always assume that ‘No one would have feelings for someone like me’ after all.”
“W-well, that’s…”


  That was the truth, though?


  “Good grief.”


  Ah, she sighed! A frustrated sigh!


  “I—on the contrary, Mai, you’re always being too aggressive...you do things like suddenly indulging yourself with my body, and you’ve even pushed me down out of nowhere…”


  Just like a large doggie that threw itself at the food in front of it.


  “Since I don’t really have anything else I long for.”


  



  For a moment, those words sounded empty. I didn’t know to whom those words were intended for.


  “Eh?”


  I was confused. Right next to me, Mai flashed me her usual smile like it was nothing.


  “Even though I look like this, it doesn't mean that I direct these desires to anyone. It’s reserved for someone I love wholeheartedly, only for a single person.”
“O-okay…”


  It was so embarrassing that I could feel the blood rushing to my face, but since we were in the bath I was sure I could fool her.


  Even Mai’s pale skin was painted in red, which made her appear more erotic than usual. I could even see the water droplets on her nape. I felt like I just saw something I shouldn’t, so I hurriedly averted my gaze.


  “...thank you.”
“Yup, and so, let’s get married, Renako. Mama found out about the Romance Activity Party last time, and since then, she’s really put a lot of pressure on me. If I introduced a proper fiancée to her, it would give her peace of mind.”
“We’re not doing that, though?! You just reap what you sow. Everything!”
“Huh. You really are a tough one. Why don’t you become the person to make my dream come true this time?”
“I, I, I have never thought about things so far in the future like that. Impossible!”


  Even though I retorted with a loud voice, Mai just acted like her usual and brushed me off with a laugh.


  What if I kept our relationship like this without coming up with an answer? An ambiguous relationship where we just enjoyed each other's presence, keeping it afloat just like the bobbing jellyfish in the sea… Yeah, no. I couldn’t bother her with my own convenience and take advantage of her.


  



  But just a bit, a little bit longer.


  I really felt that I wanted to stay with her like this. Not as friends, not as lovers, but just simply us, Rema friends.


  



  



  



  



  I returned to the room I shared with Ajisai-san, and Mai went back to the room she shared with Hanatori-san.


  



  “Good night, Rena-chan.”
“Ah, yup, good night.”


  



  After I finished the bath, unlike last night, Ajisai-san went straight to sleep. I see. She must be pretty tired.


  



  I also closed my eyes, and the exhaustion caught me immediately.


  Haah, this felt great...it was like my body was fusing with the futon…


  Our trip was officially at an end, since tomorrow we would go home. At first, I had been really anxious about this trip, from the moment Ajisai-san said that she was running away, but...yeah, it had been fun.


  Mom, Dad, I really had a blast during my summer break this year.


  



  ***


  



  It was the next morning, and the sun hadn’t properly risen yet. 


  I woke up because I needed to use the bathroom. That was when I heard the sound of the door opening from the next room. I was still in my pajamas and super groggy, my eyes not yet able to see clearly. I slowly opened the door to not wake Ajisai-san up.


  That was when I saw Mai standing before me.


  



  “Oh, Renako? Good morning. You’re up early.”


  Mai had her hair down and was already dressed. She also pulled a small suitcase in her hand. It was like she was ready to go somewhere judging by her appearance.


  “Morning… eh, what? Where are you going?”
“I thought it would be better if I returned to Tokyo early.”
“Because of work?”
“Well, yeah. Honestly, I really wanted to take it easy and spend time with you two until the check-out time though.”


  I see, she had it rough. She really only had a single day off, eh.


  Because I had just woken up and my brain wasn’t functioning properly yet, I just nodded.


  “Do your best, Mai.”
“I’m going now.”
“Yup.”


  Mai caressed my head, patting it. It felt ticklish so I closed my eyes.


  “What is this, we’re totally looking like a married couple this early in the morning. Thank you for sending me off, darling.”
“We’re not.”


  After that, she brought her face closer.


  In one swift movement, she gently placed her lips on mine.


  



  
    
      [image: ]
    

  


  



  “H-hey.”


  I hurriedly pulled away. It had been a while so I was taken off guard.


  “Thank you for the kiss. It charged me well.”
“Geez, you really are—”


  I swatted her upper arm, and then saw Hanatori-san standing behind Mai. She had a sour look on her face.


  “Piii!”


  Sh-she saw us! She really saw everything!


  “Since I received this kiss from you, I now feel twice as energized as usual.”
“D-don’t get full of yourself!”


  Push push. I forcefully pushed her shoulders.


  It was like she enjoyed me pushing her body. After that, she waved and left.


  Haa, haa… I really couldn’t let down my guard around her…


  



  Uuh, to think that someone saw us kissing openly like that...my body felt hot, like magma was erupting from inside my body…! Guuu.


  No, you got it wrong, it wasn’t like we kissed. Of course this sort of excuse wouldn't work… No, well, we did kiss...no, I was the one who had been kissed…


  Wait, did I just treat her kiss as casual as “blowing in my ear” or “poking my side” now...?


  I traced my lips with one finger.


  But, well, it had been a while since our last kiss...it tasted sweet and soft. She sure smelled good…


  



  Aah, geez. Let’s just go back to my room and sleep again!


  When I returned to the bedroom, Ajisai-san was sitting on her futon.


  “Ha?!”


  Ba-thump ba-thump ba-thump...sh-she hadn’t seen that, right…?


  Like a doll, Ajisai-san had a blank look on her face. She tilted her head.


  “Rena-chan, were you talking with someone?”


  Safe!


  “Ah, no, uhh...Mai was, she went back just now to Tokyo since she had to work in the morning. She sure has it rough, eh?”
“Is that so.”
“Y-yup. That’s why let’s just go back to sleep now. We still have time.”
“Yeah…”


  



  Once again, Ajisai-san plopped her body onto the futon. Ho…


  It seemed like Ajisai-san was bad at waking up. Let’s note that down. Huh? Note what?


  



  I relaxed my body and stifled a yawn. I also dived back into the futon. 


  Huh? Wait, I went straight to the futon even though right now Ajisai-san was sleeping next to me defenselessly? It looked like I had already gotten used to this situation after three days and two nights…


  No, wait. Ajisai-san, sleeping defenselessly, next to me?! Of course I would get nervous!


  



  



  



  



  I woke up from my second slumber, packed up my luggage, and then the two of us left the inn. (Of course we had properly split the bills between us. Thank you, Ajisai-san!)


  The granny had really treated us well until our last day. When we departed, she told us to come again.


  Well, in truth, something like this had really happened, right? A destined encounter during a trip.


  And all of that happened thanks to Ajisai-san, since she was together with me.


  



  “I see.”
“Hmm?”


  We sat side by side on a bench at the station, waiting for our train.


  That was when I came to a sudden realization.


  That this trip had been really fun since I went together with Ajisai-san. Well, that was a given, but...that wasn’t what I mean. 


  Seeing the same scenery as Ajisai-san was like seeing something through an Ajisai-san filter, so much that the world I saw appeared more gentle than usual. I was sure that was the reason.


  As long as I existed within that world of hers, I had a hunch that I could live my life optimistically.


  



  “Nah, it’s just, I’m glad that I have you together with me.”
“Really? That’s great then. I also feel the same, since I’m glad I was able to be together with you. Of course, Mai-chan too.”
“Hehehe.”


  



  With this, my mission had been safely completed.


  Once the summer break ends, Ajisai-san would go to school, we would talk like usual, and she wouldn’t become a ganguro gyaru, which also meant she wouldn’t drop out from school. Hehehe, I sure did a great job.


  I looked up at the blue sky with large clouds floating about.


  Ah, that was right. I hadn’t opened the last file Satsuki-san gave me.


  Since Mai had joined us yesterday, I hadn't needed to rely on those files. Alright, this was the right time. Our trip hadn't come to an end yet anyway, so let’s use this last one.


  I remembered how I had been desperately searching for conversation topics. It felt so long ago now. Fufu, I’ve really matured…


  Well, the third topic was a bit vexing, but I had my expectations ready for the last topic…


  Let’s see.


  



  [Your words of gratitude toward Sena.]


  



  I see...from the bottom of my heart, I nodded and agreed with this.


  Satsuki-san was really someone who acted pompous and showed off, but then she would always do things like this in the end…


  Rather than a conversation topic, this was something that resembled an order more, but that was why I could honestly express my feelings to Ajisai-san.


  



  “Umm, you see, Ajisai-san.”
“Yeah?”
“Umm...thank you, for always talking to me in school.”
“What is tha~t?”


  Ajisai-san laughed.


  “No, well, I get quite shy when it comes to people, so it really helps me when you are willing to get along with me. Thanks to that I also joined Mai’s group.”
“But Rena-chan was the first person who talked to Mai-chan right?”
“That was, well...I really did my best …”


  Back then, I had just closed my eyes and then naturally left everything to run like a machine, that kind of thing…


  



  My smooth sail through high school life wouldn’t have become a reality if Ajisai-san hadn’t been with me. She was the one who had made it come true. For Ajisai-san, my words might have sounded like a joke, but I was being serious.


  This was the peak moment of my life. I had already said this numerous times now and might say it again in the future, but Ajisai-san was the one who had freed me from my fear of turning down others’ invitation, that past trauma.


  



  “That’s why, the me right now exists because of Ajisai-san’s power…”
“Fufu, you are exaggerating.”
“Still, once again, let me say it. I really am grateful to you.”


