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COBALT-SERIES




Volume 14

Cool Breeze

Prologue

"Gokigenyou."

"Gokigenyou."

The clear morning greeting travels through thersmrblue sky.

Today, once again, the maidens that gather in thgirivMary's garden smile
purely to one another as they pass under theatdivgy.

Wrapping their innocent bodies and souls is a dmépred school uniform.

Walking slowly so as to not disturb the pleatsheit skirts, so as to not toss
their white sailor scarves into disarray... suchthe standard of modesty here.
Running here because one is in danger of missiagsclfor instance, is too
undignified a sight for students to wish upon thelwss.

Lillian Private Academy for Women.

Founded in Meiji 34, this academy was originallgeimded for the young
women of nobility, and is now a Catholic academypastigious tradition. Placed in
downtown Tokyo, where you can still see traces ofsd&hi Field's greenery, it is
protected by God, a garden where maidens can eetgiglage from preschool to
university.

Time passes, and even now, in Heisei, three erasigmst Meiji, it is a
valuable academy, where nurtured ladies raisedernouses are shipped out in
carefully packaged boxes after 18 years of schgolnan arrangement that
continues to survive.

Autumn has a somewhat "lonely" or "melancholic" gaaperhaps because it
sees off the lively summer.

But when all's said and done, that's just its im&ge high-school girls taking
part in its various events, the reality is thatytden't have much spare time to sigh

at the passing seasons, or shed tears with thegféglaves.



Obviously, they'll feel the heat and the cold aglas they live, but there's all
sorts of other things happening besides the seasdhs weather.

Most of those things are like a small breeze thiatkdy blows past.



The First Step
Part 1.

Opening the calming sky-blue door, they found shmet that seemed
completely out of place at a girls school and wereveloped in a strange
atmosphere.

"Sorry for keeping you waiting."

Hearing the carefree voice of Rei, the advancedyube guests' attention was
drawn to the single entrance. Then they all seeimedcover at once and each one
individually uttered a soft exclamation like, "Huldt "Whoa." Well, that's just
putting it into words for the sake of narrative tiath the sounds they made couldn't
accurately be captured in words.

But still, "Whoa." What was this, a safari?

No, this was Lillian's Girls Academy. No doubt abthat.

But inside was the uncommon, no, the almost unhefasayht of male students
in their long jackets with stand-up collars caltgdkuran."

Still, those earlier sounds were not the criesAifight" or "Yeah" from their
world. Their voices were in no way menacing.

However.

Someone who wasn't inured to the ways of men map@a@ble to make such
a judgment.

"Onee-sama ... "

Yumi gently reached out and held her onee-samaisl efore she could
freeze in the doorway.

“I'm alright."

Sachiko-sama squeezed her hand tightly and sniiteel way she was forcing
her cheeks to rise in a smile made it look like Isheé a cramp, but just like she said,
she was managing somehow.

The atmosphere may not have been as familiar asthiae Rose Mansion but

this was still a part of Lillian's Girls Academy.wonderful location.



"It must be more stressful for them."

Sachiko-sama said, mostly for her own benefit, flodlowed Rei-sama inside.

"Welcome, gentlemen of the Hanadera Academy stucdeutcil. Ah, please
have a seat."

Filled with pride. In her usual regal demeanor. Phiacess that hated to lose
stepped onto the battlefield to wipe away her mesidisgrace.

Following on from Sachiko-sama was Shimako-sam tfiemi and Yoshino-
san entered the council room together. Shimakosss aware of Sachiko-sama's
condition and had urged Yumi to go ahead of het,the plan had been for the
Roses to enter first and Sachiko-sama wouldn't warmippear as though she was
weak and unable to do anything without her pe&iuso

The truth was that Sachiko-sama would react negjgtif she thought they
were being too considerate of her, so she couldume difficult to handle. And
when she reacted negatively she wouldn't just pketa child, instead she'd get
angry, saying things like, "Are you looking down e ?"

Inside the room there were four folding tables asihiogether in a 2x2
arrangement, with six chairs along each of the ledges for the Hanadera and
Lillian's student council representatives.

Yumi thought it was somewhat reminiscent of a grougeting for arranged
marriages. Come to think of it, she remembered saungelike this from an old TV
show. From memory, the person in the last seatthwgoker, or something like
that.

With that in mind, Yumi examined Hanadera's taiien And who should be
sitting there but her younger brother, Yuuki. Teatopposite, on Lillian's side, was
currently empty but the plan was for Noriko-charsitothere since she was the only
first-year.

Yuuki versus Noriko-chan. Now then, who will be thetter joker and draw
the most laughs — wait, that's not right.

In other words, today was the do-over of the intiidry meeting between the

Hanadera and Lillian student council executives.



There had been talk of holding it at Hanadera Aogdéut they agreed to
come to Lillian's on account of Sachiko-sama's @¢mnd Even so, there were still
doubts about suddenly inviting them to the Rose $wam so in the end they got
permission to use the meeting room on the secawit-df the library.

After Noriko-chan filled the paper cups with barlsa from a thermos and
handed them out, and just as it was looking likevats about time to begin the
mutual self-introductions, Sachiko-sama stood upspoke.

"Before we begin, I'd like to thank you for comialjthe way out here."

The gakuran brigade simultaneously bowed their $iesidnaling that it was,
“No trouble at all.”

"Before we do the self-introductions, I'd like jpadogize. I'm deeply sorry that
the previous introductory meeting had to be camtceleaccount of my poor health,
even though it had been such a wonderful opposttinit

In truth, Sachiko-sama had received quite a shobkmwshe saw the wide
variety of people in the Hanadera Academy high-stistudent council but she
didn't mention that, stubbornly sticking to theeliabout "poor health."

"l hope you're feeling better."

Yuuki's friend, Kobayashi-kun, spoke up. Just byrding his clothes he'd
upgraded his image from a delinquent to a mathk,gmeone that anyone would
feel comfortable talking to.

"Yes, thankfully I've fully recovered."

Sachiko-sama smiled weakly.

"It must have been heatstroke. Summers are toughdd'

Keep at it, keep at it. Sachiko-sama was still gdier best to act as though she
was totally fine with men, but it was a big stepake.

The Hanadera students were encamped in their amsfor

The young men facing them seemed more reservedvwhan they'd met in
their street clothes, perhaps consciously tryingtmde too showy.

Yumi thought that Sachiko-sama wouldn't have beerdisturbed if they'd
been like this for the first encounter. But todagh@ably only came about because of

that intense meeting during summer vacation.
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"Well then, why don't we start the introductionglwus from Hanadera. We
can go by age, like we're seated ... what do youéakichi?"

Kobayashi-kun asked the last-placed Yuuki. Whiclamtéhere were no first-
years on the Hanadera student council. Yuuki wae hest before the school year
cut-off on the first of April. That's why they wene the same grade despite Yumi
being almost a year older than him. If he hadn&nbborn prematurely he would
have comfortably made it into the subsequent yaateke. He'd had it tough even
when he was being born.

"Alright, you can start, Nikkou-sempai."

Yuuki spoke to the guy seated first. Then, not ahtyhe stand up, but so did
the boy next to him.

"Hanadera Academy third-year, Yakushiji Akimitsu."

"Likewise, Yakushiji Tomomitsu."

(...)

All the Yamayurikai members gulped.

Standing up they were big enough to be mistakenhi®rTokyo Metropolitan
Government Tower. Well, that might have been aobi&in exaggeration, but they
definitely had the same intimidating atmospheresylimust have been 2 metres tall.
Imposing enough to make Yumi's mind wander, witlouthhts like, "School
uniforms that big would have to be custom made."

"Um ... are you twins?"

Yoshino-san inquired timidly.

“That's right."

"That's right."

The same voice came from two different directidikg, a stereo broadcast.

"Seems so."

It wasn't just their size that was identical. Altigh it would have been more
surprising if they'd differed there.

Nikkou and Gakkou.

Yumi recalled that she'd met them briefly at thenmer resort.

"Even though they're not twins they are quite alike
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That's what they'd said upon seeing Yumi and Yuogether. She hadn't
thought about it too deeply at the time, but thgyrdbably only said that because
they were twins.

The introductions continued while Yumi was reelinghis memory of events
that took place about a month ago.

"Second-year, Takada Magane. My hobby's body mgldi

"B-body building ... ?"

Sachiko-sama's face twitched slightly at this pardsat had probably never
before been uttered on Lillian's grounds.

Not working out, body building. They were somewkatilar but had vastly
different connotations. The nuances were kind ofl ta explain, but the effect on
the listener was completely different.

But Takada-kun couldn't read that mood.

"Right. My favorite foods are chicken breasts anatgin."

Misinterpreting it as interest, he happily flexad muscles.

He'd looked a bit solidly built when he was sittahgwn, but apparently he was
quite muscly. Indeed, it had looked as though leeghaouple of prize hams coming
out of the sleeves of his shirts when they'd mehatend of summer. At any rate,
his taut school uniform was straining to keep ludybcovered.

Still, it seemed unlikely that there were any mie Ithis around Sachiko-
sama. She was trying her best, but there wereslitoithow much Sachiko-sama
could take when suddenly confronted by such aremér'man.”

"Next, Kobayashi, go."

Yuuki leaned over and spoke, having read the athersp

"Ah, oh. Also second-year, Kobayashi Masamune. st Isubject's math. My
worst subjects are everything other than math."

"Hehe."

Sachiko-sama finally laughed. Alright, things wéoeking up. If the attack
stays like this — . Just as Yumi was thinking timext up was an incredibly timid
boy.

"Ah, I'm Arisugawa. A second-year."
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Thin with big, round eyes, he was the cute typé ¢hary boy-band had one of.
Had he been there on the day of the canceled mg@eAfier thinking this, Yumi
suddenly remembered.

Right, there. A girl in a frilly white camisole, w&eng red pants and flats.
Hanadera was a boys school so, umm, that meant ...

"We also have traps."

Yumi recalled the words that Kobayashi-kun had ga&liously. So that was
what he'd meant.

Whether she was aware of this or not, at presettiilSasama wasn't frozen in
place, nor was her expression twitching. They mayehbeen worried about it, but
at the very least it looked as though things weriaq better with Arisugawa-kun
than with Takada-kun. Sachiko-sama probably gatgabvorse with "manly-men*
after all. Thinking about it further, Yuuki mustisinell too manly either since he'd
been accepted by Sachiko-sama.

"Also a second-year, Fukuzawa Yuuki. Thank-youdiways looking after my

sister."
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Yuuki's self-introduction was the last from the lddara side.

"He really does seem similar to you, Yumi."

Yoshino-san whispered.

"Well, yeah."

Yumi said, her words intended to get Yoshino topdtbe subject. Since
everyone commented on the siblings being identitair only possible response
was, "Well, yeah." Besides, the self-introductidrmn Lillian's side were about to
begin and she was completely focused on that.

It went without saying that first was — that's tigiumi's onee-sama, Sachiko-
sama.

“Lillian's High School division, third-year, Ogasam Sachiko. My title in the
Yamayurikai is Rosa Chinensis. Pleased to make goguwaintance."

They gazed spellbound on her beautiful figure asténed dreamily to her
proud voice. Or so Yumi thought, but unfortunatdhere were those poor
unfortunate souls who weren't as intoxicated byhiaesama as she was.

“Yamayurikai, that's your student council, right@tBhat Rosa ... something,
that's a bit hard to remember."

Said Kobayashi-kun, whose worst subjects were éweiy other than math.
Sadly, the only way to know the titles of the Yammalai members was through
rote memorization.

“There's no need for you gentleman from Hanademgotout of your way to
use those titles. Feel free to refer to me by mst br last name."

"Ah, that'll make things easier."

Sachiko-sama granted them this liberty, but if theyk advantage of that and
called her "Sachiko-san" or "Sachiko-chan" thers tbider sister would never
forgive them — While Yumi was beaming this threatKabayashi-kun and those
around him, Rei-sama stood up to take over froniBaesama.

"Same, Hasekura Rei, the Rosa Foetida."

"I've heard rumors about you."

Macho-man Takada-kun said.

"What sort of rumors?"
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“That you're a skilled swords-woman. Even in then&tiera kendo club, there
are those who would like to cross swords with ydhey say they want to
experience the purity of your head strike with tloevn bodies."

"Why thank-you."

Rei-sama looked conflicted as she cleared her tlamoa Yoshino-san turned
away with a displeased expression. From this, Ygathered that it was also news
to Yoshino-san that there were boys who wantecetsthuck by Rei-sama's kendo
sword.

"Second-year, Toudou Shimako. The Rosa Gigantea."

"Ah, from Shouguu temple —"

Kobayashi-kun muttered.

"Huh?"

"The chief priest visited our school to give a leetsome time ago. It was a
funny speech. Everyone in the gymnasium was roavittglaughter. | only recently
found out that his daughter went to Lillian's, swds looking forward to meeting
the daughter of that chief priest."

"Why tha ... I'm terribly sorry about my father."

Shimako-san went bright red as she made this cryetark. Still. What kind
of person was Shimako-san's father, that her daugiduld say this about him?

Shimako-san sat down and, for better or worseag Yumi's turn.

"Second-year, Fukuzawa Yumi."

Stress, stress.

"My role is Rosa Chinensis en bouton. Um."

She was wondering if she should leave it at that,dince her brother had
mentioned it earlier she turned to face the boysfHanadera and added:

"Fukuzawa Yuuki over there's my brother ... sort of."

"What do you mean, "sort of?""

Yuuki fired back from diagonally opposite. Laughteaked out from both the
Hanadera and Lillian's sides.

This wasn't good. If it kept up, it would turn indobrother and sister comedy

routine.
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"That's all."

She bowed and quickly sat down.

"Second-year, Rosa Foetida en bouton, Shimazu Noshim the cousin of
Hasekura Rei who introduced herself earlier.”

After she'd said this, Yoshino-san glanced briaflyyumi and grinned.

"But we're actual cousins."

Badum-tish. The room had been warmed up and thewed to cool down for
just the right amount of time so that everyone &dn laughter.

Darn it. So then the brother/sister routine wad fire warm-up act and
Yoshino-san ran off with all the laughs. It wasast though she'd been trying for
comedy, but it was a bit annoying that it lookedremigh she'd lost.

"First-year, Nijou Noriko. My hobby's viewing Buddhstatues."

"Buddhist statues? We have some of those at owoschou could have a
look at them during our school festival.”

Arisugawa-kun quietly interjected.

"We do?"

Kobayashi-kun blankly looked to Yuuki for confirnt.

"Surely you've seen them too. You know, the oney thave on stage during
the Hana-matsuri celebrations."