  I bowed my head.


  In a small voice, Ajisai-san answered, “My pleasure.”


  She even properly accepted this gratitude that I had said for the sake of my own convenience. She really was a very kind person.


  



  After a while, the overhead speakers broadcasted an announcement about an express train passing by soon.


  It was just another train that would pass by, so it wasn’t the time for our train yet.


  



  “Me too, you see.”
“Yes?”
“I have something that I want to tell you but I keep hesitating.”


  Ajisai-san didn’t say anything for a while.


  



  “You see.”
“...yeah?”
“About Rena-chan, I―”


  



  The express train passed before us.


  



  “————————”


  



  I held back my hair from the gust of wind, waiting for the train to completely pass.


  



  Once it was gone, I asked her again.


  “Did you just say something?”


  Ajisai-san kept looking in the opposite direction. She shook her head.


  “Nope, nothing.”
“R-really? Eh, what is it? Not something important?”
“Yup.”


  Then, she directed her gaze on me, and then looked bashful.


  



  “Just some boring stuff.”


  



  After that, Ajisai-san never brought up this conversation again.


  We boarded our train back to Tokyo.


  With this, our three-day, two-night runaway trip had come to an end.


  



  *****


  



  Sena Ajisai’s Story (1) - Since Continuing to Be Friends is Fine 


  



  Ajisai was determined to leave her home that day. She carried her bag on her shoulders, and then walked to the station.


  



  She had always thought that she wanted to change.


  



  Both her parents were concerned with Ajisai. They felt bad that they always left the little brothers in Ajisai's care since they were always busy working.


  Her parents would apologize since they made Ajisai take the responsibility for them, but Ajisai always replied with, “You don’t have to worry. This is something that I want to do”, convincing them.


  Seeing Ajisai who had never behaved disobediently, her parents always labeled her as a “good girl”, continuously praising her.


  In fact, she didn’t hate the time she spent taking care of her brothers.


  Surely, since Ajisai was also a mere human, sometimes she felt that she was doing that out of a mere obligation, but there were also times where she thought it couldn’t be helped since her little brothers were adorable. When things didn’t go as she wanted, she couldn’t stop herself from grabbing her little brothers’ heads like watermelon, scolding them. After that, she would have a lonely night, reflecting on her daytime behaviour. 


  That was why, to think that she had snapped and gotten into a fight with her brothers now...


  



  Since she was a good girl, she just needed to apologize and everything would be back to how it used to be.


  That was how it was supposed to work inside the Sena household. That was how she was supposed to act to keep the harmony in her family, since it wasn’t like she was forced to do it. This was the path she had chosen for herself, remaining a good girl, aligning with the role for her own sake.


  



  When she saw her little brothers laughing, she would also be delighted. Seeing her parents enjoy a nice break after a long day of work since Ajisai had already done everything was also rewarding for her. That was the definition of her happiness, what she believed.


  



  And she had always believed that.


  



  Even though she was already satisfied with how things were, at one point she thought that she wanted to take another step forward. 


  Something that she had thought about just before the start of summer break, a strong impulse that had stirred up inside her chest.


  



  In the end, her brothers weren’t the strongest trigger.


  It was something more vague, the feeling of “wanting to change”. Ajisai giggled at her own thoughtlessness. It had been a very reckless plan.


  



  It was a quiet morning while everyone was still fast asleep.


  She carried her bag on her shoulder, and then secretly left her house.


  Her steps towards the station felt heavy. In place of the usual cries of the cicadas, something inside her warned her to stop doing this.


  She perfectly understood that she was doing something silly.


  



  That was why she should return to her house, get rid of the little note she had left on the table, and then everything would vanish like it had never happened in the first place. Her attempt to run away from home would turn to nothing, and tomorrow she wouldn’t regret it. She would murmur, “I’m glad I didn't do that,” convincing herself.


  



  Let’s go to the station, and then go home after.


  



  For her, the very example of a “good girl”, of course she couldn't manage to bring herself to board the train.


  



  When she arrived and lifted her head, she saw someone who shouldn’t be there. She was really startled.


  In front of the station was her friend.


  Someone that Ajisai had troubled only yesterday was standing there waving her hand like it was nothing.


  She told Ajisai that she would accompany her.


  



  (This must be a lie. Something like this couldn’t be happening.)


  



  Ajisai was sure that she wouldn’t understand how the girl’s actions were making her heart stronger, and how much it filled her with delight.


  



  (Right now, I’m not a “good girl”, but why does sheㅡ)


  



  With a laugh, Renako said, “Let’s go together.”


  



  Ajisai understood that she should turn her down. She couldn’t involve her in her problem.


  But on the other hand, Ajisai couldn’t help but feel joy in her heart.


  She was sure that she could go anywhere as long as they were together.


  It was like Ajisai grew a pair of wings.


  



  Renako’s smile was―for her, it looked like the smile of an angel who had come to guide her.


  



  Ajisai pulled her into an embrace, overcome with emotions. Renako’s body felt hot, and it also felt dear.


  “Thank you, Rena-chan.”
“Y-yes…”


  Ajisai shut her eyes tightly before her tears could trickle down.


  She was completely aware that she was a girl, and Renako was also a girl, which was why something like this must be weird. But...


  (Aah, so I, towards Rena-chan―)


  



  



  Since the beginning, I had already understood these feelings which stirred inside my heart. 


  



  It was love.


  



  *****


  

  Chapter 4: The End of Summer Break, Impossible!


  

  *****


  “What should I do, what should I do, what should I do…” Ajisai-san pressed on her chest as she breathed out heavily, her face pale. “I’m getting nervous…”


  This was a serious matter...!


  I had managed to maintain my composure, at least on the outside, to encourage Ajisai-san. Inside my heart though, the turmoil made me feel like a hamster in danger. 


  “It’s going to be alright! Totally alright! We’re talking about you after all! Of course they will forgive you! No matter what, you’re innocent!”


  In the first place, if we were talking about being a burden for the family, I was an expert compared to her. I had been a shut-in who had troubled my family during middle-school, you know? 


  ...but If I told Ajisai-san, she definitely would worry over me though!


  



  We sat side by side on the train.


  Soon, we would arrive at the station near Ajisai-san’s house.


  It seemed like her mother and little brothers would pick her up at the station.


  And that was the reason why Ajisai-san was scared to face her family.


  “But I irresponsibly left my little brothers for two whole days, and troubled everyone… What if those guys turned into delinquents?! What if they’ve already dyed their hair blond, and gotten piercings and tattoos…”
“You’ve only been away for three days, right?!”


  I grabbed her hands and held them. Her fingers were so cold!


  “D-don’t worry… Everyone can live properly even when you’re away… Ah, no, that’s not what I meant, since you’re kinda the main pillar that supports your family! What I wanted to say is, uh, they must be waiting for your arrival impatiently...no, wait, uhhhh, well!”


  Ah, I couldn’t do this. I really sucked at encouraging others. I was such a hopeless person…


  



  “At least I’ll be by your side if you're anxious...okay?”
“Uuu, Rena-chan.”


  Ajisai-san, who seemed weaker than usual, slowly squeezed my hand back.


  U-uwaaa...how cute… It would be great if I could see her in this state everyday, and then she would rely on me, only me, for eternity, depending on me… I would definitely protect you, Ajisai-chan…


  



  As if I wanted her to be like that! The usual Ajisai-san with her lively smile is the best!


  



  Swish, swish. I frantically brushed those scenes from my mind. As I fought my foolish and sinful heart in a holy war, our train arrived at our destination.


  I totally hadn’t prepared my heart yet, but! We got off at the platform.


  



  Ahh, Tokyo.


  Even though I had been away for only a short while, it felt like I had been gone for a lot longer. I had missed this environment. The breeze didn’t carry the scent of the ocean, and there weren't any hills at all. But it sure was hot!


  



  “Errr, a-are you okay? Can you walk, Ajisai-san?”
“Y-yeah...I’ll do my best…”


  Ajisai-san was doing her best. She was really doing her best to keep walking...how adorable for her to be able to walk on two legs…


  We shouldered our bags and then climbed the stairs in the direction of the ticket gate.


  I wondered what would happen between Ajisai-san—who ran away from home—and her family.


  The best outcome, of course, was that they would make up.


  But what if Ajisai-san got condemned by her family...o-of course it would be my role to take her away!


  Since I currently had no money for another trip, this time we would go to my house!


  Eh, bringing Ajisai-san back to my home…? Eh, did that mean I would have to lock her up in my room, like I was confining her…?


  



  When I got home, Ajisai-san would sit in my room, waiting for me? While I gamed, woke up in the mornings, or fell asleep at night, she would be with me?


  What if she said something like, “Hey, Rena-chan. What should we do for today? Ehehe, I’m okay with everything. Since I already have nothing other than you…” It was basically a relationship where we would totally depend on each other, right?


  That would be extremely lewd...no, I’d never see Ajisai-san with those kinds of eyes anyway…


  



  Wait a minute, did I just think that it would be great if Ajisai-san didn’t make up with her family?! Stop it! Did I just wish for Ajisai-san’s misfortune out of my own foolish self-interest?! I would totally get tossed into the deepest pit in hell!


  



  



  It was noon in the empty station. We kept walking with heavy, conflicted feelings, until at last we saw them.


  Behind the ticket gate, there were two little boys and a pretty lady. So that was Ajisai-san’s mother. How young...she looked very kind...a pretty mama…!


  



  At that moment, Ajisai-san walked towards them. Ah, ah.


  Ajisai-san trotted forwards and passed the ticket gate, dashing towards her family.


  She pulled her little brothers into an embrace.


  I didn’t know what kind of things they talked about...I only watched the scene unfold from behind the ticket gate.


  I was sure that the little brothers had also felt lonely, since they were also tightly hugging their big sister who had been away for a while.


  Somehow...I felt like this wasn’t my place to interrupt, so I just stood where I was.


  But, yeah.


  Looking at the family reunion, I felt like all of my worries were washing away.


  That was a given, since we were talking about Ajisai-san’s family. Of course, she would have a family of good-natured people.


  I stopped gripping my shoulder strap and could finally breathe properly.


  With this, our three night, two day runaway trip really had come to an end.


  Well then...let’s go home.


  



  Right after I turned to go, Ajisai-san called me from behind the ticket gate, “Rena-chan!”


  I looked behind me, and she was waving her hands at me.


  Seeing her weakened state had really triggered my desire to protect her, but as I thought, a smile really suited her the most.


  



  “I’m really, really, thankful!”


  In an instant, warmth filled up my chest.


  I really could be useful to her.


  With a smile, I flashed her the peace sign.


  “Yup.”


  This time, our trip really had arrived at the grand finale.


  We had reached a happy ending!


  The end!


  



  ***


  



  And then—


  When I arrived back home, I threw myself onto the sofa in the living room.


  “Fueee……”


  Being home really was the best…


  Well, the trip had been really fun. Everything had turned out alright since I had been with Ajisai-san. But in exchange for that dreamlike experience, it had cost me a huge amount of mental points, maybe as much as three whales.


  With this amount of MP I had lost, one or two weeks wouldn’t be enough for a complete recovery…


  



  “Uwaa, it's Big Sis. Why do you always look like a corpse whenever you come home from outside?”


  My little sister entered the living room. She was wearing her uniform, so it was likely that she had only just got home from her club activities.


  Huh, it was evening already? How long had I lain on this sofa for?


  Well, this happens sometimes… I once again emptied my mind to recover, but a hand waved before my eyes. Huh?


  “What?”
“Where’s my souvenir?”
“Nah, there isn’t any. I’m broke.”
“Uuwaaah.”


  The heck was with that reaction…? Why was she looking at me with contempt…?


  Yeah, right. This brat might be the fake little sister that was connected to me by blood after all...


  But right now, my real little sister (Ajisai-chan) who wasn’t connected to me by blood must be having fun with her family, so I guessed I had to put up with this fake for now…


  My little sister shoved my legs away from the sofa and sat down. What was she planning to do?


  “So, did you have fun?”
“Well, yeah, since Ajisai-san was with me. Mai came along too.”
“...fuuun.”


  Hearing a curt answer that sounded intentional made me pause.


  Oh?


  Could it be that she had also felt lonely, just like Ajisai-san’s little brothers?


  She had been left alone since her only big sister hadn’t been home. So she could also be tormented by loneliness. Couldn’t be helped then. A normie like her couldn’t stand being alone after all. (Prejudiced thought)


  You finally figured out the true value of the big sister you always ridicule, huh, huh?


  “Fufufu.”


  I got up and then stretched my arms wide in her direction. Here, big sis will let you hug her.


  “You don’t have to worry. I’ll stay in the house for a while, okay? Shall we play together after this? You were lonely, right? Hmmm?”
“Gross.”


  …………


  That was a word you definitely shouldn’t be saying to a recluse. Why had she been able to say it so easily? Had her capacity for experiencing basic human emotions been impacted when she was born?


  Since my past few days had been filled with Ajisai-san’s “benevolence”, I had momentarily forgotten the coldness of the real world. Big Sis was surprised. The real world was scary.


  



  Aah. My little sister stretched her legs out onto the coffee table, leaning back into the sofa. I could see your panties, you know?


  “High-schoolers sure have it nice huh, going on a trip with friends.”
“Eh? Aah, yeah. So that’s why, huh.”


  She hadn’t felt lonely at all, she just envied me. Nah, of course it felt great when my little sister was feeling jealous of me like this. This was also nice.


  “You’re going to be a high-schooler soon. Well, you have to pass the entrance exams before that, though.”
“Yeah, I know. Why are you looking so smug, like you are more experienced than me?”
“Of course, since I am more experienced than you!”


  This brat, she was really belittling me. One day I would definitely show her my true ability. Until that day…


  



  “Ah yeah, Big Sis.”
“What?”
“Mom was pissed since you suddenly went on a trip, so you should probably apologize to her later.”
“It’ll be scary to apologize alone, so I’m counting on you to back me up, Haruna-chan!” I requested in a sweet voice, clinging to her.


  “If only you had brought me some souvenirs from your trip, I would’ve helped you gladly, you know… You're so thoughtless, you really suck at conducting yourself!”
“I’m begging you~~~!”


  Well, I might need some more time until I managed to overturn this sister relationship…


  



  



  After that, I properly apologized to my mother since I had acted rashly and made her worry. Luckily, she forgave me.


  My lifespan had decreased though… My mother was someone who’d never gotten angry even during my shut-in days where I gamed all day after all. Since I had troubled other people and did something dangerous this time, she got really angry… My mother could be terrifying when she’s angry…


  At least she let me explain the circumstances so she wouldn’t get the wrong idea, which I was thankful for… My little sister too. She ended up really helping a lot, so I was grateful to her…


  And another thing.


  I got a message from Ajisai-san.


  She thanked me once again and told me that she would visit my house next time.


  Honestly, I didn’t think that I had done much for her, but it made me happy knowing that what I had done was helpful. That I had been of use to her enough to receive her thanks made me glad. 


  Also, I wanted to meet up with her again anyway, so of course my reply was an immediate “OK”. I just needed more time to recover my MP so it would be great if she could hold on for a while!


  



  



  



  After that runaway trip, I spent the rest of my summer break normally. Enjoying the cool breeze from the air conditioner, I gamed from morning to evening practically everyday. It felt so natural. Of course, I also did my summer homework once in a while.


  As expected, I really loved gaming after all...I didn’t want to be apart from that world...


  Haa. I really couldn’t get enough FPS as of lately. It was just a single software, but since it updated regularly, it kept getting more fun each time I played it. Yeah right, I didn’t really care about my savings!


  Being home was the best!


  —was what I said to myself every month.


  



  I always thought that days like this would go on forever.


  I had safely passed through one of the biggest events in my life, my “High-school Debut”, and my life finally went back on track. Right, my life was basically running smoothly on the track of success right now.


  I felt like a protagonist from an Isekai series, a character who sailed smoothly through their life, thanks to the cheats they had. That’s why I also had nothing to fear right now.


  Once the summer break ends, school will start. I already had a place where I belonged, the Mai group. It would go on just like the usual, where we had fun together while I worried constantly about my role.


  Even during times when I was feeling down, or making mistakes, I would keep growing older and eventually become an adult. At that time, I imagined that once I got to second year, I would keep being the plain old me who would only get a single glance from my classmates, and nothing else. 


  Right.


  Somewhere inside my heart, I always harbored that kind of happy-go-lucky view.


  



  But that was wrong.


  



  The moment I had decided to become someone with a bright personality—the moment I became someone I had always longed to be since those gloomy days—I couldn’t stay as someone who existed only in the corners of the classroom. I should treat people around me sincerely, and proactively reach out to everyone.


  Even if I would face the fact that I was a powerless being again, again, and again.


  Even if I would become so desperate facing my own powerlessness, I would keep struggling, striving to do my best.


  I would definitely keep moving forward even if tears flowed from my eyes. I should keep moving forward.


  At this point, I totally had no idea that the moment you started moving forward, the clock wouldn’t be able to turn back. Not even to a point before the summer break.


  



  ***


  



  One week after our runaway trip, our doorbell sounded. Ping-pong.


  She was here!


  I hurriedly flew out of my room and dashed down to the front door.


  Today was a happy occasion, the day Ajisai-san came to our house.


  I arrived at the door and calmed my breathing. It wouldn’t do if I welcomed Ajisai-san with heavy breathing. I would be mistaken for a suspicious person.


  Well, I had frantically cleaned up my room yesterday just for today. I had really made sure that not even a single strand of hair could be found. I also kept applying and removing my makeup in the morning since I couldn't calm down. Considering this chain of events, I had to admit that it was debatable whether I wasn’t some sort of suspicious person or not.


  



  Alright, let’s open the door.


  I really intended to greet her casually, waving my hand while saying, “Heya,” casually with a sparkling smile just like Mai.


  A smiling Ajisai-san stood before me, looking like her usual self.


  “Good afternoon.”


  It really was Ajisai-san, with a box of sweets in her hand. The last time I had seen her was during our trip.


  “G-good afternoon!”


  



  Nnnn~~~ how cute! She also scored a perfect 100 points today, no, five hundred million points! 


  The only people I had seen lately were my family members and the characters from the Western video games I played. As a result, Ajisai-san really inflicted a huge damage on me. If I could download her character online, I would definitely buy it, even if it cost more than the console itself.


  “You could have told me you were on your way, so I could pick you up at the station.”
“Nn, but I kind of remember your house, so it’s okay. I would feel bad for you if I made you walk under the scorching sun.”


  How kind...geez...I liked her…


  As my eyes turned into heart shapes, my mother, who had a day off, walked in from the living room.