"Ah, right, them."

Hana-matsuri was an event to celebrate Buddhdlsdhay, so it was similar to
how Christians celebrated Christmas. Hanadera Awgdsas a Buddhist school
after all.

"The Budda at birth. In the Heavens and on Eanttly b am the Venerable
One."

Noriko-chan posed with her right hand in the air.

"That's it!"

Takada-kun laughed.

"So you do do the rite of sprinkling the Buddha?"

"Although we use hydrangea tea rather than perfumattr. And splash it

around."
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What did they mean by sprinkling the Buddha witlditaygea tea? Lacking
information, Yumi put her mind to work and with tpérase "splashing it around"
ringing in her ears came up with a line of studguatssing along buckets filled with
light-brown liquid (she didn't know what hydrangea was, so pictured it as a sort
of sugary barley tea) to splash on a statue of Badabout 160cm tall. Only later,
when she got home and asked her brother for ammeabn, did she learn that they
actually used a ladle about 10cm long.

Apparently Hanadera Academy had more than jusBtiddha at birth statues.
Ones that were normally in storage, but broughtfouspecial events. Noriko-chan
became a bit interested when she heard they Isideus view them if they followed
certain procedures. She must really like thoseistat

A surprisingly gentle mood had enveloped the rodug to the cheerful nature
of the Hanadera gents, and the intelligence thelydahered on the Lillian's girls
beforehand. Sachiko-sama had somehow managedaio redr presence of mind
despite the initially off-putting smell of Takadaik thanks to the smooth follow-on
from Yuuki and the others.

"Now then."

It was Kobayashi-kun that acted like a chairman #&ak control of the
meeting.

"Regarding the assistance that the Lillian's ladwdk provide, we'd like the
three Roses to be judges and presenters for ont.eve

"Judges and presenters?"

Sachiko-sama looked at Rei-sama.

"The same as last year?"

The pair sought confirmation but Kobayashi-kun d$hbis head.

"No, this year will be different to last year's "8diHanadera Contest.""

Miss Hanadera Contest, he said. That was what dityast year, he said.
Since she hadn't been to Hanadera Academy's sfasbiwial, Yumi turned this over
in her mind. So, the previous Roses had given #ikas judges of this.

— Despite being a boys school, it was "Miss Harader
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This part slipped through a gaping hole in Yumiimdn but despite Lillian's
being unmistakably an all-girls school, there wameaone with the title of "Mister."

"How will it be different?"

Hasekura Rei-sama asked, sparkling with glory aswinner of last year's
Mister Lillian competition. Kobayashi-kun pointedshfinger at the ceiling and
loudly announced:

"It's called, "The Hanadera War.""

"The Hanadera War?"

The Yamayurikai members, or all the females in treom, asked
simultaneously.

"War ... do you mean like the Genpei War?"

Rei-sama asked, as their representative.

"That's right. The students at Hanadera high-schmokplit between the Geniji
and the Heishi clans, basically the sports clulibtae cultural clubs, and battle it
out with their brains and their brawn. Well, to pusimply, they play games. They
get points from the various games and whichever gats the most points wins."

It hadn't really sunk into Yumi's brain after hegrithis explanation, but the
other members seemed to be looking at each otltenaaiding. Based on that, it
looked as though they mostly understood what wasylggroposed.

"So what would we be doing as judges?”

This time it was Yuuki that caught Sachiko-samalgestjon and responded
with an explanation.

“In the middle of the game is a quiz for the comipet. You'll judge which
answers are correct and which are incorrect irgthe."

"And as presenters?"

"We'd like you to present prizes to clubs and imials. We haven't yet settled
on the details, but we're thinking MVP or outstaigdeffort awards."”

"By prizes, you mean —"

"Entry tickets to next month's Lillian's Girls Acarty school festival."

"Huh?"
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Выделение
The Genpei War (1180–1185) was a conflict between the Taira and Minamoto clans during the late-Heian period of Japan. It resulted in the fall of the Taira clan and the establishment of the Kamakura shogunate under Minamoto Yoritomo in 1192.
The name "Genpei" (pronounced and sometimes romanised as Gempei) comes from alternate readings of the kanji "Minamoto" and "Taira". The conflict is also known in Japanese as the Jishō-Juei War after the two eras between which it took place.

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Genpei_War


Yumi unthinkingly cried out after hearing what caroat of her brother's
mouth. Then Sachiko-sama quietly informed her:

"Don't be so loud. It's an annual tradition."

"Ah, is that so?"

For a variety of reasons, all guests had to hatiekat to get in to Lillian's
school festival. Current students could get ticketgheir family and friends but the
numbers were limited and those with no connectimmddn't get in, even if they
were students at the neighboring school. As a tethd tradition was born of each
Yamayurikai member taking ten tickets to the Hamadehool festival as gifts. This
was probably influenced by the Hanadera schoolvidstaking place a month
before Lillian's.

"Do you understand what we're asking?"

"We agree with the general outline. Although wiedlve to examine the finer
details of the proposal in good time."

Sachiko-sama, Rei-sama, and Shimako-san acceptetiahadera proposal.
Naturally, since the three Roses had said "Yes" libatons weren't about to
disagree.

"Were there any questions?"

"Yes."

Noriko-chan slowly raised her hand.

"Is it alright if | ask about something unrelatedhe school festival?"

"Of course."

"I'm sorry, it's just a minor thing. Arisugawa-san.

"Ah, yes."

Having been singled out by name, Arisugawa-kurosilsters jumped slightly.

"l seem to have missed your first name."

"UR."

"So | thought I'd confirm it from this document — "

Noriko-chan looked down at the piece of paper thad been handed out
earlier with the attendees names on it and condinue

"But it's not there either. | thought | should askase we had to contact you."
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Yumi checked her copy of the printout and, like iMorchan had said, it just
had "Arisugawa" listed there.

But it didn't look as though his name was Ari Sugaeither. Because for
Yuuki, there was a one character wide gap betwsemwords Fukuzawa and Yuuki.

"My first name?"

Yuuki let out a sigh and looked up at the ceiliagparently troubled, while
Takada-kun crossed his boneless ham arms and labked, and Kobayashi-kun
took off his glasses and wiped the lenses. The $fakibrothers — didn't really do
anything.

"... Noriko."

Probably sensing something from the mysteriousoastiof the Hanadera
students, Shimako-san said her petit soeur's naragebuke.

"I'm terribly sorry. It seems | shouldn't have aslkdout this."

“No, it's alright."

Arisugawa-kun lifted his gaze from the table, hguiyathered his resolve.

"Alice."

Yuuki said, trying to restrain him. But Arisugawarkcontinued on, ignoring
the interruption.

"M-my name is Arisugawa Kintarou."

Yumi, no not just Yumi, probably all six of the Yayurikai representatives
couldn't believe their ears.

Arisugawa Kintarou.

That was kind of —

"It seems kind of wrong, doesn't it? Everyone abkvdgughs when | first
introduce myself. So you see."

But after seeing Arisugawa-kun on the verge ofsean-one felt like laughing.

"It's true."

Sachiko-sama silently stood up and walked arouadahle to Arisugawa-kun.

"... Alice."

"Huh?"
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Выделение
Kintarou (often translated as "Golden Boy") is a folk hero from Japanese folklore. A child of superhuman strength, he was raised by a mountain hag on Mount Ashigara. He became friendly with the animals of the mountain, and later, after catching Shutendouji, the terror of the region around Mount Ooe, he became a loyal follower of Minamoto no Yorimitsu under the new name Sakata no Kintoki. He is a popular figure in noh and kabuki drama, and it is a custom to put up a Kintarō doll on Boy's Day in the hope that boys will become equally brave and strong.

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Kintar%C5%8D


"Alice is your nickname, right? Kintarou's a finame too, but the sound of
Alice just fits you perfectly."

Then, from Arisugawa-kun:

"Sachiko-samaaa."

Of all things, he hugged Sachiko-sama and wepthetachest.

"l was born into a boy's body by mistake. | realhould have been born a girl
and gone to Lillian's. Then | could have been ymetit soeur, and then."

"Hold on a minute!"

Yumi jumped in without thinking.

“That's just not happening. No way. Because I'mhi&aesama'’s soeur."

Even though she really did feel sorry for Arisugakua's mind not matching
his body. But this and that were two completelyedtént things.

... That's how itis. I'm sorry, Alice."

Sachiko-sama gently extricated herself from Arisugrkun's embrace.

“No, | should be the one apologizing."

She must have heard his voice, but Sachiko-samaimenoh coldly facing away
from him, not turning to look back.

Or, rather, she wasn't able to turn and look back.

Sachiko-sama had completely tensed up.

She had been fine when compassion had taken hert@wrisugawa-kun's
side, but then she'd been embraced in a surptisgekaand now she was like an
electrical appliance after the circuit breaker batin.

Even if she considered Arisugawa-kun's mind tohag of a girl's, his body
was that of a boy's whether he liked it or not.

Still, it was impressive that Sachiko-sama had ghoanergy left over to
separate herself from Arisugawa-kun.

Yumi took Sachiko-sama by the arm and helped hek e her seat. It
probably looked as though Yumi was trying to mori@@oher onee-sama, but that
didn't matter. Her main priorities were protectfdgchiko-sama's pride and showing

consideration for Arisugawa-kun.
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"What a shame, Alice. Even if you'd gone to Lillenyou wouldn't have been
Sachiko-sama's soeur, but you might have becoma-¥ham's friend."

Kobayashi-kun patted Arisugawa-kun on the shoulder.

Feeling relieved at having returned Sachiko-sanfalysdao her seat, Yumi
looked up when she heard this.

"My friend? If that's what you want, we could staow."

"... Mm."

"Of course, I'm not going to let you have my onaes."

She winked and smiled.

“I'm so happy."

Alice / Arisugawa-kun really did look happy as Happed his hands together.
And Yumi felt happy too for having brought him suly. Like she was covering
up for her onee-sama's dislike of men. Even thdweglwvas biologically male, Alice
was actually a girl on the inside, so Yumi fel&lighe'd gained another girlfriend.

"Alice, we'd warmly welcome you as a friend too."

Rei-sama offered as well. But picturing them stagdnext to each other in
normal clothes, it would be hard to tell who was ¢firl and who was the boy.

"Don't steal my Rei-chan, Alice."

Yoshino-san feigned a scowl and then smiled.

"Okay, Yoshino-san."

Alice seemed pleased, despite her angry look.

"Pleased to meet you, Alice-san."

"l know we'll get along well together, Alice."

Noriko-chan and Shimako-san also reached out to him

"Th-thank-you, everyone."

Alice was moved to tears having been accepted bypfalhe Yamayurikai
members. Even Sachiko-sama recovered from herdsgwat enough to smile at
Alice, as he was happily surrounded by everyone.

Sachiko-sama was gradually being forged throughatteeimulation of small
shocks.

"Well, | suppose we can call the Alice matter rgedlthen?"
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Yuuki sought confirmation, still a little bit corded. His expression saying that
it just didn't make sense.

That was understandable. Since it had startedanifhestion about Arisugawa-
kun's name but had somehow ended with declaradibfiet's be friends."

"I don't mind. But doesn't it feel like Alice is tj@g a better deal than us
somehow?"

Kobayashi-kun grumbled jealously, since his friemals the only one getting
closer to the girls.

Then it was Yuuki, seated beside him, that spoke.

"Usually he gets a worse deal, so I'll let it slide

"l guess.”

"That's true."

Takada-kun also agreed. Alice could blend in vexsilg at an all-girls school,
but he probably had trouble at an all-boys scheeén though they were all second-
year high-school students, they all had their ovablems.

"How about we wrap it up by saying that we're &iftér off getting along well
with each other, regardless of what form it takes?"

At any rate, they had satisfactorily accomplisheel goal for today's meeting,
which was to meet face-to-face and strengthen éfegtionship between the two
groups. The time they had available to use thamts conference room was almost
up, so they decided to close the meeting with sttoBbarley tea.

"Cheers."

At any rate, just as the first meeting betweenrtdp@esentatives of Hanadera
Academy and Lillian's Girls Academy was peacefdligwing to a close —

"Um."

Shimako-san spoke before she'd even put her papaiawn on the table.

“I've been considering this for a while now, but matter how much | think
about it I still can't figure it out."

The question Shimako-san had for the Hanadera r#sijdevho were just
starting to get ready to leave, was simple and clea

"Who is the Hanadera student council president?"
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"Ah."

Now that it had been pointed out, Yumi suddenlylized that during the
introductions they'd given their name and gradé notone had said anything about
roles, like president, or vice-president, or sesgetRight, right, they even did the
introductions in order of age. There were no desions in the print-out either.

Upon hearing this, Sachiko-sama and Rei-sama yastk out the formal
letter of request to assist at the Hanadera Acadsngol festival and looked over
it.

But that only had the sender listed as "The Harsadsrademy Student
Council," with no mention of the name of the studssuncil president.

"Isn't Yakushiji-san the student council presiden"”

Sachiko-sama said.

They were seniors and powerfully built. Howeverpfaosing that was true, she
wanted to ask Sachiko-sama, "Which one?" The Yakusiothers were nigh on
identical, but they were still two people.

"l thought it was Kobayashi-kun since he talkedrtest."

Rei-sama muttered. Indeed, it had been Kobayashittkat had been leading
the meeting a little while ago.

"Ah, I'm the treasurer."

Kobayashi-kun loved numbers. Such a fitting jobHon.

"While I'm at it, Nikkou and Gakkou ... ah, the Yakisbrothers are more
like consultants or overseers. Basically, they warethe previous student council
but have since retired, so their position is tHaroadviser."

Now that he mentioned it, despite their powerfulldsy they hadn't really
stated any opinions. That was exactly the sorioftthat advisers would do.

With that, there were three candidates remaining.

Thinking about the Hanadera student council presjdie first thing to come
to mind was the previous one, Kashiwagi-san. Butenof the three remaining, or
any of the six really, matched up with the imag&ashiwagi-san.

"Shall we do it as a quiz? Or take a survey of ymee? Which one seems the

most presidential?"
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“ldiot, Kobayashi. You're being rude."

Yuuki scolded his friend. Then he neatly moveddriss to his side and stood
up straight.

"l apologize for my incompetence. | am the curner@sident of the Hanadera
Academy high-school student council. | look forwé&wdvorking with you."

After that, he bowed his head deeply.

Huh, Yuuki's the student council president.

— Wait.

"What!?""

Yumi's loud cry echoed off the meeting room celiling

Because.

That was — that was something she hadn't heard abtwre.
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Part 2.

"It's like this," her brother said.