  “Oh my...your friend, Renako?”
“Yes, pardon me for the other day.”


  Ajisai-san bent at the waist and bowed towards my mother courteously.


  “Since I dragged Renako-san on my trip.”
“So you are, I see...eeh…?”


  My mother surveyed Ajisai-san from the top of her head to the tips of her toes, looking puzzled.


  By the way, I had redacted the ‘runaway’ part of my explanation to my mother so it wouldn’t get more complicated. I had simply told her that it was a normal trip. Ajisai-san was following along with my version of the story.


  But this was dangerous.


  I would be completely okay if my mother got angry at me (nah, I wouldn’t be okay), but if right now, my mother also directed that anger toward Ajisai-san, I wouldn’t want to see that…


  Why were you acting out your own convenience and going on a trip without saying anything! My mother had reprimanded me harshly that day. I was afraid of the same scene unfolding for a second time.


  



  “Umm, I see… I’m sure that you have your own circumstances...but next time, make sure to tell people properly, okay? So you won’t worry anyone.”
“Yes, I’m sorry for troubling you. This isn’t much, but it’s a fruit tart from my neighborhood, if you’re willing to accept it.”
“Oh my, thank you for your thoughtfulness. Ah, please take care of Renako.”
“Yes, of course.”


  The conversation had ended peacefully!


  H-huh…? Wasn’t your trust in me a bit low, Mom? But well, as expected from Ajisai-san who walked around looking like a perfect and beautiful model student…


  After that, my mother finished the conversation with, “Since it’s dangerous for two girls to go on a trip alone, if you really want to go somewhere, you can bring your friend on our family trip if you want,” with a gentle expression on her face.


  Y-yeah no...that would be very embarrassing. But since this ended without Ajisai-san getting reprimanded by her, it was a great result. A good friend really was a great blessing…


  It would be awkward with my mother around, so I offered, “E-err, since standing while talking like this is a bit awkward...wanna go to my room?”


  “No, it’s okay.” Ajisai-san shook her head with a smile. “Today I only planned to see you for a bit, so I’ll be off now.”


  “Aah...is that so?”
“Yup, let’s meet at school, Rena-chan. Bye-bye.”


  She bowed her head gracefully once again, and then turned her back.


  Eeh...what was this awkward mood…?


  Ajisa-san’s scent was getting further away.


  In a fluster, I jammed my sandals on and then chased after her.


  “W-wait a moment, Ajisai-san! At least let me walk you to the station!”
“Fufu, even though it’s okay.”
“Nah...since you went out of your way to come here...umm, I also want to talk with you even for a little bit…”


  I had said an embarrassing thing. Uuh, this made me sound like I wanted her to entertain me…


  But I really had been granted a copious amount of Ajisai-san during our trip, so meeting her only for this amount wasn’t even close to enough to fulfill my need for her. It seemed like I was close to becoming dependent on her like an alcoholic. My hands...my hands were trembling…!


  



  “Fufufu, alright then. Let’s talk until we reach the station.”


  Seeing her smiling at me gently, my head was working full throttle, desperately seeking conversation topics.


  “Ah, that’s right. How are your brothers? Did you guys make up?”
“Yup, perfectly. Well, it’s more like they had already forgotten about the whole thing and are back to their normal behavior. They really hadn’t learned their lesson at all.”
“Ahaha…”


  After that, we talked normally about summer homework, or about the games I was playing lately, and other stuff.


  Ajisai-san listened to me, and then laughing, she responded to my words properly and expanded the topics. This, could it be that I was the only one who had fun?! During moments like this, I usually went straight to that kind of thinking,


  But, ever since our last trip, I understood that Ajisai-san also enjoyed the time she spent with me, so I didn’t get too desperate like before.


  Nevertheless, the fun time passed in the blink of an eye.


  We had already arrived at the station. Even though it would’ve been great if time also passed like this during my usual morning commute to school!


  “Ah, we’re here already.”
“Yeah, thank you for walking me here, Rena-chan.”
“Sure, um...”


  I glanced at her from the corner of my eyes at a lower angle.


  “Uh, please take care of me...at school.”
“Yup.”


  Ajisai-san answered with a smile.


  It was like she accepted everything, kindly.


  That might be the reason why I felt like she spoiled me with that smile. I ended up saying very embarrassing things.


  “U-umm, hey. Before, you said that you were thinking of me even when you’re home.”
“Eh?”


  In the broad daylight, in front of the station, I said that while staring down at my feet.


  “You see, I’m also the same. Sometimes you would come to my mind. Like, I wonder what you’re doing right now, or things like, I wonder if Ajisai-san is also troubled with this problem, and other stuff. Also, like, I wonder if Ajisai-san is having another fight with her brothers.”


  Saying things like this would have been easier by phone, since doing this right before her was crazily embarrassing!


  I should gather my courage right now before I chickened out and behaved suspiciously, pretending like I’d never said anything in the first place… I could do this. I could say it until the end.


  “That’s why, uhh...if-if you face another problem, you can tell me. I know that you probably don’t want to show others your weakness, but...I’m okay with that. In fact, I would be happy if you relied on me, or so.”


  I wanted to lessen her guilt even a little since she had already visited my house, bringing sweets as her apology.


  Ah, I wondered if this was okay. What if she interpreted my words as, “I wish you’ll face another misfortune soon”? Were my words not clear enough after all?


  What I wanted to convey were my genuine feelings. That I regarded Ajisai-san as my very precious friend…


  I wondered if she properly understood my feelings…? I glanced at her to see her reaction.


  Ajisai-san cast down her eyes, and then said, “Yeah, thank you, Rena-chan.”


  Right, her usual smile.


  



  She had tears flowing from her eyes.


  



  “A-Ajisai-san?!”
“Eh? H-huh?”


  Tears dripped down Ajisai-san's cheeks. Even she looked surprised.


  “Huh, I wonder why I’m crying? Huh, this is weird.”


  My head went blank as I stared at Ajisai-san, who was suddenly crying.


  Wh-why…?


  What happened? Eh, what was it? Ajisai-san was crying…!


  Still confused, I quickly pulled out a pocket tissue and handed it over to Ajisai-san.


  “S-sorry, Rena-chan.”


  Ajisai-san used the tissue to dab at her eyes, but for a while, her tears didn’t stop.


  Why...why…?


  My chest was hurting.


  To make sure that she wouldn’t attract attention from passersby, I slowly placed my hands on her shoulders, and steered her to the corner of the street… But this was the only thing I could do for her.


  I bet I looked pathetic right now. Ajisai-san still pressed the tissue to her face, while shaking her head.


  “That’s not it. Sorry. I’m sorry, Rena-chan.”


  What happened? Ajisai-san…


  Why are you crying…?


  Ajisai-san kept crying.


  “I’m sorry.”


  I couldn’t say anything. All I could do was just stare at her.


  I felt like the warm world I had built on the water, a world filled with happiness, had suddenly vanished, sunk underneath the frigid waters.


  



  Ajisai-san finally stopped crying, but she kept saying, “I’m sorry,” and wouldn’t stop saying that until her train arrived and she went home.


  No matter how many times I asked her, she wouldn’t answer me. Of course, I couldn’t force her to tell me.


  In the end, even though I had tried to convince her that I wasn’t troubled at all, I totally hadn’t understood the reason behind her apologies.


  Tantalized by the reason, I was only able to watch her train depart and see her leave me. 


  What happened to you, Ajisai-san…?


  It couldn’t be nothing if you cried like that…


  No, well, if we were talking about me and my mentally unstable state, it might be possible… But right now, we were talking about Ajisai-san who was capable of controlling herself, you know? I was sure that something must have happened.


  



  I was curious...but what if I did something uncalled for… What if it was better that I don’t involve myself in her problems?


  



  Since I didn’t really want to go home right away, I stopped at the park near my house and stared at my phone that I had neglected for a while.


  



  Ummm, ummm. Yeah, I was curious after all.


  



  Since I didn’t want to force my way to an answer from Ajisai-san, what about Mai?


  



  During our trip, she had said something questionable in the public baths after all. It was possible that Mai knew about this whole thing.


  Alright, I would ask her. Let’s just ask her.


  And if, by any chance, Mai had no idea, then I would just send a message to Ajisai-san and ask her indirectly. Indirectly? What was indirect again…? How are you going to do it…?


  



  I tapped Mai’s name on my phone and did something I was bad at. A phone call. Huh, rather than a phone call, a message would also be okay, right?! I regretted my decision three seconds after that.


  But if I cut the call right after she picked it up, it would be rude! So I started rowing across the ocean of regrets (sailing while wailing, I sure said a clever thing). All I could do was pray that she wouldn’t pick up the phone.


  She picked up the call.


  “Hello, Renako?”
“Ah, yes.”
“It sure is rare for you to call me.”


  So she had really picked up her phone...


  I felt nervous but since the call had already connected, I couldn’t do anything other than carry on with it...


  I sat on the swing in the park, and then spoke to her.


  “Umm, the truth is.”
“Fumu, I see. So you are lonely and that’s why you call me.”
“That’s wrong!”
“Then, you called me for my sake since I was longing to hear your voice, right? That makes me happy.”
“That is also wrong!”


  Ha! Would it be better if I just accepted whatever she said to keep her in her good mood? I had unconsciously retorted out of habit.


  Ugugu. Even though I could be honest if the other person was Ajisai-san...why did I always become like this whenever I was with Mai.


  Still, everything was for the Great Angel Ajisai’s sake. I could do this.


  I conjured up all of my willpower.


  “Th-the truth is, you’re right...since I wanted to hear your voice…!”
“I see. Well then, let’s move to the real topic.”
“Even though I did my best to suppress my embarrassment, you chose to dodge it, huh?!”


  I could hear her laugh from over the phone. Well, that was to be expected, huh, since she could read me perfectly?! This jerk!


  “The truth is! I want to ask about Ajisa-san! We met up just now, but somehow she still looked a bit downcast!”
“Fumu.”


  Mai sighed.


  “And so...I thought that maybe Mai knew something, and that’s why I called you…”
“I see. Well, I thought so.”
“Predicting what I would do and then making sure to mess with me, that sure sounds like Mai alright…”
“My bad, it’s my bad habit… You always put down your guard and look so vulnerable. It made you look so adorable that I end up wanting to tease you as an everyday thing…”
“You, you pretend to reflect on your actions like that, but actually you just want to say that I’m a scatterbrain, right?!”


  Mai laughed like she was having fun, and then went back to the main topic.


  “If it’s about Ajisai, well, I have an idea.”
“As expected from Mai! Mai really knows about everything! Someone who has special access to the Akashic Records!”
“It’s just I don’t have any intention to tell you.”
“But why?! Bully!”


  I protested vehemently.


  “Nah, it’s not like I want to bully you…”


  I could understand that she was really troubled. That was why I got ahead of myself.


  “Then, what am I supposed to do so you are willing to tell me?!”
“What are you supposed to do? Are you saying that you will do something for me?”
“Eeh...ehh?”


  Crap, I had misstepped. She countered me perfectly.


  Through the phone, I understood that Mai had regained her composure. It made me hesitate for a second. Gugugu.


  Still, if it was for Ajisai-san’s sake…


  



  I couldn’t buy Mai with money. I also couldn’t do her homework, and she also probably wouldn't be interested if I offered to level up her game.


  If that was the case, what I could offer her right now was something that held great value at least for Mai.


  There was nothing other than that...


  Gulp. I swallowed nervously. Right, I would sell my body.


  



  “S-something like a k-kiss on the cheek…!”


  



  It was my complete determination. And Mai’s reaction was…


  “.............aah, alright, I see.”
“Wait! Just now, you thought of me as someone at a grade-schooler level, right!? You’re wrong, that was just a demo version! The real thing is something awesome!”
“How awesome it is?”


  She was really toying with me while I buzzed like a noisy mosquito in the middle of the park.


  “I-I will give you...a kiss…”


  Geez, even though I had done my best to cover the embarrassment I had, Mai’s response was very composed.


  “We always do that though.”
“Uuuuuu.”


  I felt like I would cry blood any time now out of embarrassment.


  This had completely turned into something to see how far I would be willing to go for Ajisai-san’s sake, huh…


  “A-alright, I get it...this time is special…!”
“You will marry me?”
“Are you really intending to ask for my life in exchange for this?!”
“Nah, the mood was kinda right to say that, so I just carelessly said it.”


  I did my best to keep my composure in response to Mai’s bad joke, and then, I solemnly threw my joker card.


  “B-before, you showed me a paper filled with your list of lust and desires, remember...?”
“Of course I remember. We had already promised to fulfill everything one day after all.”
(TL Note: From v1c2 part 1)


  She hadn’t remembered properly at all! I really wanted to retort but I did my best to restrain myself. I couldn’t get swayed by her tempo, let’s proceed carefully…


  I was perfectly aware that my cheeks grew hotter each passing second, and then I said it in one fell swoop.


  “Th-the content from that list...you can ask me to do one of them…and I will do it for you.”


  Over the phone, I could hear her breath catch in surprise.


  The loud cries of cicadas drifted in the summer wind.


  “...one of them.”
“...yes.”


  I meekly nodded.


  After that day, I had done my best to forget everything she wrote, but I remembered that it had been filled with outrageous stuff…


  This careless proposal was especially targeting Mai, who was brimming with desires.


  “I see...your suggestion is really something that would easily destroy my reasoning.”
“Then, are you…”


  When I wanted to ask when I could meet her, Mai spoke before I did and said it clearly.


  “But I can’t.”
“But whyyyy?!”


  I had no other idea than this though?! It was not good if you do something like that during negotiation, you know?!


  “To be exact, well, my bad. It doesn’t mean that you’re in the wrong...since I never had any intention to tell you from the start.”
“What are you saying…”


  So she wouldn’t tell me after all!


  “Uuh, how mean...you really played with my feelings...sob sob sob…”
“M-my bad.”
“Even though you didn't want to tell me from the start, you kept messing with me, and you must have laughed at me, right...huwaa, huwaa, that was too much…”
“I’m sorry.”


  From that point, I kept attacking her conscience. After around an hour, I finally put a stop to it.


  No matter how weak Mai was with my tears, if I kept using it, I got a hunch that I would slowly turn into her favourite kind of woman...


  Who cared about me. The most important thing right now was Ajisai-san!


  



  Mai continued talking, and the mood changed.


  “The problem Ajisai has right now is something that she needs to solve on her own. It’s not just you. It’s also something I can’t help with.”
“I-is it?”
“Aah, no matter how much I want to help.”


  Mai sounded like she really understood what had happened with Ajisai-san.


  When I remembered her tears from before, my voice grew lower.


  “B-but...am I, I really can’t do anything?”
“That’s right, that's especially true for you.”
“...”


  Honestly, it was very difficult for me to accept this obediently.


  But if I kept sticking my neck into something delicate like this, it was also possible that I would only hurt Ajisai-san. That was definitely something I wanted to avoid at all costs.


  



  During my shut-in days, no matter how many times my parents showered me with gentle words, I couldn’t accept them at all. What I did was only close my world tighter.


  What pushed me to free myself from that isolated room was myself. It had been my own hand that had opened that door.


  During my time in the outside world, I was helped by a lot of people, and I had a place where I belonged. Everything that had happened were things that really saved me.


  But the first trigger was none other than me who had been determined to push that door open. It was as simple as that.


  That was why, what I could do right now was wait. That was also probably what Mai wanted to say.


  



  “...I see.”


  I couldn’t forcefully knock on that door and make Ajisai-san's fear worse. That was an outcome that I definitely would avoid. Since I perfectly understood how it felt to be in that position.


  But still.


  I timidly opened my mouth.


  “Then, does that mean it has something to do with me…?”


  Mai’s answer came one beat late.


  “...that’s right, but it’s not your fault.”
“But…”


  Mai said her words decisively.


  “It’s not anyone’s fault. Regarding her problem, it is something that can’t be avoided… Right, just like when a girl suddenly falls from the sky all of sudden, of course it’s not something that people can foresee beforehand.”


  If by any chance I didn’t ask Mai and went directly to attacking Ajisai-san, when I thought of that possibility, I couldn’t help but think that I might end up regretting it and blame myself.


  “...I understand.”


  I nodded gently.


  I sighed, and then put on a brave front.


  “Even though I intended to do something for her sake, it would only trouble her, right? Alright then. I understand. It means I just need to not think about this too much, right?”


  Honestly, I totally couldn’t accept this situation at all. I really wanted to scramble over and pound on the locked door that she used to cover herself, since I wanted to force her to tell me what was troubling her.


  



  But to think that the reason for her crying was me, I couldn’t stop the pain inside my chest. I felt like my heart would be crushed into pieces.


  Also, it wasn’t like I wanted to trouble Mai further since she was the one who told me this much.


  Mai let out a single sigh.


  “That’s good. Thank you for doing that for my sake.”


  Huh, even though I did my best to hide it, why had she grasped what was in my mind so easily, I wondered...how cocky of her…


  That was why you’re so popular, you know?


  



  “...can you tell me just one thing?”
“What is it?”


  Staring at the people walking by the park, I asked her quietly.


  “Is she alright?”
“Well, I wonder.”


  Again, Mai answered my question like she also wanted to ask her the same thing.


  “But you see, the moment you wish for something you never had, it would be practically like some sort of a curse that binds you. For that purpose, you should move forward using your own strength. I’m sure that you understand that, right?”


  ...was it about something like that?


  If that was really the case, then...


  I understood perfectly.


  Since I was someone who looking up to the light that moved so fast, and desperately stretched out my hand to reach that light.


  



  “...yeah.”


  Once again, I slowly nodded.


  I really wanted to support Ajisai-san when she felt lost, and I needed some extra courage if I really wanted to be a source of strength for her.


  I wanted to tell her that even though she made mistakes, or even failed, everything would be okay.


  Even though I wasn’t someone reliable.


  



  Just like me who wasn’t alone, I wanted her to know that I would be by her side and wouldn’t let her be alone.


  



  Because for me, Ajisai-san was a very, very precious―


  


  ―A very precious friend after all.


   



  *****



  



  Sena Ajisai's Story (4) -  I Will Properly Convey These Feelings, Okay?



  



  Her first summer break as a high school student passed by.


  What changed from her usual days was that she had more free time than normal.


  During the summer break, Sena Ajisai finished her homework early, experimented with complicated recipes she’d never tried before to widen her cooking repertoire, and completed the difficult action video game she usually wasn’t able to clear on her own.


  That was how she spent her time.


  



  Since that day, she never got in touch with Renako.