"At Hanadera high-school, the students are trashdig split into two camps."

"Two camps?”

"Right. The hard-liners and the slackers. The spoltibs and the athletics
clubs. Genji and Heishi. Red and white. No matteéatwou call it, in general it
comes down to the dumb jocks versus the weak rierds.

It was only after they left behind the JR linesMatstation and got on board
their bus at the south entrance that Yuuki finaligrted to explain the situation to
his sister.

"But there's some people that are smart and gosplaats too, right?"

They chatted quietly, sitting in the double-se&te rows from the back of the
bus.

"l said in general, didn't I? Mostly it's basedwanmat club activities you do."

In that case, choosing a club was an importantsaecithat determined how
their three years of high-school would play outm®&thing like that could easily
keep a first-year awake at night worrying about it.

"What about you, Yuuki? You didn't join any clublsj you?"

"l didn't. That was a mistake."

"Huh?"

"It means I'm neutral. One of the requirements @hg the student council
president.”

The students were split right in two. So the stademuncil had to avoid any
bias towards one side or the other.

"Kashiwagi-san was — "

"He was the opposite of me. He joined a lot of sluBarticipating equally in
both sports and cultural activities."

Now it made sense. Just from what Yumi knew, Kasalgivsan did kendo and
the tea ceremony, and he could even dance. Butbat Yuuki said, it sounded

like he was also involved in a number of other sluBn top of that he was also
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smart enough to get an advance entry into Handdenzersity, so he was the so-
called "complete package." A super-man that cooldmything.

"But there must be others besides you, right? Siisd#ot in a club, | mean."

Even if most of the students split into one of wwvoups, it seemed natural that
some would choose neither.

"Only a few."

Yuuki's response indicated there were some.

"So it didn't absolutely have to be you then."

"Kashiwagi-sempai nominated me. A parting gift frarm."

"It's decided by who the president nominates as fluecessor!?"

"Come off it. There's an election. It'd be the sawitéa you, right Yumi?"

"Yeah, more or less."

In the case of Lillian's Girls Academy, the prol&piof the boutons being
elevated to Roses was incredibly high. But everhsy, still had the student council
elections every year. That's right — this year theyl someone other than the
boutons nominate themselves, which caused quitgeaar.

"Although in my case, there were no other candglate

Yuuki laughed self-deprecatingly.

The vice-president, Takada-kun, was with a spduis, ¢the secretary, Alice, a
cultural club, and the treasurer, Kobayashi-kurs waaffiliated with any clubs just
like Yuuki, which left the current student counicila pretty good state. They'd all
probably been designated for those roles by tha@gare student council.

"Well, that's how it is, so we'll see how it goes."

As the bus reached their stop, Yuuki closed ofifrtb@nversation and stood up.

"See how it goes, huh. Hold on a minute."

Yumi picked up her bag and followed her brother ddle steps.

"Why did you hide this from me until now?"

She asked Yuuki's back once they were off the bus.

"l wasn't hiding it. | just didn't say anything."
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Yuuki waited until Yumi caught up then resumed wadkslowly. After they'd
got off, the bus waited for some other passengeiget on before taking off and
disappearing into the distance.

"It's the same thing. A while back, | asked you @t of person the current
Hanadera student president was. You dodged theiguésck then."

By saying something like, "You'll find out soon emgh."

She'd been worried that the president might hawen bmillying Yuuki. Or
making eyes at him.

When all the time, he'd been the student couneitident. Geez, what a fool
she'd been.

"You couldn't tell your sister something that imgaot? How pathetic am 1? Do
you even know what this feels like?"

Yuuki stopped when he heard Yumi's words.

"For that, I'm sorry. | knew it was wrong of me."

Like a wilting flower, Yuuki lowered his head. Yumaiouldn't criticize him
any more, since she could tell he must have thoaigbit it deeply.

"Why couldn't you just tell me from the start?"

"l couldn't tell you because you're my real sisBegcause it's kind of pathetic,
don't you think? I'm simply a figurehead, a prestdéhat's like a regular worker
with no real power."

"Oh, really?"

"Does it look like | have any power?"

"It doesn't... you're right."

Yumi answered, after thinking back on the actiohshe Hanadera members
during their visit to Lillian's Girls Academy today

"You didn't have to say it."

Yuuki smiled bitterly, then once again started tknahead of her.

As she watched her brother's back, Yumi thoughat '#en so, if | was asked
who other than Yuuki acted most presidential, therd a single person | would
pick out as being the one."

"So tell me, Yuuki-"
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"Mm?"

"Do you want to be like Kashiwagi-san?"

"Huh?"

Yuuki turned around and looked back at her withegrdin the headlights
expression.

"You don't have to force it. What's wrong with bgim student council
president with no power? It doesn't really seetn{t for commoners like us to
have power."

She didn't know under what circumstances Kashiwagi-had nominated
Yuuki, but she chose to interpret it as a vote aifience in him. He should be
proud of that.

The other students certainly wouldn't have wantedopy of Kashiwagi
Suguru. That's why they chose someone life-size&dHukuzawa Yuuki.

Like with the play for last year's school festivdymi couldn't have played the
same sort of Cinderella as Sachiko-sama. And Sadakna couldn't play Yumi's
Cinderella. It was probably something like that.

"... Really? You might be student council presidearhe day too, Yumi."

"Maybe, but."

Before that, there was the election. Yumi didnownwvhether or not she'd get
the same vote of support as Yuuki.

There was no point in rushing that, it was stillnmanonths away. Either that,
or she was determined to let nature take its courseni herself didn't know.
Maybe she'd be more excited when the time actaaliye.

They walked side-by-side in silence for a littleilwhPassing various houses
on the left and right.
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Big house, small house.

Weird house, house that looks like triplets.

Behind the hedges of one house, a fatherly lookagn watered the garden
plants with a hose. There was still the lingeriogrg of summer there.

Eventually their home appeared.

Their beloved home that their dad had designeddBspite this, someone else
looking at it might see it as just another ordinlaoyse.

"Yumi."

Yuuki said as they approached the entry together.

"Hm?"

What was he going to say?

"You've got strong."

But.

"Yeah right."

Yumi smiled, thinking it was some kind of joke, bdtiuki was completely
serious as he continued.

"| feel kinda rushed."”

Then he jogged off, through the front door and itite house, as though he
didn't want to get left behind.

"What was that about?"

Why did he have to hurry?

Yuuki may not think it but she was his older sisgart of. Yumi mumbled this

to herself before the smell of dinner drew her thi®ir home.
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That's a Problem
Part 1.

"Your younger brother's jealous of you, Yumi-samafinitely."

The girl said as she gathered trash from the flaora dustpan.

"Jealous?"

Normally someone as tall as her, 179cm, wouldn'labeled a "girl" but she
was actually only 15 years old. A high-school fysar, one year below Yumi.

"Having such a completely flawless and perfect oklster, who's wise, cute
and has a bubbly personality, the only way he cpuéserve himself would be to
thoroughly bully you, raise the white flag and b@eoyour servant, or completely
deny your existence itself."

"P-perfect older sister? Kanako-chan."

What a joke. Yumi had stopped wiping the tables wad getting to ready to
laugh, but —

"The best thing about you, Yumi-sama, is that yan'drealize what a
wonderful girl you are."

Kanako-san said with a straight face. It seemsdsth&'t consider that earlier
"joke" to be a joke at all.

"You're always so modest, Yumi-sama."

The younger girl mumbled, her eyes sparkling.

It was after school and, for now, it was just Yuanid her on the second-floor
of the Rose Mansion.

So there was no-one there to back her up.

But, ah.

How on earth was she supposed to react to this fidech with an atmosphere
of sparkling adoration?

IlUm-ll
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Never before in her life had Yumi been complimentikd this by a younger
girl. Basically, she had no previous data sampedraw on, so she had absolutely
no idea how she was supposed to react to thigisitua

"Ah, oh, right."

It seemed awkward to remain silent, so she dedmledy something.

“I'm sorry you got dragged in to helping clean tRese Mansion. You
shouldn't have to worry about it, since we're thesothat use it, we should be able
to keep it clean."

"It's fine."

Kanako-chan ran a hand through her long hair anldkdm

"l only came to help because Noriko-chan has oetsidaning duty this week,
so | thought she might be late getting to the Rdaasion. Which seems to be the
case since you were the first to arrive, Yumi-sameas hoping that I'd get to enjoy
some time with you. Ah, I'll get that."

As she said this, Kanako-chan nimbly plucked tlsb@dig from Yumi's hands.

"Ah."

"You shouldn't concern yourself with this sort biing, Yumi-sama."

The dishrag was rinsed in the sink, wrung out tq tiren banished to a corner
of the bench.

"You know, Kanako-chan."

If wiping the table clean was something she comeutldoeneath herself, then
just what type of cleaning would she ever do? Withtr Yumi had been cleaning the
school restrooms before she came here, but sayaigMould be a bit too brutally
honest. Especially since she'd been in chargesahaig the toilet bowils.

"It's only because of a lack of first-years thatiytave to do this hard work,
Yumi-sama. Rosa Foetida en bouton really shouldyhyy and get a petit soeur."

Kanako-chan said something that would undoubtedhyeh Yoshino-san
scowling in anger if she heard it.

In that case, Yumi herself should get a petit so8iwe was about to rebuke

Kanako-chan, but that girl's eyes were off lookan@ different dimension.
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"Oh, Kanako-chan, you're here."

"Ah, gokigenyou, Rosa Foetida."

It was only after the biscuit door opened and Riésetida entered the room
that Kanako-chan finally returned to this dimension

Yumi breathed a sigh of relief. There was somedse lzesides just herself and
Kanako-chan. At the very least, the atmosphere pafrkiing adoration should
dissipate.

"Thanks for your continued assistance."

Rei-sama set her bag down on one of the seatdltmred down in the chair
next to it.

"Not at all, I only just got here. Yumi-sama hadished most of the cleaning
by the time | arrived.”

"Oh, really?"

A glance. Rei-sama looked away from both Yumi anan#ko-chan and
smiled.

"Would you like some barley tea, Rosa Foetida?"

"Ah, thank-you."

"I'll pour some for you too, Yumi-sama."

"Th-thanks."

Already well practiced in this, Kanako-chan toole tglass jug out of the
refrigerator and poured some of the cool barley itda glasses that had been
standing upside-down in the dish rack.

"Um, Rei-sama."

Yumi whispered while Kanako-chan was looking theeotway.

"About the cleaning, | wasn't really involved ... "

"I know that. But it's fine. She's valiantly helgirout for your sake, Yumi-
chan. With everyone running around busy with theost festival, it's hard to find
someone who's willing to help out without some fafrtompensation. It'd be kind
of sad to pour cold water on her good mood."

"Hah."
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Well, apart from the excessive compliments there m@real harm for now. In
reality, she was a huge help.

But still Yumi had her doubts. Was it alright to ta&ing advantage of her like
this?

They were grateful for her volunteer work, but wiais the sort of thing they
should be accepting volunteers for?

"Well, I'll be leaving now."

Kanako-chan placed the two glasses of barley tedghentable and bowed
quickly.

"Ah, thank-you."

"Not at all. Until next time."

After she disappeared beyond the biscuit doorsthends of her going down
the stairs and the faint sound of the Rose Marssifvaht door being opened and
closed were carried to Yumi's ears.

Alright then. As she reached out a hand towardassgf barley tea, Rei-sama
smiled.

"What's the matter, Yumi-chan?"

"Huh?"

"You were sighing."

"UR."

"It was an incredibly large sigh too."

"R-really?"

It was only when it was pointed out that she becamare of it, but that was
certainly the sort of mood she was in — sigh.

"Deep with meaning."

"As if."

But maybe she had been a bit tense being in frbKtaoako-chan. After all,
wasn't it only human nature to not want to show aogentricities to someone who

admired you, leading to a subconscious stress.
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Part 2.

"Still, | guess that means Yumi-chan's got a certi#gnity about her too. Since
she's got an obsessed first-year fan stalkingikeeal courtier."”

Rei-sama said as she stamped entry tickets to ithanls Girls Academy
school festival with the Yamayurikai seal.

"What are you talking about?"

Sachiko-sama raised her head, her hands stopmivgctiunt of the tickets.

"Oh, you haven't noticed yet, Sachiko? She's b@&sning around every so
often since the start of second semester. Her ssigtg obviously set on Yumi-
chan."

Flattening the tickets.

They'd been working for about thirty minutes and-$&ma may have casually
started this conversation because she was gefirggl from the monotony of their
task.

Working the stamp was a mechanical action so sldoeasily talk while
doing it. But it was a bit unfair to those who hadise their minds for their work.

"No way, she doesn't have her sights set on me."

Thump thump. Yumi humbly demurred as she workedtimbering stamp.

Stamping the serial number on the entrance tickatsalso a monotonous job,
but she still had to check that the numbers starm@d consecutive. It wasn't a job
that lent itself to talking, nor was it one thakeg@uded talking, it was halfway
between the two.

"Ah, | know, the tall girl with the bizarrely lonigair — "

Sachiko-sama's twirled her non-slip gel covereddimin the air.

But still, calling it "bizarrely long." Even thougbhe'd made this remark, no-
one would ever accuse Sachiko-sama of having blaort

"Right, right."

Rei-sama gesticulated with the stamp. Kanako-chmao$& distinctive physical

features were her height and the length of her hair
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"I saw her talking to Yumi in the hallway once. Baghe left when |
approached."

"l don't think she was running away because sheysanyonee-sama.”

They'd probably just spotted each other walking mi¢lwe hallway and stopped
to chat. But without anything substantial to talloat, they would have soon parted
ways, each heading towards their original destmatilt had probably been
something like that.

"You didn't scare her off with a furious scowl, S&o?"

"Why would | do that?"

"Jealousy of this mysterious younger student whe walaatting casually with
your cute Yumi-chan."

"That's ridiculous, please give it a rest."

Sachiko-sama scowled at Rei-sama, her cheeks podfieal bit. Yumi thought,
"Oh, cute." Although it felt terribly impolite toeg her onee-sama like this.

"But, ah right, she's a first-year?"

Sachiko-sama exhaled deeply, almost like she vghsng).

"Now that you mention it, Kanako-san doesn't stgphat often when Rosa
Chinensis is here."

Noriko-chan was piling up the tickets after chegkthat the quick-drying ink
from the Yamayurikai stamp had completely dried.

"Well, | haven't really seen much of her eitheruMbink she's targeting times
when Yumi-san's here alone?"

Yoshino-san was putting the tickets into bags &mheclass.

"Yeah right."