  Ajisai was haunted by the embarrassment of suddenly crying in front of her. Every time she remembered that day, she would writhe in agony inside.


  In the end, she gambled everything on her ability to regain her composure and face Renako normally when school started…


  Ajisai decided to leave that for when it really happens. It wasn’t like she could stop going to school because of that. She had already given up halfway, such that she thought she would leave it to the universe, going with the flow to wherever life would bring her.


  



  And so, she concluded that she was already dealing with her feelings. Probably.


  Time really was the best medicine for everything after all.


  She wondered if it was because she had already settled this that she felt her days trickle by gently. It was rather baffling.


  Her days felt peaceful, like the curtains had been drawn shut.


  



  



  One day, just a few days before the end of summer break, Ajisai-san was staring outside the window absentmindedly when a girl’s voice pulled her away from her thoughts.


  “President, president~”
“Eh?”


  She was sitting in a family restaurant with three other girls, her middle school friends who had gone to different high schools.


  Ajisai had to turn down every invitation to hang out since she was too busy taking care of her brothers. Despite that, these girls were stubborn enough to continue inviting her. They really were patient enough to wait for Ajisai, and she was truly thankful for that.


  



  “How about you, Prez? Are you enjoying your high school life?”


  The other girls also nodded at the question.


  “Well that’s a given, right? I can’t imagine a situation where Prez is a loner.”


  Ajisai-san let out an awkward laugh. “We’ve already graduated, so I’m no longer your student council president, you see?”


  The other girls glanced at each other.


  “Even though you say that, Prez is Prez after all.”
“Well then, what should we call you? Ajisai...chan?”


  “That sounds off!” One of them clapped her hands, laughing.


  “Eeh, that much?”


  Ajisai had been the Student Council President in her second year in middle school. After she formally held that title, everyone started calling her “President”. Even now, the few students who were at the same high school as her still called her that.


  The conversation had gotten lively as the girls recalled the past.


  “Yeah right, Prez is extremely popular after all.”
“She was like the idol from our generation...or rather, a legend?”
“Even after we graduated, it seems like President Sena’s heroic story is still being passed down!”


  “Ahaha…” With a dry laugh, Ajisai sipped her iced tea.


  The ‘Things that make Ajisai a splendid figure!’ talk that the three of them were absorbed in were a bunch of greatly exaggerated stories from the past. It would take a lot of time and effort if she wanted to straighten it out.


  “The student council during her year was so magnificent, huh.”
“Since everyone relied on her. Whenever you had a problem, you could just go to Prez and ask her.”
“Ah right, remember the time there was an argument over the gym use schedule—”


  Ajisai didn’t really feel bothered doing tasks that most people found troublesome and didn’t want to do. Personally, she thought that it wasn’t even that bad.


  She was only doing her best at everything bit by bit, and soon she realized that everyone was depending on her. Even she herself hadn’t expected that.


  



  “Hey hey, are you going to join the student council too at your school, Prez?”
“Nn~”


  The Ashigaya High Student Council would kick off the election after summer break. During that period, the council would take applications from those that wanted to join...or so she heard.


  For some reason, the girl next to her responded with a laugh. “Of course she’ll join, right? It would be a waste if Prez Sena didn’t join. Have you guys never heard of ‘right person at the right place’?”


  “But well, I still haven’t decided yet.”


  When she said that, everyone was surprised.


  “Really?!”
“Did you join a club?”
“Or is it about your family?”
“Um, it isn’t anything like that.”


  It was just that she felt like she already had her fill of student council activities during middle school. If she worked harder than those days, she had a hunch that she would face a lot more difficulties than before.


  Looking at Ajisai’s vague reaction, one of the girls spoke again out of excitement.


  “Ah, I get it! You got a boyfriend!”


  Hearing those words, the other two spilled out their drink.


  “Prez has a boyfriend?!”
“The Prez who always shook her head no matter who confessed to her?!”
“Hey, what kind of person is he?!”


  “Eh, eh.” Ajisai’s face turned red.


  “Th-that’s not it. Something like having a boyfriend is…”


  The three of them grew more and more animated as Ajisai desperately waved her hands.


  “If it’s true that Prez got a boyfriend, we should make a public announcement to everyone from middle school.”
“I can already predict a huge heartbreak party...”
“We should also join that, right…?”
“Y-you guys are getting it wrong…”


  They made it sound like it was a huge deal, but the reality was that the number of confessions she received during middle school wasn’t...well it had been a bit more than others, but only around that degree.


  “But you have someone you’re interested in, right?”
“Since look at that blush. You’re so cute, Prez~”
“Eeh…?”


  Ajisai placed both palms on her cheeks, while the other three laughed.


  “I-it’s not like that...but, I wonder, how I should put this... um, like I can’t express my feelings, that kind of thing?”
“Eh, but why?!”
“Don’t worry, if a beauty like you is the one making the move, no matter what kind of person they are, they’ll surely fall into your hands!”


  That wasn’t the case though…


  Ajisai lowered her eyebrows, then laughed.


  “It would be quite wrong of me to do that.”


  Her three friends seemed to understand what she had meant.


  They exchanged glimpses with each other, then started whispering amongst themselves.


  “Do you mean that…”
“With someone like a teacher…”
“Adultery…”


  “Eh, eh?”


  As Ajisai became baffled at their words, the three of them sounded out their thoughts as one.


  “I really want to support your relationship but...it’s not good after all, that kind of thing.”
“She’s right, it will only bring you misfortune…”
“Right, it would be better if you stop involving yourself with a half-baked kind of person! But well, I admit that a romantic relationship with an older man really suits you!”
“Y-you got it wrong!”


  Although this time she was upfront in denying their opinions, the three of them weren’t listening to her. They were seriously discussing how to conduct a panel interview to judge whether he was good enough for her or not.


  



  Ajisai sighed and then gazed out the window again.


  It would be better if you stopped, eh.


  Those words echoed inside of her while an image of a single girl appeared.


  It’s okay. She already understood.


  She was already aware that her personality wasn’t suitable for romance, since she was someone who was always too considerate of others.


  As long as she didn’t insert herself between the two of them, something like unnecessary conflict wouldn’t arise.


  Everything would be normal, just like their usual days, where everyone was together.


  (Since I was already determined to keep things that way.)


  The time they returned from their runaway trip, that day, in that station, she had already made up her mind.


  This time, she would be a proper good girl.


  



  Ajisai intruded with a smile when there was a gap in their conversation.


  “Everything is alright, you guys. Thanks for worrying about me.”


  After Ajisai said that, her friends finally calmed down and became convinced to move onto the next topic.


  When it was time, Ajisai stood up from her seat.


  Catching up with old friends sure was a fun thing to do. When they talked about happy things without feeling sadness or painful feelings, the time passed in the blink of an eye.


  That was when it happened, on her way back.


  



  The four of them left the family restaurant. It felt like the warm air warped her body instantly as she tasted the outdoor humidity. Lately, she thought that she had become quite used to this sense of discomfort. This year, fall might come earlier than usual, she mused silently while peering at the sun that was still shining brightly.


  



  Halfway to the station, one of them suddenly noticed something interesting.


  She raised her voice, “Huh, what’s with that crowd? Hey hey, it looks like they’re filming something, doesn’t it?”


  They paused by the crowd and discovered that it was a photoshoot. This area was often used as a photo spot, so it wasn’t that strange to see a celebrity having their photoshoot here.


  Her friends became excited in a flash.


  “Eh, for real? Could it be that...”
“Eeh? It’s Oozuka Mai?!”


  Ajisai stood there and watched her.


  It was someone who was surrounded by countless staff. Her classmate.


  No...right now, the one there wasn’t her classmate. It was the splendid, charismatic model, Oozuka Mai. It seemed like she was taking a break since she was throwing charming smiles to the surrounding crowd.


  From behind, her friends were raving about her.


  “Uwaa...as expected from the real thing, how wonderful.”
“Her aura is really on a different level. She’s really someone special.”
“If only I was born with Oozuka Mai’s face, eh~”


  After that, the three of them giggled at one another’s comments.


  



  Aah, she really is beautiful after all, Ajisai thought.


  If this had happened earlier, she was sure that she would’ve joined her friends’ casual banter.


  But the current Ajisai knew.


  That she couldn’t be her.


  That her only role was to be the cupid that blessed the world with Mai and Renako’s happiness.


  



  At that moment, she heard a voice.


  —really?


  



  It was something that emerged from her thoughts, something that she was supposed to have already sealed off.


  



  I—


  



  Right after she placed her hand on top of her painful chest, her eyes met with Mai’s across the crowd.


  “Ah.”


  Her breath caught in her throat the second she met those blue eyes.


  A confident voice suddenly resurfaced in her head.


  



  “You see, I like Renako.”


  



  Mai’s face when she declared that was beautiful, her expression dazzling.


  At that moment, Ajisai had been taken aback by her.


  Boom. Just like the fireworks that had blossomed vividly against the night sky, that day, that night, the feelings she had left behind at the festival were beginning to stir.


  Seeing Mai who had said her feelings so directly was really...


  



  —really.


  



  When she came to her senses, she had already walked away from her group of friends.


  This time, without borrowing anyone’s power, she approached Mai by herself.


  “Mai-chan.”


  



  The people around them became rowdy. Many hushed whispers like, “Is she also one of the models?”, or a compliment like “How cute~” could be heard from the crowd. 


  Her friends became flustered, trying to stop her, “W-wait, stop.” 


  But none of that reached Ajisai’s ears.


  



  Mai saw her classmate and smiled.


  “Oh, Ajisai. It sure is a coincidence. It makes me happy that you showed up to greet me.”
“Mai-chan, I—”


  Ajisai looked like a child who was getting reprimanded.


  Seeing Ajisai like that, Mai cocked her head to the side, then smiled.


  “Say it, Ajisai.”


  In front of the noisy crowd, the two of them were lost in their own world.


  “I—”


  It was a continuation from that day.


  Towards Mai, who had waited for her, Ajisai told her earnestly.


  “I too...like Rena-chan.”


  



  Once the words were wrung out of her mouth, she felt the power draining from her body. 


  For a while, Mai didn’t say anything. Then she glanced up at the sky.


  



  Like she was influenced by her action, Ajisai also peered up at the blue sky that was slowly being painted in the colours of dusk.


  



  Mai asked, “Ajisai, do you have time after this?”


  



  “...ah, yeah, I do.”


  



  “I see.”


  



  Ajisai was instantly charmed by her smile.


  “Then, can you accompany me for a bit?”


  



  That moment, a sound that was supposed to be the gentle last curtain call, had a completely different tone blended in.


  



  ***


  



  Declaring something that bold in front of so many people made Ajisai somewhat embarrassed and nervous.


  Right after the sun went down, Ajisai and Mai boarded the train and headed to the city’s aquarium.


  Gripping the admission pass in her hand, she followed behind Mai. Walking in the dark tunnel made her feel like a lost child.


  



  When she told her friends, “I’m hanging out with Mai-chan for a bit,”, her friends clamored.


  “You know Oozuka Mai, Prez?!”
“Come to think of it, both of you go to Ashigaya-High, right?!”
“Umm, is it okay if we tag along?!”


  Hearing those questions, Mai responded with a smile.


  “I’m sorry, we have something important to talk about. I’m going to borrow her for a bit. Ajisai is my precious friend after all. Please take care of her from now on.”


  When she said that, of course they had no other choice but to back down.


  



  Once they passed a corner, the scene unfolded before their eyes.


  A whole wide surface of the sea.


  Mai, who was walking a little ahead of her, stopped right before the enormous tank.


  “Sometimes I come to the aquarium by myself.”
“Is that so?”
“Aah, since it’s quite dark here. No one can see me clearly here, and that somehow makes me feel like I’m alone in a way. It’s very calming.”


  Ajisai moved to stand next to Mai.


  “...I think I can understand.”


  Mai answered her with a smile.


  “Shall we hold hands?”
“Just like a date, eh?”
“Fufu, ‘The celebrity Oozuka Mai’s secret date. Her partner is unexpectedly her beautiful classmate’, something like that?”


  The way Mai said it was quite amusing and Ajisai laughed, forgetting her anxiety just a bit.


  



  Mai and Ajisai walked around the aquarium holding hands. Doing this, Ajisai was under the impression that the distance between their hearts was getting closer.


  



  “Someone like me isn’t good enough for Mai-chan.”
“Renako also says that a lot.”
“I’m sure that everyone feels the same.”


  Ajisai laughed again. A laugh that sounded like she was freed.


  “You look very pretty when you’re working. It made me think that anyone would surely fall for you if they received a confession from you.”
“It would be great if that’s really the case.”


  Mai paused right before an especially large tank.


  



  Reflected on the glass were two girls that looked very close to each other, their hands intertwined.


  “Rena-chan is a very good girl, right?”
“That’s right.”
“I wonder if Mai-chan would make Rena-chan happy.”


  A big fish slowly passed in front of them.


  Hearing Ajisai’s words, Mai didn’t take it easily.


  “Of course I want to make her happy, but it seems like she prefers to achieve happiness using her own strength.”
“Using her own strength...”
“That’s right. We’re still fighting about that, even now. I’ve done my best to show her that I can make her happy, but currently we’re kind of in a tie.”
“Rena-chan is really amazing. She sure is strong.”


  She knew that there weren’t many people at school who could stand on the same ground as that Oozuka Mai.


  



  “Ajisai.”
“Yeah?”
“I like you.”


  That was surprising for Ajisai.


  “Mai-chan, you...eeh, not in that way, right…?”
“Of course, as a friend.”
“O-of course. Right. I was confused... I even imagined for a second that it would be me and Rena-chan’s turn to fight over you…”


  Mai chuckled. Perhaps she already knew what her reaction would be and had deliberately said that to shock her.


  “That’s why, I want your wish to be granted. Since I like you.”
“But, that’s...”


  Her eyes wavered.


  “Even then, I-I also like you, Mai-chan.”
“I see. Our feelings are mutual, eh.”
“...fufu. That makes me happy.”


  Deep down, Ajisa was really grateful toward Mai.


  



  It was all thanks to Mai that the feelings she buried deep inside her heart could be unchained, that the pain in her chest wasn’t as painful as before, that her agony had softened. At this point, she wondered if she could go on like usual with this amount of pain.


  Everything was thanks to Mai.


  That was why she wanted to convey her gratitude. It was something simple like that.


  That was her only intention, but—


  



  Mai smiled again.


  “But it will be okay, Ajisai.”


  Her eyes, deeper than the ocean, gazed into Ajisai’s.


  “Since you are very kind, you’re trying to hold back for my sake. But you see, I don’t need something like that. The feelings you have are meant to be conveyed.”
“But if I do something like that…”


  “It won’t bother me,” Mai cut her off. “It’s far more painful for me to see you live your life in anguish, holding back your feelings. I’m also sure that Renako feels the same.”


  The hand that was holding Ajisai’s hand grasped back stronger.


  



  “Why won’t it bother you?”


  “Of course.” Mai smiled. 


  



  



  “Because I’m certain that Renako will choose me in the end.”


  



  



  Aah, Ajisai looked at Mai.


  Perhaps she hadn’t really understood Mai after all this time, was what she thought.


  Mai really was cool.


  Moving people’s feelings like magic, showing that being a step ahead didn’t mean that she had already guaranteed her victory... It all became clear when she recalled how anxious Mai had been. When she found out that Renako and Ajisai had gone on a trip together, she hurriedly chased after them in a panic. When she learned that they shared a room, she became flustered.


  Mai was the same as her. Just simply a girl in love.


  



  Even so, the girl in front of Ajisai was standing up proudly.


  Without any hesitation, she had made that declaration to assure Ajisai that her future with Renako wouldn’t change.


  Which is why you should do whatever you like, was what Mai was conveying to her.


  It was a roundabout way of expressing that, but it sure seemed like something that Mai would do, to push Ajisai forwards.   


  Mai was engulfed by her own weakness and doubts, caused by none other than her own confusing thoughts towards her friend.


  In Ajisai’s eyes, her majestic figure looked gorgeous.


  



  “So, it means I have no chance at winning, eh?”


  Mai’s cheeks loosened, and her lips curled upwards.


  “Renako is kind, which is why she might become confused, but it will be okay. It’s a given that she would be delighted to receive your confession. In truth, I feel bad making you do something like this.”
“No matter how hard I try to convey these feelings, it won’t reach her after all?”
“That would be regretful. From a friend's point of view, you really are splendid and charming. It’s just, well, you have the wrong opponent.”


  During her exchange with Mai, Ajisai slowly felt like her feelings were becoming lighter.


  It was possible that during the festival, this was what Mai had wanted to tell Ajisai. That she also shared the same feelings, which was why it was okay if Ajisai wanted to express her feelings to Renako.


  If that was true, then she sure was saying it in a clumsy way.


  It was very unlike Mai, who usually did everything perfectly.


  But perhaps, this was also proof that Mai was expressing her feelings honestly and confronting Ajisai directly using her own words.


  


  


  
    
      
        [image: ]
      

    


    



    I see.


    So it was okay for her to tell Renako her feelings.


    Ajisai had been moving in a circle, distressed by her own emotions, doing many things that were unlike her. Nevertheless, she had really done her best to suppress everything in her chest. It now finally felt like she could deal with and put an end to these overflowing feelings. 


    She took a deep breath. Everything that she had locked inside her felt like it had melted into one clear feeling.


    



    “You see...I was scared.”
“Aah.”
“That’s why I always thought that staying like this forever would be better. That’s how I persuaded myself.”
“I understand.”
“Since it’s something that I wished for, I should act according to my rational thoughts, to not upset the balance of our relationship.”


    But it had been impossible for her to seal off the feelings that kept growing ever larger.


    Someday eventually, it would grow too large and burst the box in her heart.


    



    Mai released her hand, and moved to embrace Ajisai’s shoulder.


    “Being alive means to change. Whether it’s your environment, or having new encounters. Being alive means going through infinite changes. Even the fish that once swam in the ocean evolved into birds that could fly in the skies. When you give up on changing, it's practically the same as giving up on being alive.”
“Even so...”


    As if she was enduring the pain, Ajisai pressed her chest with her palm again.


    “I want to keep being an angel in her eyes.”
“What are you saying, Ajisai?”


    Mai tilted her head and leaned it on Ajisai’s head.


    Ajisai could feel her warmth.


    “On n'a qu'une vie. We only have one life. When you were born as a girl, being in love is something that you should experience,” she whispered. 


    “And since the beginning, you weren’t an angel. You are simply an adorable girl.”


    



    Ajisai’s vision blurred.


    “Somehow...this feels like I’m the one getting confessed by you…”
“...right. It seems like I stepped ahead of you in terms of showing courage.” Mai said, chuckling.