Yumi laughed. She'd stopped stamping serial numbersckets, resigned to
joining in the conversation.

"Is she a friend of yours, Noriko?"

Shimako-san asked, having listened in silence féus

"l wouldn't really call her a friend. She's a classe."

So just where was the boundary between classmdt&iand?

"Tell me everything you know."
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It was Sachiko-sama that said this. So Noriko-cteamporarily set the entry
tickets she was holding down on the table andestagiving her report on Kanako-
chan.

"First-year camellia class, Hosokawa Kanako-sare 8besn't stand out as
much in class as her appearance would suggesth®&les&ed out a couple of cultural
clubs during the trial period at the beginning loé tyear, but | don't think she's
joined any of them. She doesn't really associaté wany particular group and
mostly spends her spare time alone. | guess shescofhas a bit of a lone wolf."

As she was listening to Noriko-chan, Yumi found dedfr thinking, "That
doesn't really match my image of Kanako-chan,"ugtmut the entire report.

In Yumi's eyes Kanako-chan was an amiable, chearfdlsensible girl, which
was a completely different impression to what Nordhan had.

"A lone wolf? Isn't that somewhat like you, Norikban?"

Yoshino-san said mercilessly, although it was pbbbapertinent. Still,
Kanako-chan must be really bad at getting alongh viier classmates for the
somewhat cold and standoffish Noriko-chan to |&igelas such.

"Have you tried talking to her, Noriko?"

Noriko-chan shook her head at Shimako-san's qurestio

"We can have a business-like conversation, butreergé chat goes nowhere.
She seems to have an aura about her that makaslitdtalk to her. She seems to
be aware of this, but isn't concerned by it."

"What about Touko-chan? She seems to like to méddle

Noriko-chan had been annoyed by how much Touko-cfudlowed her
around, but Touko-chan had eventually achieveda ap one of Noriko-chan's
friends and was a fellow member of the first-yemmellia class.

"It's hopeless. They're like natural enemies."

"Natural enemies, huh."

Well, it was because Touko-chan had a strong paléprtoo. Everyone
seemed to more or less accept the "natural enecoesthent.

"So, what are you going to do, Yumi-chan?"
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Rei-sama asked, resuming stamping the tickets asgkth she'd only just
remembered.

"A-about what?"

"Her. Are you interested in her as your soeur? @?'h

"My soeur?"

Yumi was pressed for an answer, but she didn'tyréaow because she'd
never looked at Kanako-chan in that light.

Yumi thought Kanako-chan was a nice girl. And teheé would be able to
handle the Yamayurikai work. But it was a bit tomglistic to become soeurs just
because of that.

Would her relationship with Kanako-chan form likeetone she had with
Sachiko-sama? Or would their feelings for eachraginedually grow if they became
soeurs?

No, perhaps it would be a mistake to go into itwitiose sort of expectations.
Maybe she should think about a soeur from a moaetigal standpoint. — While
Yumi was still considering all these things, Yosh®an spoke up.

“I'm against it. | don't think that girl matches iviisan at all."

"What, in terms of height?"

The short grande soeur and the tall petit soeugiri&anding and their stature
were inversely proportional, making them unevererse soeurs.

"Well there's that, but | just don't get a goodlifeefrom her. The way she
coils around you, saying, "Yumi-sama, Yumi-sama.""

She just doesn't get a good feeling. A completabyjective opinion. But just
as Yumi was starting to read too much into it aatidgpressed she was saved by a
flash of insight into Yoshino-san's words.

"Aren't you just being jealous, Yoshino? It feeikel you're annoyed that
Yumi-chan might be getting a petit soeur before.you

"You're wrong. Ahh, geez Rei-cha ... ah, onee-samay§ too simple."

"I wonder ... it's always suspicious when you turnases."

Rei-sama kept on teasing her.
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"But if Yumi-san had a petit soeur then life woldd easier for Yoshino-san,
so would she really oppose it just out of jealotisy?

Shimako-san coolly analyzed the feverish Yoshino-sa

Indeed, there seemed to have been whisperings #imjpetit soeur problem"
around the place recently. During first semestarstnof the talk had been about
Nijou Noriko-chan becoming Rosa Gigantea en boutohnow that she'd settled in
to that role everyone was starting to ask for newes. Last year there had been
two sets of soeurs formed during the time betwerstart of second semester and
the school festival, so perhaps that led to somgk éxpectations for this year too.

The school festival, one year ago.

Yumi glanced at Sachiko-sama. Their eyes met andi'slonee-sama smiled,
looking triumphant.

"Well? Do you understand how | was feeling lastri?éa

"How could 1? | didn't even know you this time lgstar."

Besides, Yumi hadn't looked at Sachiko-sama's eoause she wanted that
sort of comment. Why had she looked in that dioeilt hadn't been conveyed all
that well.

"Still, they have a point. It doesn't matter i§i¥oshino or Yumi-chan, but if
neither of you find a petit soeur soon we'll bainit of a bind."

Rei-sama tapped her own shoulders.

"That's true. Feel free to lay our fears to restrattime now."

Sachiko-sama murmured like a retiree.

“The more you talk about it, the more it seems &kdemand.”

Noriko-chan's sharp observation cut through.

"That's not it at all."

"Right."

They looked at each other and denied it. Still, nbat it had been brought up,
Yumi and Yoshino-san both felt they were being gdited to do so by their onee-
samas.

"“To start off with, what brought you and that gogether, Yumi?"

"It was."
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Yumi folded her arms in front of her chest and wéHimm."

"What was it again? | can't remember at all.”

"Huh?"

“It's like she just showed up at some point."

It wasn't like she'd fixed her tie or they'd metnhéath the falling cherry
blossoms. And, naturally, they weren't real-lifetiees.

"Yumi. Showing signs of dementia at your age ... "

Sachiko-sama looked sympathetically at Yumi. Howeve

Did her onee-sama really have the right to say’that

Why? Because Sachiko-sama had completely andyuftegotten about their
first meeting by the time of their second one.

(... Huh?)

Just now, those words were tugging at something.

(Um.)

Right. She'd remembered a keyword that had brieflighed upon something
in her mind.

— Completely and utterly forgotten.

(Forgotten. Speaking of forgotten —)

"Ah!?"

Yumi shouted and jumped out of her chair.

"What is it, Yumi?"

"l have to return a book today. I've got to golte library, what should | do?"

She looked at her watch. 4:30pm. What time didibrary close today?

"It's alright. Why don't we call it a day?"

Sachiko-sama shrugged and Rei-sama concurred. Taiteeveryone had
stopped working some time ago now.

"Yumi, we're fine here so you should go to thedilyr"

At Sachiko-sama's urging, she hastily picked upbaey.

"You go with her, Yoshino."

Rei-sama said.

"What about you, onee-sama?"
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Yoshino-san asked back, filled with doubt.

“I'l head out as soon as we're finished cleanitigorobably meet you on the
way."

Yumi had no idea why Rei-sama had suddenly sagd he library was right
next to the school buildings, so it wasn't thatdaray or in a dangerous place. It
was still light out, so there was no real reasow slire couldn't go alone.

"You shouldn't do the cleaning Rosa Foetida, 6litd’

Noriko-chan offered, but Rei-sama smiled and wawedaway.

“It's fine, you go."

"You can leave it to us from time to time. Rightpri¥ko-chan, Shimako, you
two can head home early today too."

With the two third-years taking charge like thag first-year couldn't refuse.

"Huh."

The end result was that Yumi left with Yoshino-santow, then the White

Rose soeurs exited the Rose Mansion as thoughwieychasing after them.
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Part 3.

"Those two are plotting something, don't you think?

Yoshino-san said, coming to a stop at the librauyaace.

"Plotting something?"

Yumi looked back over her shoulder at the Rose hdang/hich they'd just
recently left.

"It was like they were forcing us out. Telling wsgccompany you. Why would
they have something that they had to discuss tdday?

"You're right, it is a bit unusual for just therihyears to be tidying up.”

Shimako-san looked puzzled too.

Especially since the petit soeurs were there tthdse sort of odd jobs for the
Yamayurikai. Not counting Yumi, who had to hurry ttee library, there was no
reason for Yoshino-san and Noriko-chan to leavéye#rthey wanted to have a
discussion with just the Roses, then Shimako-sarR@sa Gigantea, should have
been asked to stay as well.

"Do you think it's about the play for the schodtheal?"

Noriko-chan mumbled quietly.

"l thought as much."

They hadn't said anything, but the three secondsykad been thinking the
same thing.

"I heard Rei-chan and Sachiko-sama talking abouotneissioning something
from the handicraft club and the art club the otth@y. Do you want to try hitting
them up for some info?"

Yoshino-san was always racing off and it was uguélimi's job to apply the
breaks.

"... Let's not. If there's something they don't wastto know, we shouldn't be
trying to uncover it."

"l guess.”

Yoshino-san gave up on the idea surprisingly eaBdérhaps she reconsidered

whether hitting someone up was appropriate beh&vraa Yamayurikai member.
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"Have you heard anything, Shimako-san?"

"Unfortunately, no. | don't think it means we'retbie outer, but | did think that
perhaps if we found out too early we would refuse."”

Like something that was announced at the last momserthey couldn't run
away. Or where the preparations were already demeéhey should just give up.
That was the same sort of thing that happenedlasthyear's Cinderella.

"What terrible things will they make us do!?"

Yoshino-san pressed Shimako-san with a terriblkihgpface.

The man-hating Sachiko-sama was made to danceamitan. What sort of
punishment could rival that — no, not a punishméntyas supposed to be a play
after all.

"l told you, | don't know. Really."

Yumi felt like she had just glimpsed one of thes@as that Sachiko-sama and
Rei-sama hadn't told Shimako-san. They may have weatfounded fears that
Yoshino-san would force Shimako-san to spill thartse Of course she wasn't about
to mention this because they'd both be offended.

"At any rate, what on earth do you think they'llkeais do?"

"Who knows."

The three second-years stood there and ponderefbtta while. Then Noriko-
chan looked incredulous as she made a proposal:

"Yumi-sama. Why don't you return your book befooaiystart worrying about
this?"

"Ah, right."

So with that, they decided to relocate inside iafy.

Luckily, the reading room was still open and thHadry assistants were still
processing loans and returns. There were quitevg&®ple like Yumi rushing in at
the last minute.

"This doesn't seem like your kind of book, Yumi-san

Yoshino-san said, spotting the book Yumi had plamethe counter.

"My onee-sama recommended it to me."

"l see."
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It was the anthology of classical Japanese liteeatbat Sachiko-sama had
been returning on the library open day during tmrser vacation, which she'd
handed over to Yumi to borrow. It had taken a wloleher to begin reading it, but
with the due date looming she'd made a start andcgoght up in what was a
surprisingly enjoyable read. Naturally she hadsgidrthe original versions written in
ancient Japanese, but the modern translationseonattom half of the page.

After completing the process of returning the bdblk, library assistant asked:

"Were there any books you wanted to borrow?"

"NO."

Yumi shook her head and put away her library cérd, then Noriko-chan
poked her head forwards and said:

"Um, if no-one's placed a hold on that book, ke lto borrow it."

"This book?"

The library assistant asked, pointing at the béakt Yumi had just placed on
the counter.

"Yes, that one."

"l don't think there'sa holdon it ... "

She tapped away on the keyboard to confirm it,du&n without that it was
obvious that nobody would be borrowing an antholofjglassical literature, except
in the lead up to exams or before a report was dukdn't have the same level of
popularity as the novels listed on the whiteboaggtro the counter with "Current
wait list: 20 people.”

"But, you know, this book doesn't have any stoabsut Buddhist statues, so

are you sure you want to borrow it?"
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"Um, there's more to my life than just that, yowwr?"

"Well sure. Come on Yumi-san, not even Noriko-chddokshelves would be
full of books about Buddhist statues."

"... No, that's actually pretty accurate."

Noriko-chan laughed. With the words echoing arotimreading room, what
else could she do but laugh at her book collection.

"My apologies.”

Yumi and Yoshino-san both bowed simultaneously.

"Don't worry about it. I'm used to it."

She was used to it. Apparently she'd had all sirfgoblems due to having a
hobby that didn't really match her age.

"Um, so what did you want to do with this book?"

The library assistant timidly inquired. She'd comied that no-one had a hold
on it and was about to lend it out when Yumi haattet the conversation with,
"Are you sure?" so had probably been waiting fagirttconversation to end to
confirm this.

"Ah, I'll borrow it."

Noriko-chan presented her library card and the hwag handed over to her, so
a happy ending all around ... or so they thought, but

"Oh my, that looks interesting. | wonder if | couddrrow it after Noriko."

This time it was Shimako-san making a reservatiter aeeing the book her
petit soeur was carrying, so naturally the librasgistant was perplexed.

Had that book ever been so popular before? And tiéh student council
leaders no less. No, it hadn't. Probably.

"Um, is this year's Yamayurikai play going to bemsthing like Princess
Kaguya, by any chance?"

Was the sparkly-eyed library assistant perhaps affanystery novels?

Like Sherlock Holmes, Hercule Poirot or Kogoro ARecand Kosuke
Kindaichi.

Unfortunately, however, Yumi had to refute her dsdmn. Although they
didn't know for sure what this year's Yamayurikkypwas going to be, they could
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say for certain that it wasn't going to be Prindéaguya. Why? Because the book
did not contain The Tale of the Bamboo Cutter.

"That's a shame."

Still, it was fascinating how much speculation waserated by Sachiko-sama

borrowing a single book over the summer vacation.

"Shimako-san was sticking up for me though."

Yoshino-san said, sighing.

The group of four had left the library, walked farlittle while, stopped and
prayed together in front of the statue of Maria-gaamd were just about to start
walking again.

"Sticking up for you?"

"Yeah. In the Rose Mansion."

The Rose Mansion. In other words, Yoshino-san wapening a conversation
from quite some time ago without any introduction.

"l really was jealous. Probably."

Upon hearing this, Yumi finally understood. She weferring to her objection
of Yumi having Kanako-chan as a soeur.

"Shimako-san got Noriko-chan as a soeur and newyitmi-san's turn ... on
reflection, | probably am bitter. No, | guess sitanething more like loneliness. Like
I'm getting left behind, in a way."

"... Yoshino-san."

"Having said that, it feels like I've got to movethat direction too and find a
petit soeur of my own. Know what | mean?"

"Mm."

Yumi nodded and Yoshino-san turned her head to st@kght at her.

"Mm, you say. Do you really understand?"

Yoshino-san's face saying that she wouldn't fordnee if she was just being
agreeable.

“Let's just say | understand what you're tryingay, in general. Because | feel

the same way too. From time to time."
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"Hmm."

Yoshino-san looked a bit pleased as she walkedyalon

Even though she knew it was impossible, she watitieg)s to stay like this
forever.

Even though in her head she knew she should cat¢b ber friends and walk
alongside them instead of standing and watchingntleave. Leaving that place
under her own power was scatry.

She didn't want things to change.

But having taken a step forwards, she'd definiakignged in some way from
before she took that step.

Shimako-san and Noriko-chan were listening in séenThey probably
understood what Yoshino-san was trying to say ahdtWwumi was feeling. But
they weren't about to presume to say that eithemiYiked that about those two.

"A petit soeur ... it's a problem."”

Yoshino-san stretched her arms.

"Really, | wonder what | should do."

Yumi wasn't about to give up either so she threst rand carrying her bag
forwards and gave a cheer.

"That girl, Kanako-chan. Do you think she reallysataoking to become your
petit soeur, Yumi-san?"

"l wonder about that."

Thinking about it in general, that possibility @nly existed. Or, rather, it was
easy to understand why someone would think that.

"So what do you think you'll do?"

"l don't know."

Even if Kanako-chan hoped to become the petit soélRosa Chinensis en
bouton, that by itself didn't mean they had to Ibeecoeurs.

"If you're not interested in her as a petit soeauldn't you be better off telling
her that directly?"

Shimako-san agreed with Yoshino-san's opinionnggyilhat's right."
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"If she's helping out because she wants to be Yaanis petit soeur, don't you
think her expectations will grow as time goes or@rfone around you may start to
see it that way too. Turning her down after it gthat point would be bad for both
of you."

There was some weight to Shimako-san's words, sinedadn't been anyone's
petit soeur when she first helped out at the Roaadibn.

"But Kanako-chan's never said a word about wantodpe my petit soeur.
Don't you think it'd be strange to go ahead and @r down?"

"Well, that's true."

Yoshino-san shrugged. However.

"You don't have to force yourself to turn her dowlmu might want her as
your petit soeur."

Shimako-san said gently, like she was giving detlhihstructions to a child,
while Yoshino-san spoke in a comparatively forcefiainner.

"But won't that be setting a bad precedent?"

"A bad precedent? How?"

Yumi asked and Yoshino-san excitedly raised heexrfthger in the air.

"If you set the precedent of taking an uninviteallsdr as your petit soeur, it'll
cause problems for those that come later."

"Problems later ... | see.”

Yoshino-san was obviously worried about herself.

The straight path lined with ginkgo trees.

It was less than an hour since it would have beapsduring cleaning time,
but every so often then there were unripe ginkgs that had fallen from the trees.

The ginkgo trees were so tall that human handsdodutven reach the lowest
branch.

Perhaps some large birds, like crows, had misch&ycshaken the branches.
Maybe they'd been brought there by the wind.

Noriko-chan suddenly came to a stop and mumbled.

"Speaking of uninvited stalkers — "

"Huh?"
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Was the simultaneous response from the other three.

"There's another one over there."

Noriko-chan's outstretched finger pointed stragfithe front gate, towards the
figures of Sachiko-sama and Rei-sama who had arseene time ago. And then.

"Ah, Yumi-sa~n."

A boy poked his head around the two Roses. He wamsediately
recognizable.

"You made it."

The way he was happily waving his hand above hisulsler was cute.
Undoubtedly cute, but.

Yumi was totally perplexed, as though she needadjtat down to recover her
bearings.

— Doing that while wearing a boy's school uniforostj ruins the effect
completely, Alice.
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Setting Aside the "Bread Incident”
Part 1.

Lunchtime.

As she was hurrying to Milk Hall to buy a pastryuifi spotted someone she
knew from behind and instinctively called out ta.he

"Touko-cha~n."

With her characteristic hairstyle, two ringlets recon the left and one on the
right, there was no mistaking her for someone eélseexpected, when her name
was called she slowed down and turned around.

... Yumi-sama."

"Are you by yourself?"

Yumi jogged through the crowd of people to standide= her. The somewhat
stubborn girl, one grade below her.

"Is there something wrong with being by myself? Bimce you mentioned it,
Yumi-sama, you don't seem to have any companiotisyeu either."

Prickly Touko-chan.

Yumi hadn't been trying to say that there was angtiwrong with being alone,
but ... well, Touko-chan usually had a sharp tongue.

Still, Yumi thought that she was inoculated agaihabw, as opposed to when
they'd first met. Maybe she was used to it, or neagbhe just thought Touko-chan
was cute, like a menacing Kitten.

"Well, today, my mom forgot to set the timer foethce cooker and we didn't
have any rice. So | have to buy something from NHEdI, since all I've got in my
lunchbox is side dishes."

Yumi held out the bag holding the small plasticteamer.

"l didn't really need to hear about that."

"Really? You mean you weren't thinking, "Yumi-saméways brings a
lunchbox, so why's she going to Milk Hall?""

"How conceited. The world doesn't revolve around,youmi-sama.”
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"Oh, really?"

"Yes, really. Well then, goodbye."

Intending those as parting words, Touko-chan hdraf. Yumi hurried after
her, having more or less anticipated that reaction.

This path led to various other places, like theoststore and the chapel, but at
this time of day she was probably heading to MildIFoo. Yumi didn't really want
to walk the rest of the way to their destinatiookimg at Touko-chan's back.

"Touko-chan's being so cold. Makes Yumi so loné~ly.

Clinging on to Touko-chan.

"Please stop."

Touko-chan took half a step sideways to put sonaeesetween them. But
that was all she did, perhaps having lost hereradesire to shake off Yumi. Maybe
she'd given up, seeing that running away was [@sst!

"How come you haven't visited the Rose Mansionntyge"

Yumi asked as they walked side-by-side.

"I've been busy with club activities. Besides."

Touko-chan looked down.

"It's filled with an evil presence."

"An evil presence?"

Yumi asked and Touko-chan raised her head, sudorise

"Please ignore that last part. It's my problemeal avith."

Ignore it or not, it was a cryptic remark. Withalarification, Yumi had no
idea what it meant.

"Are things like evil presences popular at the motdé

"What do you mean, popular?"

This time it was Touko-chan asking for clarificatio

"There was something | heard from my brother."”

"Your brother? — Ah."

"Oh, that's right, you've met my brother."

Boy meets girl at Kashiwagi Suguru-san's mansioellWet's just set that

aside for now.
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“The other day, one of my brother's friends waskugl down the road when
he got this really bad feeling. Like he was beiagrited by something."

"In that case, couldn't he just pray or have arr@sm? That's a different sort
of evil presence to mine."

"That's like what my brother's friend said."

"But just now you said it was like he was beingiitad by something."

"That's what | said, but."

Yumi agreed. It was like he was being haunted byetbing but not by an
actual ghost.

"They have a strong sense for the supernaturddesoknew it wasn't a spirit. It
was something more troublesome than that, a livegmubeing."

Touko-chan listened silently then after a littleihmumbled something that
seemed to indicate she understood.

"More troublesome because it's a human ... it realljke that."

Maybe something came to mind for her too.

"You should come and visit us every so often. Saelsama would be happy
to see you too. If | make things too gloomy, youn gack a time when I'm not
there."

Touko-chan made no response to this comment.

Arriving at Milk Hall, it was as packed full of mie and high school students
as she'd expected it to be.

Touko-chan bought a strawberry milk from the vegdmachine by the door,
then spoke to Yumi who was waiting by her side.

"Aren't you misunderstanding something?"

Like the sounds the coins made as they droppedhetchange slot, she spoke
in a way that seemed to say, "You'd better notdbtigis."

"Misunderstanding?"

"You're not the one | can't stand, Yumi-sama."

"Oh, then who?"

As she asked this, Yumi thought, "Darn it."
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She'd be better off not poking her nose into msitttdr*Who likes who" or
"Who hates who." With those sorts of interpersgrablems, if she knew both of
the people she'd be reminded of it every time aslaeme of them.

"Um, Touko-chan."

Yumi thought she should take back her earlier rémar Touko-chan could
help her out by hesitating to speak.

However, Touko-chan immediately opened her mouth.

"Hosokawa Kanako."

She spoke clearly, so there was no chance of mislgeler. As expected of
the self-proclaimed actress. Displaying the resafltser daily vocal training.

"l cannot bring myself to like her."

Touko-chan didn't just blurt out her name, but aslmed, "I cannot bring
myself to like her,” to be doubly sure. She'd hetrdm described as natural
enemies but it was still a bit confronting to hehrs first-hand. Since Yumi
considered both Touko-chan and Kanako-chan to teejgaiors.

"Still, I'm not going to stop you from being hereind, nor will | criticize you
for this, Yumi-sama. It's just — "

At this point, Touko-chan swallowed her words.

"It's just?"

Yumi was pressing her to continue, but Touko-chéanged at the pastry
counter and smirked.

"You should watch out, Yumi-sama. If you don't yuthey'll be sold out.”

"Ahh."

People that had arrived after her had passed Yodthwmeere swarming around
the counter. There was already a pile of emptytiglasntainers behind the counter.

"You should have put in an order with whoever waslaty."

Judging by her leisurely smile, Touko-chan had @dgne to Milk Hall to buy
a strawberry milk.

"l completely forgot about that, since | usuallynigrmy lunch."”

Apparently her mother's careless mistake was cantag

"See you later, Touko-chan."
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Yumi threw herself into the crowd of students, rder to buy a bread roll.
"Best of luck."

Touko-chan waved and smiled.
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Part 2.

The people swarming around the bread counter wexe rfierce than she
expected. No, let's rephrase that as "full of epérg

This was Lillian's Girls Academy. There were onigrdfied young ladies here.

"Well, this looks tough."

There were a number of people selling the pastoesven if they were to form
something like a line, it wouldn't just be one lim@d the lines would just collapse
when the person up front looked at what was aviglah the table and made their
decision, and on top of that the next person ia Would just order while the head
of the line was making up their mind, which wouddd to a sense of, "What's the
point in having a line if no-one knows where thadhes."

To make matters worse, for someone who wasn't tiasikdmoving through the
crowd was surprisingly difficult. Yumi probably was just imagining that she
hadn't progressed forwards in quite some time.

While she was in that situation:

Tap tap.

In the confusing crush of people, someone cassalblled up behind Yumi
and tapped her on the shoulder.

Wondering who on earth it was, Yumi turned around saw a tall girl smiling
at her.

"... Kanako-chan."

"What's going on here? You always bring your lumlctd eat it at the Rose
Mansion, so why are you in this crowd of peopleibgyood, Yumi-sama? At first
| thought I'd mistaken someone else for you."

"Well, we didn't have rice this morning."

Like Touko-chan had said, no-one would be inteceste the details
surrounding the Fukuzawa family's rice situationt Bince she'd asked, it was fine
to answer.

"My, that's quite a bother. What sort of pastriesydu like, Yumi-sama?"

"Well, anything really."
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The pastries for sale at Milk Hall during lunch énwvere whatever was left
over after the orders for each class had beerllédfiSince she didn't know what
they'd have on offer, she'd come here without thoplabout what she wanted to get.
And in amongst this chaos it was impossible to whgt type of bread she liked.
Anything would do. As long as she could get one,;dsbhe most satisfied.

"Then I'll buy you something suitable."

After informing Yumi of this, and without any sarf go-ahead, Kanako-chan
turned to the right and entered the fray of pebdgd&ing to buy pastries.

"Ah, Kanako-chan."

"Just wait over to the side there, Yumi-sama."

With her height, she stood out among the crowd. rBbeed forwards, not so
much slipping through the crowd as surging thromgh

"You don't have to overdo it. Um, | brought soneesilishes so just one would
be fine."

Yumi called out to Kanako-chan, unsure of whetharat she was heard.

Kanako-chan seemed to overtake some people thaarngeéd much earlier,
leading Yumi to wonder if she was being a bothethttse around her. She couldn't
just dismiss it as someone else's problem becaas@ak@-chan was acting as a
stand-in for herself.

"Sorry for keeping you waiting."

Kanako-chan returned in no time at all, carryingéhpastries.

"Ah, you bought three."

"Yes."

"Were you having any of these?"

“No, | brought my lunch."

It looked as though her earlier shout hadn't redi¢t@nako-chan's ears.

“That was pretty quick ... "

"Yeah."

"You didn't cut in line or anything did you?"

"Well, | was just recovering the spot that you hadthe start. | don't think

anyone has the right to complain about that."
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Something there was not quite right. It wasn't@uight, but Yumi didn't think
she'd be able to explain how in a way that Kandkamovould understand.

Yumi wanted to lecture her about the virtues oftingi patiently in line but
that wouldn't have gone over well.

"Anyway, which one did you want? | couldn't narrdvdown to just one, so |
bought the three | was considering."

— So it looked as though she had heard after aknEso, Kanako-chan still
bought three.

"How much were they?"

Yumi opened her purse.

"Um. For this jam bun?"

"No, how much for all of them?"

"Huh?"

There was no way Yumi could eat all three, but theyl been bought for her
and it wasn't as though she could return the ater

"You weren't buying any for your own lunch, righakako-chan? So I'll pay
for all of them."

"But."

"Don't worry about it, how much?"

"— No."

Kanako-chan said, looking down.

"l bought these of my own accord. You shouldn'téhty pay because of that.
These are all a gift. Please eat them with theafeste Yamayurikai."

"Kanako-chan."

What should she do? Now she wasn't even accepaymgnt for one of them,
let alone all three.

"l can't let you do that."

Yumi quickly calculated the cost of the three pastin the bag. Then she took
the exact amount from her purse and placed it imaKa-chan's hand. However.

"l told you | won't take your money."
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There was no way she was going to quietly acceptdms.

"And | told you | can't let you do that."

It was turning into a scene from a cafe with twad laldies bickering over who
should pay — "I'll get it," "No, let me," — and thevere making no progress at all. In
the end, those old ladies must settle it somehbwnlly there was some way she
could consult them right now. There was no way ‘th&gep going until the store
closed, so it seemed to Yumi as though they'd haved some common ground
and settle it.

"Stop."

Suddenly there was a flash of light.

"Yumi-san, and you over there. Why don't you cabmwvd a bit and take a look
around you?"

As expected, standing there was the self-proclaiaw® of the photography
club, and Yumi's friend, Takeshima Tsutako-san. &veered her camera and
calmly stepped towards them.

"Around us ... ?"

Yumi took a look around as she was saying this sawl there was a ring of
people surrounding her and Kanako-chan.

She didn't think they'd been talking that loudlyt Bhe may have have grown
more and more boisterous without realizing it.