    Ajisai’s nervousness up until now felt like some strange phenomenon.


    



    “Thank you, Mai-chan. I mean it.”
“Don’t mind it. You too...thank you for listening to what I wanted to say.”


    



    In front of the aquarium glass, their shadows became one.


    



    “If lovers mean supporting each other whether it’s during harsh times, or when I feel loneliness in my heart, then for me, friends are those who would walk together with me when I experienced problems, putting their faith in me.” Mai seemed rather bashful after saying that.


    “It would be pretty unlikely, but I will definitely still do that even though pushing you like this means putting me at a huge disadvantage. I wouldn’t be Oozuka Mai if I had acted out of my self-interest and made you regret your decision.”


    



    Once again, Ajisai wrapped her arms around Mai.


    She couldn’t help but feel proud since Mai had really thought of her wellbeing like this.


    “You really are lovely, Mai-chan.”
“You make me blush.”
“Really...thank you.”


    For the last time, she hugged Mai strongly.


    It will be okay, Ajisai thought.


    Whatever happened next, her friendship with Mai would last. Even though they didn’t know what kind of changes awaited them, the fact that at one point they had harbored the same feelings towards the same girl would last for eternity.


    That was why, everything would be alright.


    



    Ajisai released herself gently from Mai, then wiped away her tears with her fingers.


    She smiled.


    “Watch me, Mai-chan.”
“Aah, as you wish.”


    Ajisai took a deep breath, and then—


    She pulled out her phone and made a call.


    It connected.


    “Ah...err, Rena-chan? Is it okay to talk right now? Err...yeah, listen…”


    



    This moment, she really said something selfish.


    



    “I wonder if we could meet right now? Yeah, yeah...just for a bit...yup, thanks.”


    She mentioned the park closest to Renako’s house, setting it as their meeting point, and then ended the call.


    Ajisai’s slender body swayed like she had lost her strength, and Mai quickly caught her.


    Mai gave a hearty laugh.


    “You sure did well, Ajisai.”
“Yup...that was nerve wracking.”


    They laughed in harmony, like the school of fish that swirled peacefully as one in the glass tank.


    



    And so, Ajisai stood up and walked.


    



    She stepped lightly, as if she was defying the gravity that had burdened her body up until now.

  


  
    *****
  


  

  Epilogue


  *****


  I walked to the meeting point, which was the park near my house. When I arrived, it wasn’t just Ajisai-san waiting for me. Mai was also there.


  I wondered what had happened.


  It was already dark out, and if the other person wasn’t Ajisai-san, the setting would totally seem like a place where a crime would happen.


  Huh. She didn’t call me out here because she was angry, right…? I had thrown on a sweater and came here directly. 


  I carefully asked about her intentions, “Errr...what are you and Mai doing here?”


  They exchanged a look with each other at my question.


  I had no idea what was going on, but this was pretty distressing.


  



  Ajisai-san took a step forward.


  It was a summer night, but the air still felt a bit chilly in this season.


  



  “Um, listen.”
“Okay.”


  Ajisai-san placed her hands on top of her chest, and then took a deep breath.


  “Rena-chan, I—”
“U-uh huh?”


  Somehow, the mood made me nervous.


  “For a long time, I've been really bad at taking other people's things.”
“I-I see.”
“Yeah… for example, swings being used by other kids, even though it was time to switch, I couldn’t bring myself to ask them. I thought that as long as they were having fun while using it, I was satisfied, since I couldn’t have fun by forcing my will on others for my own convenience.”


  I glanced at Mai, my gaze saying, “What’s this about?”


  But Mai only responded with a slight shrug.


  ...so she was saying that I just need to listen to her, right…?


  



  Ajisai-san continued talking slowly.


  “When I started to look after my brothers, these thoughts only got stronger. That seeing others’ happiness was enough to make me happy.”


  It was the same thing that she had said before.


  “When someone from my class invited me to hang out, it meant that they invited me since they wanted to spend time with me, right? If so, as long as they were having fun, that was okay. That’s what I had always thought up until now. Since I’m a ‘good person’ who always prioritizes others.” 


  Ajisai-san chuckled. Fufu.


  “A real ‘good person’ wouldn’t say something like that, though. I’m really a fool. The way I never said what I really thought—my selfishness—it only strained myself.”


  She settled her gaze on me.


  “The one who taught me that was Rena-chan. It’s you.”


  



  I had entirely no idea what sort of emotions and thoughts she was currently channeling towards me, but I could understand well that these emotions weren’t something ordinary. They were strong enough to reach me.


  “M-me?”


  “Yeah… for me, you always shine so bright, showing me the path whenever I am lost. You see, Rena-chan, you really gave me the strength to keep moving forward.”


  



  Suu. Ajisai-san took a deep breath again.


  



  “That’s why—”


  Below the night sky, Ajisai-san weaved her words together into one tender statement.


  



  



  



  “Rena-chan, I like you. Please go out with me.”


  



  



  



  For a while, I couldn’t say anything.


  I could only stare at Ajisai-san’s face that had gotten redder than before. The sound of my heart beating was very loud.


  



  



  I really.


  Couldn’t think about anything.


  



  



  “—o-okay…” I said, and then just nodded.


  



  



  “.............................................................huh?”


  The one who responded to my answer was none other than Mai, her voice echoing in the empty park at night.


  



  *****


  



  Sena Ajisai's Story - Epilogue


  



  Ajisai sat before the front door and put on her shoes. It had been a while since she had last worn her uniform. Her outfit was proof that she was a high-schooler, which made her look more mature than her middle school self. It really boosted her mood.


  



  Today was the beginning of the second term.


  



  Ajisai had lots of trouble waking up in the morning, but she was happy that she could finally meet her friends. Life was something where fortunes and misfortunes acted as two sides of the same coin after all.


  Stuff like the delicious food that would disappear once you ate it, or the fear of losing someone once they’ve become dear to you. But that didn’t mean you should live behind locked doors. What you could do was open that door, and keep moving forward.


  



  As she was just about to leave her house, her mother called her, handing her an envelope. “This has your name on it.”. 


  



  Puzzled, Ajisai studied the front of the envelope, where the sender’s identity could be found. The one who had sent it was Suzuki Photo Studio.


  “Waa.”


  Feeling excitement brimming inside, she opened the envelope. Inside, there was a photo of her and Mai standing next to each other, among other photos.


  Looking at herself who had taken a picture with a supermodel, she felt like she was holding a photo with an idol during a fan meet-and-greet.


  “Should I just bring this photograph and ask her to sign it later?”


  Ajisai broke into a wide smile, and then she noticed another photograph.


  It was a picture of the three of them. It hadn’t been taken inside the studio. It was a candid shot taken while they were walking around the gallery.


  Mai, Renako, and Ajisai were standing next to one another. Renako who stood in the middle had noticed the camera and flashed a conservative peace sign. She had a smile on her face.


  “...this picture is really nice.”


  Let's show the others, Ajisai thought while stowing it away in her bag. Then she left her house. “I’m going now.”


  The weather was great, the skies clear. Ajisai’s steps were light. A breeze that brought the gentle scent of autumn passed by her.


  As Ajisai waited on the platform for her train, someone called out to her. “Good morning, Prez.”


  



  She turned around. The girl in uniform was one of her middle school friends she had hung out with over the summer break.


  “Ah, Yuuri-chan. Yup, good morning.”
“Your school also starts today, Prez?”
“Yup. It’s been a while since I had to wake up this early. I’m so sleepy~”
“Me too.”


  Fufu. They giggled together.


  The girl walked forwards to stand beside Ajisai. She lowered her eyes.


  “Umm, Prez. Sorry for that last time. We kind of teased you a lot.”
“Eh? No problem, I don’t mind it at all.”
“Nah, it’s just, we were kinda sticking our noses too deeply into your life when you said something about the one you like. And so I wondered if we kind of crossed the line. All of us have reflected on our behaviour from then.”
“I see, so I made everyone considerate of me.”
“Like, Prez is always smiling in any situation after all, so we often get ahead of ourselves. We really are sorry. Ah I know, as an apology, do you want my bento for lunch?”
“I can’t finish two bento boxes, you know?”


  Ajisai laughed, shaking her head.


  



  Her train was arriving soon.


  



  “Umm you see, Yuuri-chan.”
“What is it, what is it?”


  With a happy voice, as if she was simply talking about the colour of the blooming flowers she had seen on her walk, Ajisai told her. 


  “I finally confessed my feelings.”


  A loud shriek could be heard on the platform.


  “Eeeh, you, Prez?! W-what kind of person…?! Someone who’s fit to be with you...could it be, Oozuka Mai?!”
“Fufu. You’re wrong.”


  Ajisai lips curved into a smile.


  She placed her finger on top of her lips, and moving her tongue like she had a candy in her mouth, she whispered.


  “Someone who always takes my hand and protects me. A very adorable angel.”


  



  



  Your happiness was also my happiness.


  But—I should also grasp my own happiness.


  When she tried to shape these thoughts into words, she finally understood that it was also her wish.


  But she hadn’t realized that before. The one who had made her realize that was Renako. It was thanks to her that she had begun to chase after her own happiness.


  



  



  The summer break had ended, and Ajisai’s love was now starting. The hands of the clock were already moving.


  



  


  She prayed that the tracks she was currently running on would continue—and bring her towards her own happiness.


  *****
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