Even thought it hadn't yet reached the level ochiyument, an onlooker would
probably see they were having a disagreement.

"Aha ... "

Yumi tried laughing to smooth things over but itssmwaste of effort.

But, having taken Tsutako-san's advice to calm damahlook around, how on
earth was she supposed to regain control over tbeiridance she'd caused?
Kanako-chan looked down but didn't move either.

"First of all, Yumi-san will take the pastries. The/ou'll take the money that

Yumi-san gives you. Okay?"
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Tsutako-san briskly ordered them, taking over frima two people at the
center of attention who were standing stock stildl at their wits end. But still
Kanako-chan stubbornly refused to accept the money.

"You may not like it, but just quietly do as youtdd. Otherwise, the situation
here won't be resolved."”

"But."

"If she's willing to pay, you should let her. If ydurn it into a big deal, it's
going to get out of control. Or are you trying take things worse for Yumi-san?"

Tsutako-san quietly reprimanded Kanako-chan, wtemally unclenched her
right fist to accept the coins.

"Now that's done, I'm going to buy two of thosetpas from Yumi-san. And
with that, the case is closed. Sorry for the disince, everyone. It was just an
exchange of pastries. Please continue to have dexh lunch break. See you."

Tsutako-san put an arm around Yumi and Kanako-stsrdulders and walked
off. They left Milk Hall like this, walking alongde each other. Yumi wasn't really
sure what this would look like to the spectatorg, $he wasn't too concerned about
that. She was still a bit surprised about the iewidherself.

The only thing Yumi did know was that Tsutako-sadl Isaved her. Who could
tell how it would have ended if things had keptwith neither of them backing
down in front of that crowd of people? She shivgresd thinking about it.

After they'd walked a short distance from Milk Hadlanako-chan stopped and
turned to Tsutako-san.

"Thank-you for resolving the situation. Howeverhdught all three of those
pastries for Yumi-san."

"l know that. So does Yumi-san. Right?"

Yumi nodded at Tsutako-san's question. Yeah, sbevkhat alright. But there
were things she could accept and things she cowaldeept.

Kanako-chan quickly bowed then ran off in the di@t of the school
building.

As they watched her leave, Tsutako-san muttered:

"l wonder what she was doing at Milk Hall in thesfiplace."
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"Ah, now that you mention it."

All she'd had on her was her purse, so she hadnight a lunchbox, but
despite this she hadn't bought a pastry for heeslér.

"Maybe she was buying a drink or something."

Like Touko-chan earlier. There were some studekesthat.

"In that case, she wouldn't have gone to the pasumter, right?"

"l guess.”

The drink vending machines were concentrated ardghadentrance to Milk
Hall while the pastry counter was a fair way inside

Well, people have all sorts of motives. And if mes is too grandiose a word,
change it to reasons.

Because there was no point in worrying about eachexery little detail. She
was better off thinking about what she had to datrnow.

"Tsutako-san."

Yumi stopped walking.

"What?"

"Thanks, you saved me."

Yumi felt she had to properly convey her gratituti¢hile they knew each
other well enough that Tsutako-san knew this e¥she didn't say anything, since
she had the opportunity, she was better off putiingto words instead of being
lazy.

Because even if she focused all her energy on Imgpmitelepathically, it
might not reach the target's receiver. Alternagivél her transmitter was broken,
then it wouldn't get through even though she thosgk'd sent it.

That's why analogue was best. Since you couldaletlost instantaneously
whether it had reached the target or not.

“Nah, it was nothing. | was just feeling a bit pistkso | thought I'd get
something to eat. When | got to Milk Hall there vemene kind of disturbance so |
thought I'd stick my nose in to it. By interveninigwas able to get my hands on
some pastries easily. | got something good outtobi, so don't mind me."

"A bit peckish ... ah, you ate your lunch earliethe day, didn't you?"
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"Ha ha ha."

Tsutako-san laughed to hide her embarrassment athémey were standing on
the door mat at the school building entrance sheenagoroposal.

"Are you busy, Yumi-san? Could you accompany meafbitle while?"

"l don't mind. | was going to eat in the Rose Mansibut they knew | had to
go to Milk Hall so they're not waiting on me forydning."

Hearing this, Tsutako-san said, "Done," and snajeedingers.

"Well then, let's get this pastry there right away.

“The pastry?"

Yumi was asking why and Tsutako-san grinned.

"Obviously, we're going to use it as a bribe."
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Part 3.

Even though they were standing on the mat, theg'dmbmplete the task of
wiping clean their indoor shoes. That was becausg Wweren't going into the school
building.

"The clubhouse ... "

Yumi mumbled, looking up at the two-story buildibghind the school block.

"Yeah. She's probably there."

Tsutako-san answered, full of confidence.

"You mean Mami-san?"

“Indeed. She said the manuscript for tomorrow'didnl Kawaraban wasn't
quite finished yet, so she'll probably be in thebctoom staring down the word
processor. Her hair in a mess."

The clubhouse.

As the name suggested, the building was compri$eddub rooms. But that
didn't mean that every club had a room in this ding. Various clubs used
something other than a club room, for instancespwts clubs used the gymnasium
or martial arts building or sports fields as appiate, the arts club used the arts
room, the calligraphy club used the calligraphymodhe chemistry and science
clubs used the science rooms, and the handictafisused the sewing room. So the
clubs that lived here were those whose activitida'tirequire a special classroom,
such as the Go club, the literary club, the maegaarch club, the photography club
that Tsutako-san belonged to, and the newspaplemghich published the school's
newspaper, "Lillian Kawaraban."

That said, the club rooms weren't particularly éargo a lot of clubs used a
classroom for their after-school activities and tiieéb room was just used as a
storage area. The newspaper club, however, mademmaxuse of their club room
for their club activities.

Now then, into the building and up to the secormafl
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Even without looking at the name plates, she coelldwhich room was the
newspaper club's because of the sound of someciwaidly tapping away on a
keyboard leaking out into the hallway.

Tsutako-san knocked then opened the door befoneie came from inside.

"Gokigenyou, Mami-san."

"... Tsutako-san."

Mami-san was alone in the club room. Her hair wadisheveled, but that's
because she was wearing a headband, and she labkbeém with a ferocious
expression.

"And Yumi-san who hardly ever comes to the clublous what led to this
curious turn of events? What are you scheming?"

Mami-san looked appropriately fatigued.

"We've brought supplies to show our support. Yartstraving sweets when
you're thinking hard, right?"

Perhaps used to seeing her classmate like thisakisgan steadily advanced
into the club room. Not wanting to be left standmgtside in the corridor alone,
Yumi said, "Pardon my intrusion," and stepped iasid

"A jam bun?"

Mami-san's expression softened slightly when shevaaat was being offered.

"Or there's a choc cornet and an almond danishe Tgkichever one you'd
prefer."

Tsutako-san was acting as though they were all deshe encouraged Mami-
san to take one, but Mami-san looked at Yumi suspsty and quietly asked:

"But thankfully they're all sweets. Were these Y4san's request?"

“That's about right.”

They were all Kanako-chan's selection.

"So what did you want me to do?"

Mami-san asked as she reached out for the jamviZnioh looked the sweetest.
So she hadn't believed they were just showing gwport after all. Although since
they'd brought these as bribes, her impression 'inasactly wrong.

"Yumi-san was involved in a bit of a mix-up justmo
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Tsutako-san sat down and spoke in a bored toneioE\as she opened the
wrapping of the almond danish. She glanced at Yasithough to say, "Just watch,"
so Yumi silently watched on and let Tsutako-sandbart. With that, she pulled
over a chair and sat down.

"It was a bit conspicuous so I'm sure you'll heaou it, but we came here to
discuss if you could not write about it in the lah Kawaraban."

"What kind of mix-up?"

Mami-san raised her eyebrows.

"It was no big deal. A discussion about the pritsamething, whether it was a
gift or not, that sort of thing."

"Hmm."

Mami-san didn't show much interest, apparentlydiegithat it was indeed no
big deal. Thinking about it, the Lillian Kawarabprobably wouldn't run something
like that anyway.

"l don't mind."

Negotiations complete. With that, Mami-san stagating the jam bun to give
her tired brain some energy.

Yumi opened her small Tupperware container, inrayhio start her lunch too.
Unfortunately, the choc cornet didn't go particiylawell with her side dishes of
seaweed seasoned fried egg and tempura eggplant.

"Yumi-san. This isn't intended as a bargaining pobut is there anything
happening with the Yamyurikai that we could writmat?"

"Nope."

The immediate response.

"Weren't you typing away at something earlier, Maan?"

"l was just writing out a boring article for my owaeace of mind. | don't want
to write about something like a teacher's favaéging."

Mami-san squeezed hard on her half-eaten jam baho,Hare you okay with
the jam flying out of the bun?

"At least give me a hint about the Yamayurikai play

"No can do."
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If she'd said she didn't know what it was goindo& the Lillian Kawaraban
probably would have run an article about that,'shlabw starved for material they
looked. So she had to be careful not to let angtslip.

"Fair enough. Then, Yumi-san, do you have any plantake a petit soeur
anytime soon?"

"No, | don't."

"You're kidding, right?"

"No, it's true."

" ... Well, okay. Let's put that to one side for ndihat about Yoshino-san?"

"l haven't heard anything."

Yumi expected Mami-san to respond with, "You havdréard anything
because there's no plans?" but she didn't verduaski this.

"Shimako-san ... ah, she's already got Noriko-chaheaspetit soeur, hasn't
she?"

Having finished eating, Mami-san crumpled up the'&yplastic wrapper and
slumped over the keyboard. She'd apparently besving material so badly that
she'd forgotten the basic composition of the Rasdlfes.

"Actually, about Noriko-chan."

Mami-san abruptly raised her head.

"Hm?"

"Yumi-san, do you know Takuya-kun?"

"He's Noriko-chan's friend, right? Another Buddrstitue admirer."

She'd never inquired into him but his name wouldas@nally pop up when
Shimako-san and Noriko-chan were talking to eabkrot

"The meeting — "

"Meeting? With who? Takuya-kun?"

"Ah, forget it."

Mami-san gave a small shake of her head and abtireedonversation, but it
seemed like she was thinking about something 8sgein contrast to the question,

Yumi decided to give a proper response.
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"l haven't met him, but | think Shimako-san hakeérd that Takuya-kun used
to visit Shimako-san's house before he met NorlkaAc'

Shimako-san's household included a temple thatpaased down through the
generations. She'd heard that they also possessauceent statue of Buddha, so it
was easy to imagine him becoming acquainted witm&ko-san's father in order to
view it.

"But why do you ask?"

"No real reason. | was just wondering what soppefson he was."

Although it hadn't felt like she'd been asking far real reason. It felt like
there'd been something more meaningful behindsithaugh she were looking for
something.

"l didn't think the Lillian Kawaraban wrote abouitsiders all that much."

"That's not what | had in mind... not now."

What had she meant by "not now?" It could meanas womething she was
going to do in the future, or it could be somethshg'd thought about in the past but
decided against. The meaning changed completelgndi®pg on whether it was the
former or the latter.

"If you're interested, why don't you talk to Norikban or Shimako-san
directly? | heard them talking about inviting him a@ur school festival. As long as
they agree, you should be fine writing an artiddew it."

"l told you, I've decided not to write about himmaalright.”

"Ah, right."

So apparently it was the latter. But why did shiesgeagitated about it?

"But ... okay. So Takuya-kun might be coming to tbhkml festival."

Mami-san muttered with a far-away look in her ey¥smi thought that
perhaps Mami-san also knew Takuya-kun, but shétdidnture to ask. She got the
feeling that Mami-san would just deny it.

Just then, Yumi heard the sound of footsteps eghalang the second-floor
club house corridor.

The footsteps stopped in front of the newspapdr'slalubroom and the door

was flung open.
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"Mami-san! Huge scoop! Rosa Chinensis en boutonahassive fight with a
first-year petit soeur candidate in Milk Hall!"

The second-year newspaper club member that hagdusio the room got
that far before she finally noticed Yumi and heegwent wide in shock. But she'd
probably rehearsed this countless times in ordecawvey the information as
quickly as possible, and having said that muchcshudn't stop half-way through.

"They were stopped by the photography club's Takesfisu...ta... "

"Yes, gokigenyou, I'm the photography club's TakeshTsutako."

Seeing not just Yumi but also Tsutako-san there,n#wspaper club member
trailed off and fell to her knees in the doorwagyiag, "No way."

"The mix-up was with Hosokawa Kanako — "

Mami-san fixed her gaze on Tsutako-san. Since $feady knew Kanako-
chan's full name, it appeared they'd already mahlezd

"Yep. The pastries were the cause. But you've éyreaten yours Mami-san.
You can't write a story about it any more."

"You tricked me."

"l did no such thing. | did what was in the bestemests of the newspaper
club."

Tsutako-san answered aloofly.

“In what way?"

Mami-san seemed to be annoyed by Tsutako-santsef@ignocence.

"If you fanned the flames saying she was a petus@andidate and it turned
out to be wrong, it'd be a major embarrassment)aniut?"

"You're saying it's wrong?"

"l don't know, why ask me?"

With that, Mami-san's gaze immediately slid fronufe&ko-san to Yumi.

"Yumi-san."

"l haven't decided anything yet."

Yumi had already told her that she had no plang,Nbami-san must have
forgotten that with all the confusion.

"Is she going to be your petit soeur or not?"

67



"Calm down, Mami-san."

A voice came to Yumi's aid as Mami-san towered dnazr

It was neither Tsutako-san, nor Mami-san, nor ette®m newspaper club
member that had arrived earlier. It was the voice fifth person.

"It seems Kanako-san won't be Rosa Chinensis etob'sipetit soeur.”

The girl pushed past the exhausted looking club bszrby the doorway and
moved to the center of the room.

"How do you know?"

Mami-san asked. Since she hadn't asked the girl s was, she was
probably another newspaper club member.

"l asked her myself."

"You asked her? You asked Hosokawa Kanako herself?"

"Yes."

Questioning revealed that the new arrival was avatad rookie who'd joined
the newspaper club because she admired the presiteikiyama Minako-sama,
and the current chief editor, Yamaguchi Mami-saongequently, she spent a lot of
her time gathering information so that she could down a scoop and make it her
own.

"I hit her with it directly, "Are you going to bed3a Chinensis en bouton's petit
soeur?™"

"And, and?"

Mami-san urged her to continue but the rookie sinitelifferently.

"She tried to hide behind a smile. Like this."

"Wh-why'd she do that?"

"She said, "l don't have any such pedestrian aombiti

"Pedestrian ambition?"

Mami-san was dumbfounded and Tsutako-san let wuistle.

"So then | asked her, "What if Yumi-sama begged tpoloe her soeur?™

The rookie seemed to be holding back as she loaketlmi. But when she
was urged on with, "How did she respond to that&t"dititude reversed completely

and she answered without restraint.
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"She said she'd refuse."

"... She'd refuse."

Yumi repeated those unexpected words. Refusing intleanshe didn't want to
be her petit soeur.

Why'd she do that?

Even though they seemed to get along well. Shenleaglans to become her
petit soeur.

For Kanako-chan, becoming Yumi's petit soeur wagdestrian ambition. So
much so that a conversation about it would only enadr laugh.

"On top of that, when she found out | was a menalbéine newspaper club, she
said | couldn't put that in an article."

The rookie reported in a business-like manner.

"She said you couldn't put it in an article?"

"Well, that was the gist of it. Her actual wordsreva bit more pointed."

69






that Yumi held of Kanako-chan was rocked even more.

"How are you feeling? Shocked?"

Hearing Tsutako-san call out to her, Yumi raisedhead.

"Shocked ... ? No, I'm not really sure. | was jushdering, "What on earth is
she thinking?""

"You're wondering what Miss Hosokawa Kanako is king?"

"Yeah."

Putting her thoughts into words.

"l wish | knew more about her."

Like what was Kanako-chan feeling?

What was she looking for from the person Fukuzaweni?

Since she'd declared the soeur system to be "praig'Stwhat then did she
value? Those were the sort of questions Yumi wattesk her.

Even though she knew there were all sorts of peioptee world and they all
had their own points of view. It was hard to sessthdiffering points of view from
the outside.

"Hold on, Yumi-san."

Mami-san said, taking off her headband.

"How about you set aside the first-year who appgéreloesn't want to be your
soeur and think more about your poor classmate."

"Even if | did, it wouldn't help."

Unfortunately, Yumi had no material she could affeklthough she
sympathized completely with the teary-eyed and Elemtslumped Mami-san.

"Not much you can do about it, Yumi-san. But sifdami-san's at her wit's
end and calling herself "your poor classmate," tdgo think you should pitch in
and help?"

Tsutako-san pulled out her camera and turned toiYum

"Pitch in?"

"Of course, it won't be for free, Mami-san. How abthe cost of those three

pastries we just ate?"
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At first glance Tsutako-san looked like a meddkar she also seemed to be

taking a little, no, a lot of enjoyment out of tlsisuation.
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Finding Me
Part 1.

"So what happened then?"

Yuuki asked, spinning around on his chair.

"Not much."

Yumi answered, as she leaned back on her brothed'sand tossed a cushion
in the air.

"We went to the old greenhouse and they took phofome with a Rosa
Chinensis bud. They're calling it the "Rose NameeSe"

A recent shot of a Rose family member from a TakeaT sutako photo-shoot
and a mini-interview. Mami-san was jumping for @y she paid for the pastries.

"Is it okay for you to be doing that on your own?"

Her little brother asked as he tossed the towel tieed his hair with over the
bed's headboard. Yumi hastily dodged out of the. way

"l got permission from Sachiko-sama. | only co-gted with the newspaper
club because she said okay. The Yamayurikai's bogy so it's a pain if the
newspaper club follows us around looking for sonmgthto write about. Since
they're calling it a series, we'll be able to késgm quiet for a little while with just
a photo and a short comment."

Still, Rosa Chinensis was a perennial so they cfinltl one blooming in the
greenhouse at any time, but what about Rosa FoatideRosa Gigantea? Well, as
long as they had the name of one of the Rosesdrtitle, the newspaper club
probably didn't care about the actual flower.

"Hmm. Still, since we're both so busy we don't @etalk that much. Sounds
like there's lots going on at your school too, Ytmi

"Well yeah."

Yumi adjusted her pajama trousers around the kneéeat down cross-legged.

She longed for a quiet and peaceful school lif¢,dne couldn't really spend

much time in blissful ignorance. She was Rosa Gtsizeen bouton after all.
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Yuuki was just as busy, or probably even more sweshe'd been getting
home after 7 or 8 at night for a while now. The B@@ra Academy's school festival
was next weekend.

The upshot of this was that they'd been having etirseparately and Yuuki
was so tired that Yumi would regularly find him g down in bed when she
thought he'd gone for a bath.

Since, unusually, he got home before 7pm today,etitee family had had
dinner together for the first time in a while. #atly had been a long time since
they'd chatted like this before bed.

"By the way, what about Alice? What happened dftat?"

Yumi asked the question that had been naggingrat he

"What do you mean?"

"That thing before, where it was like he was bemaginted .... what was it,
shivers?"

That was it. The victim of "something akin to a hang but it's probably
actually a human" was Arisugawa Kintarou-kun, &sown as Alice.

"Ah. Alice has been fine since then."

"Alice has?"

So it sounded like someone other than Alice haokeén fine. Her curiosity
piqued, Yumi questioned him further.

"Kobayashi's been acting kinda strange."

Was the response she got.

"Does Kobayashi-kun have a bad feeling like heisgoeaunted by something
too?"

“No, it's the opposite. He seems to be walking agom an inexplicably good
mood."

Yuuki shrugged.

"A good mood?"

"He says someone's got a crush on him, so he'®od nine."

What was that all about? Yumi shrugged. Well, Kasy-kun was the sort of
person who could get a bit carried away.
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"Alice is one thing, but | think Kobayashi has tlwempletely wrong
impression. He hasn't noticed it himself, but lpegked up Alice's shadow."

Apparently one or two days after Alice had said sttmmg about his bad
feeling, Kobayashi-kun had happily announced, "Me't

"But one's a bad feeling and the other a goodrfgelihey're the complete
opposite.”

“Not necessarily. They both involve someone hargpra strong emotion
towards them, so in that sense it's the same. Diapgon how they interpret that,
they could have either a bad feeling or a goodrfgetion't you think?"

"l see."

That was another way of looking at it.

Someone was watching them.

Whether they took it as a friendly gaze or a hegidze would vastly alter their
impression of the onlooker.

"Ah, right."

Yuuki suddenly changed the topic, as though hestdrgmembered something.

"Are any of the Roses afraid of heights?"

"Why?"

"Everyone sort of got carried away and they've net@mous towers."

"Towers?"

"Yeah. For the Roses to judge from."

"AR "

Yumi clasped her hands together.

That's right, Sachiko-sama and the other Rosesbkad asked to be judges
and presenters at Hanadera Academy's school festreen memory, it was called
the "Hanadera War" or something.

“It's tall, huh."

"Well ... yeah."

Yuuki answered somewhat reluctantly.

He said that while they were building it, they kgating, "More, more," and
things escalated so it was about 1.5 times latgar the original blueprint.
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According to Yuuki, "When building this sort of tly, guys tend to be
generous." But then he said, "Their eyes were $ipgtkike little kids playing with
building blocks." Boys were hard to understand.

"If there's someone that can't handle heights| Wwaille to change the towers.
But in that case, the sooner you let me know tlteebe

"Alright. I'll ask around."

Having agreed to this, Yumi rose from her youngether's bed.

As she left the room, Yumi turned around to saydyoght but Yuuki was
already nodding off in his chair.
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Part 2.

"Heights? Ah, Sachiko's no good with them."

Rei-sama said, after school in the Rose Mansion.

“That's what | thought."

It was just as Yumi had expected.

"That's what you thought? So you knew about it, ¥ahan?"

"Well, a while ago she told me she wouldn't go ba toller coaster. So |
thought it might be because of that."

“The roller coaster? Ah, from when you asked hertake you to the
amusement park."

As a combination birthday / White Day present farm¥, they'd agreed to go
on a half-day date at an amusement park. For a @eupftreasons it had been put
off and pushed back, and at present it had bedweshfor four months.

"Although back then | sort of felt as though it wascause she didn't want to
go on something fast."”

"Ah, but she doesn't like cars either. You shouldwk that, right Yumi-chan?"

"You mean how she gets carsick when traveling ldistances?"

She knew that much, even in their first year togetilthough the fact that
Sachiko-sama had a weak constitution was sometbiveyd been reminded of
recently.

"Right, right. But despite this, she still blindfgllowed her father overseas
when he asked. Did you hear about that?"

Rei-sama lowered her voice. Implying that Sachi&oa had a father-complex
proportionate to her man-hatred.

"One of my uncles would get a bit tipsy before iggtton a plane, to distract
himself from his fear of flying. But Sachiko's umdge, so she can't get drunk,
right? So what does she do? She relies on the pofraedicine. She'll have some
just before takeoff, then sleep. Get somethingatpraore medicine, and sleep. Like

that. On the plane trip for the school excursia@ge get up out of their seats to go
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to the toilet, right? Passing Sachiko's classam@ylone could see was her passed out
with drool running down her face."

As Rei-sama laughed heartily there was the sounsbofeone clearing their
throat.

"Who did you say was drooling?"

Unluckily, it was Sachiko-sama herself who had @ukthe biscuit door and
stepped inside. She had an incredible presencaubecshe'd apparently met up
with Yoshino-san, Shimako-san and Noriko-chan sonsge on the way here and
they were following her like a retinue.

But.

"Oh, | was just speaking figuratively. No, moreaof exaggeration, | suppose."

Rei-sama was neither wounded nor scratched byléne fyom her good friend
Sachiko-sama. She leaned back in her chair, hertned high.

"Yumi, you mustn't believe Rei's horror stories."

On her way past, Sachiko-sama gently poked Yuntherforehead.

"Ah, right."

Still, Yumi didn't think the entire thing was a har story. The part about her
sleeping for almost the entire time in the air strdhlike the truth and she may even
have had a little bit of drool. As she was thinkthgp —

“That'd be nice, going on a school trip."

She'd unconsciously said what she was thinkingchvinnade Sachiko-sama
smile.

"It's not long now until your turn, Yumi."

"Yes."

She obediently responded then stood up to go aepmhpe the tea. However.

That wasn't it.

The words, "That'd be nice," hadn't sprang from imeuth just because she
wanted to go on a school trip. Yumi was covetingifig on a school trip with
Sachiko-sama."

They'd both attended Lillian's Girls Academy sikaalergarten but since they
were one grade apart they'd never been on a striptdgether.
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Of course, that wasn't limited to just school eseurs — they'd never been in
the same class, never worked on the same gradyatgect, nor shared the same
page in a school yearbook.

And it went without saying that the majority of h@me at school was spent
separated from her beloved onee-sama.

Just think, if she was in the same class as Sadakw and had a seat near
hers, she could spend all that time watching hemniYwas suddenly jealous of
Sachiko-sama's classmates.

Although if they were in the same grade, Yumi cotilthave become her petit
soeur. In the end, she knew she was asking famtoxh.

"Yumi-sama, | can do the rest."

Noriko-chan offered to help but Yumi turned her dowith, "It's okay, I've got

She was making the tea for Sachiko-sama. Yumi densd the precious time
they spent together, the accumulation of triviadifias her treasures.

That was why she politely and carefully preparestta.

All the while hoping this would make it just th#tle bit more delicious.

"By the way, what led you to discussing aeroplahes?

Sachiko-sama asked as she sipped the tea thatrmagyonot have tasted a bit
better than usual.

"Ah, we were talking about the Hanadera Academyasktfestival.”

Sachiko-sama's eyes clouded over after hearinglétesls, much like Yumi
had expected.

"Um, onee-sama? If it's no good, my brother sagy tan remake them."

"But that would also increase the cost. And alltthee and effort they've put in
so far will be for nothing, right?"

As expected of Sachiko-sama. Since she was soviedavith their own school
festival, she was well aware of things like costd aonstruction schedules.

"It'll be a bother to them too, right?"

Sachiko-sama let out a heavy sigh.
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Naturally, it would be a problem for the Hanadetadents who'd made the
platforms bigger than planned, but that didn't miay couldn't tell them to remake
them. Although they hadn't stated that the platkohmd to be less than a certain
height.

"Understood. Then I'll humbly take your place atiop tower, onee-sama."

Yumi thumped her chest, "Leave it to me." At whipbint Sachiko-sama
nimbly took hold of her fist and said:

"Please stop, Yumi. I'd rather do it myself tharcéit on you. No matter the
height, I'll fulfill my duties as Rosa Chinensigsubly, so just watch on quietly."

"But he said it was like looking down at the grouftdm a second-floor
window."

"The second floor?"

"Yeah."

Yumi nodded and Sachiko-sama laughed a high-pittHetioho."

“In that case it's completely fine. The secondflsoonly as high as the first-
floor roof, right? Leaning out a window at thatdjeti is nothing at all. You couldn't
possibly think that | can't go to the third-flodrtbe school building, right?"

"... No."

She hadn't thought that.

She hadn't thought that, but had Sachiko-sama gyopensidered how she'd
feel out in the open without the walls and ceilargund her? To say nothing of the
fact that the towers were built by untrained higheol students.

Shaky and precarious. Even without seeing them, iYeould picture them
easily enough.

"Enough, no more grumbling. Please just tell Yusén that we understand.
Don't say anything more than necessary."

“... Alright."

Even though Yumi didn't think she was grumblinge #mew that Sachiko-
sama would just dig in further if she said anythmgre so she chose to quietly
withdraw. But she thought she should be preparestieto in quickly if the real thing
turned out to be too much for Sachiko-sama.
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"You've become quite adept at handling Sachiko, i¥ciman."

Rei-sama whispered softly.

"Huh, no. That wasn't what | intended."

It wasn't what she intended but somehow it had et like that.

Although it felt like she'd unwittingly pushed S@aksama to the top of a tall
tower.

"Shimako-sa~n."

Yoshino-san called out leisurely, since it didffeet her directly

"Are you okay with heights, Shimako-san?"

“The second-floor? It might be a little scary."

By putting it into words like that Shimako-san slemlvshe was the type of
person who could look at reality and calmly asslessituation.

In contrast.

"Oh, don't look so worried. It'll be a piece of ealNow, let's get to work, to
work."

Sachiko-sama was the type of person that convititaselves they'd be fine

then tried not to think about it any more, whicft Mumi feeling nervous.
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Part 3.

Tsutako-san was sitting in her classroom seat affeool and sighing.

"What's the matter? You're not going home?"

"Ah, Yumi-san. Good timing ... or bad, maybe."

Yumi had been in the Rose Mansion working on scliestival related tasks
but they'd reached a break in their work so sletlarmed to the classroom to pick up
something she'd forgotten.

They'd had PE today so she had to take her PEesldgtbme. The days were
still warm despite it being September and she tidiawe leave her sweat-stained
shirt and leggings in her locker for two days.

"What's up?"

There were a number of photos on Tsutako-san's &skwas probably in the
middle of sorting them, since they were spreadfaaé-up like a deck of cards.
Because Tsutako-san took a lot of hidden-camergopharound campus, it wasn't
that unusual to see her like this.

Sorting them by person, or by those that were dkagublish and those that
weren't, or by those that would inevitably be tap. How she divided them
changed depending on the occasion.

"Oh, are all of these photos of me?"

Yumi picked up a few to have a closer look. Abar photos of Fukuzawa
Yumi, all taken without her notice.

"That's right."

Tsutako-san never tried to talk her way out of éh&tuations.

She had indeed taken them. She wouldn't publisin thgou didn't want. She
would give you a copy if you wanted one. But thegrevsuch good shots that you
should share them with the world. — That's howedhmsversations generally went.

"l was thinking about the school festival when étkdhese photos of you. For
the photography club's display.”

"But why me?"
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"Because it was a huge success last year. Thatppawel of you and Sachiko-
sama. So | thought I'd rely on the Red Rose saegas this year."

"Hey."

So was that why she'd said, "Good timing or bad@t & this point Yumi
couldn't see what was "bad" about it.

"So what's troubling you, Tsutako-san?"

"Do | look troubled?"

“Totally."

Since she was sitting alone in the gloom of ant whissroom, her arms folded
and sighing deeply. Even if she wasn't trouble& slas thinking deeply about
something difficult.

"What is it? Is there a problem with your subject?"”

"Yumi-san is cute. Wonderful as always."

"... Is that so?"

Tsutako-san would often praise her even though Ythought she looked
plain and clumsy in the photos. Although, if pressshe'd admit that recently she'd
come to realize that Tsutako-san liked those smfrishotos. Instead of photos of
everyone saying "Cheese" and looking at the canieatako-san preferred ones
where the subjects were looking off into the disgmor nonchalantly going about
their daily lives.

"But when did you take these?"

As well as the ones at school, there were somddbked like they were taken
while she was commuting to or from school. Onesevstte was walking side-by-
side with Sachiko-sama in front of the train stati@r talking excitedly with
Shimako-san at the bus stop. Although as expettiete weren't any of her lying in
bed with her stomach growling, nor any bath scenes.

"Yumi-san is fine."

Tsutako-san repeated.

"Then what's wrong?"

"You don't know?"

"Don't know what?"
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She tried to remember earlier photos she'd bedmutrcouldn't see how they
differed to these. Of course the situations andtithes were all different. It didn't
seem like there was any significant improvementecline in the photographer's
skill either.

"It's not so obvious in the first few."

Tsutako-san gathered the photos into a bundle sbeted them and placed a
couple in front of Yumi.

"But by this point it should be incredibly obvious.

"Huh?"

Tsutako-san pulled out three "incredibly obvioukbfms and lined them up on
the desk. Then.

"Ah!?"

Even someone as slow as Yumi could see it cleGHg'd completely missed it
when casually looking over them, but with them laidt like this the problem
became apparent. Then once she'd worked it outtostkeanother look at the "not
so obvious" photos and while the problem didnhdtaut it was indeed there too.

"— S0 you see, | can't display these."

Tsutako-san said.

"It's a shame, but I'll have to destroy the negmtivt'd be a disaster if the
newspaper club got their hands on these."

"What a waste."

"Yeah. Although, | didn't notice it until | develeg them. Since you didn't
seem to know about it either, maybe nobody woulticaaf we played dumb and
displayed one of these at the school festival."

But Tsutako-san would know. Yumi would know toootie of the photos was
on display they'd probably be irrationally irritetby the problem.

"l could trim them down to just you."

“No, there's no need."

Up until now, Yumi had received a copy of mostlo# photos Tsutako-san had

taken of her, but this time she held back.
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Holding a photo that was trimmed down to just tsre wouldn't be able to
keep herself from thinking about the world left imeh That said, she had neither
the talent nor the nerve to take responsibility fioe dozen or so photos that
Tsutako-san had decided to destroy. To say notbiitige wisdom required to make
the right decision.

"It's kinda scary."

"Looking at it from your point of view, it is a bit

Tsutako-san gathered the photos and put them emaglope.

"It ends for me when | destroy these, but what yoll do, Yumi-san?"

"l don't know."

"Maybe you'd have been better off not knowing."

“No, it's alright. Thanks."

Yumi picked up the bag with her PE clothes and eallknsteadily out of the
classroom.

Should she talk to Sachiko-sama about this?

(I know I shouldn't hide things from onee-sama whertalking to her.)

But she didn't want this to get blown out of prdpmr. On top of that, she still
hadn't sorted out her own feelings.

Tsutako-san's photos. Was there a chance it whaa g@ncidence?

(A dozen coincidences?)

Could that sort of thing happen?

In the photos, her hair was tied with a varietyribbons. That was definitive
proof that they were taken on different days. Aetl yn each of them, that shadow
behind her —

On her way back to the Rose Mansion, Yumi lookedrdver shoulder a
number of times.

Maybe there was someone there.

The dozen photos were causing a disturbance in "gumest.
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Part 4.

The following day was Friday so Yumi informed evamg that she had
something she had to attend to, then put in an bbwork before leaving the Rose
Mansion early.

It was halfway between when school let out and wakar-school activities
ended, so there were hardly any students walkioggathe path lined with ginkgo
trees.

It had been a while since she'd left school oroler.

It felt a bit strange to not have her friends bedidr. She wondered if she'd get
used to it before too long.

With no-one in front, behind, or to the left orlitgof her, Yumi keenly felt the
cool breeze passing by. She thought of the youdy that had caused the cool
breeze of uneasiness to blow through her heart.

Perhaps that girl would call out to her. A parthef was expecting this as she
walked.

If she did call out to her, Yumi thought she woaslgygest they walk together.
Then as they walked, she'd have a chance to asjudstion she had to ask.

Yumi walked slowly without looking back. The win@iat blew through the
ginkgo leaves ruffled both her hair and her heart.

"Yumi-chan."

However, the voice that called out to her belonigesbomeone else.

"... Sei-sama."

The former Rosa Gigantea and current Lillian's @rsity student, Satou Sei-
sama, flew over to Yumi's side like she'd jumped tlnce from the university
grounds. Her blue-and-white-striped shirt had atevisiailor collar, showing the
barest traces of Sei-sama as she had been wherash®osa Gigantea.

"Heading home?"

"Yeah."

Yumi nodded, since she was undoubtedly heading htimaa Sei-sama put her

arm around her shoulder and whispered into her ear:
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"By the way, you know there's a creeper?"

"A creeper? That's a bit rude."

"Ah, so you did know. My apologies."

But she only knew because of Tsutako-san's phattisput those who knew
how long Yumi might have remained ignorant. And $et-sama had figured it out
after a quick glance. Just proving she wasn't @name human being.

"So how far you taking that?"

Sei-sama didn't turn around, instead she jerkedistenp, pointing her thumb
behind her.

"“To the school gate, for now."

"The school gate? Is there something at the saettel?"

“If | lied you'd find out soon enough ... there isvsgthing."

This was an unexpected development. So would thigiea of essence of
Satou Sei-sama to the previously prepared meab lgood luck or bad? It was
impossible to predict.

"l won't get in your way so can | watch?"

"You're not going to quietly walk away if | say aayway."

"Exactly."

What choice did she have? Yumi resigned hersdHte Sei-sama was the sort
of person who could be annoyingly persistent.

Upon recognizing Yumi, the person leaning agaihstdatepost lazily waved
and smiled.

"Yo, Yumi-chan."

As she looked up at his face, Yumi idly thoughtf tOurse he'd greet me with,
"Yo.""

"Either way, sending Kashiwagi-san ... "

Why did he stand out so much when he was wearjpigia cotton shirt over a
deep blue T-shirt and a completely ordinary paieahs? Was it his actions, or his
face brimming with self-confidence? At any rate, Was tall and stylish, which

would make his presence felt. Yumi was once madieved that there were hardly
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any students around. The handful of students atbtie stop were obviously
conscious of what was happening as they kept gigrizer way.

"You're as cute as ever."

Kashiwagi-san played with her hair bunches likeriight with a puppy's tail.

"Don't you think you're going a bit too far?"

Yumi grinned as she batted away his overly-famhiands.

"Going too far? Don't be like that. This isn't art,d'm just taking this chance
to let my true feelings out."

He placed his right hand over his heart as he Itvohig face closer to hers.
His expression looking like he was about to shQlutliet!"

"My apologies. But, I'm female."

Kashiwagi-san was drunk on himself so she pushetidad back to its normal
position. If things had kept going, it looked asufh they might have kissed.

"Female. What's wrong with that? | adore women.aBee without women
there would be no men."

"Well, that's true, but."

It wasn't that she'd said the keyword "female" beeashe wanted to get into
that kind of conversation. It was just that Kashgwsan preferred men and Yumi
was simply asserting that as a female she wasargat for his affection.

"Setting that aside, what's up with your creepdi@ Seems a bit different to
what Yukichi described."

"Creeper? How rude."

Having just been christened a creeper, Sei-sameaaagg from the shadow of
the gate and scowled at Kashiwagi-san.

"Sei-sama."

"Oh right, | said | was going to watch on quiettiidn't 1? But how could |
walk away when | saw the ginkgo prince sinking pagsonous fangs into cute little
Yumi-chan right before my very eyes?"

"You're wrong."

There was a reason for this. But Kashiwagi-san &@dsama were both the

type of people that would keep on talking withoutirgg her a chance to explain.
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She tried to start, but the tempo of the convayeatvas too fast and she couldn't
really break into it.

"So we're in agreement that Yumi-chan is cute. Butkgo prince? That's
inexcusable. You couldn't possibly be referringni®, could you?"

Couldn't possibly.

"Who else is there but you, you prick?"

As usual, Sei-sama became foul-mouthed when tatkiashiwagi-san.

"Women shouldn't say things like that."

"Is that why you said what you did before? Stogipgtboxes around men and
women. Your adoration of women just shows how imdielstained you are with
those old ways of thinking."

"Men and women are fundamentally different. Sinoa want to be treated as
an equal, saying that just makes you come acrosisildssh."

"While I'd very much like to refute you in greattdig | don't think we'd ever
come to an agreement, so I'm going to stop thisraegt for now. By the way, how
was | wrong, Yumi-chan?"

Yumi had been opening and closing her mouth likgwldfish, waiting for the
right time to jump into their conversation, andaatg last that chance had arrived.

"Um, well you see, Sei-sama. Kashiwagi-san wasauasihg friendly because
my brother asked him. Right?"

Yumi sought confirmation from Kashiwagi-san, sincerould be bad for both
of them for this weird misunderstanding to rem&ut that Kashiwagi-san.

“Not at all. | volunteered."”

"V-volunteered?"

"Yep. Yukichi and the others were secretly disaugsomething in the student
council room so | drew it out of them and got theenentrust it to me."

Hearing this, Sei-sama spat out the following wondshock:

"Seriously, showing up at school after you've geddd.. Don't you know that
people who do that are the most hated type of gitad@"

Sei-sama had apparently completely forgotten hgialinpromise to watch

without interfering. She kept nipping at Kashiwagn like a dog that was looking
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to pick a fight while being taken for a walk. Yugonsidered trying to stop her, but
if she got involved it might just excite mattersther so she decided to watch on.
From a distance, it probably looked like they walteclose friends.

“That's too bad for you then. | was invited backnyjuniors. Six months after
graduation. Life's tough when you're an adoredoséeni

"Asked back? By the student council?"

“No, by the mystery novel club."

"Why would a guest of the mystery novel club behe student council room?
Or, what? Does the mystery novel club meet in the&lent council room at
Hanadera Academy?"

"Well, since | was already there, | decided to poand pay them a visit."

"l suppose you mainly wanted to get a look at Yisukdace."

"You got it. But where's the harm in that?"

"Alright. However, | can't ignore your overly fanait behavior towards Yumi-
chan."

"That's what I've been trying to tell you, that Kagagi-san's just pretending to
be close."

"I'm not pretending. | really do want to be closeybu."

“I'm sorry, Kashiwagi-san, but can you please s&dking until | tell you to.
You're complicating the conversation."

Enough already. She had to go back to the startamdct her explanation.

"Basically, what | was saying was — "

Yumi said as she resumed slowly walking. But whilewas good that
Kashiwagi-san was staying silent, she was no lorsgee just how she should
explain this.

"The goal was to let your annoying chaperone seebgng close to a guy.
Am | wrong, Yumi-chan?"

Sei-sama asked, arriving at the conclusion early.

"No, that's right."

The "annoying chaperone" part was a bit wrong thoug

"Was this plan something you came up with on youn®'
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" ... No. It was my brother and his friends."

"I'll bet. Ah, the bus is here. Shall we get on?"

"Yeah."

Yumi jogged over to the bus stop, arriving justtlas bus to M station was
leisurely pulling up and opening its doors. Thedstits already waiting there had
formed into a line and climbed on board in turrudeints that had just walked out
the school gate, and those that had been chattitizetr friends who came by car,
spotted the bus and quickly ran over.

"You're coming too?"

Sei-sama asked, looking at Kashiwagi-san who wi@afmg them in silence.
Now it kind of felt like Kashiwagi-san was beingethreeper.

"So what happened to your pretentious chili re@'tar

No reply was forthcoming.

"You can talk now, Kashiwagi-san."

Yumi broke the spell and Kashiwagi-san took a dbegath and laughed,
saying, "It's hard not to talk."

"Still, my chilli red car? You're one to talk, Satkun. What about your
mustard yellow car?"

“Lillian's University doesn't allow commuting byrca

"Same with Hanadera University. | was on my way bafter class today."

"Ohh."

"Given the choice, I'd much rather have hidden @y somewhere and taken
Yumi-chan for a drive, but if we did that then wautdn't be tailed."

"By the creeper?"

"Yeah. So let's move a bit further towards the Back

To be more easily tailed.

A single Lillian's student got on right at the véagt moment and then the bus
took off. She slid into a seat in the front row ahdn't turn around once during the

trip to M station.
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Seated in the back, Yumi probably wouldn't havaceok if she hadn't already

known who it was.
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Part 5.

The following day.

After cleaning, Kanako-chan paid a visit to Yunulassroom and asked her,
"Do you have a minute?"

"Sure. It's been a while since we last talked."

Yumi immediately agreed and went with her. Kanakarc had suddenly
stopped appearing after the pastry incident.

Kanako-chan walked in silence. At first Yumi thotighere was somewhere
specific she was heading for but that didn't seebetthe case.

Well, maybe there had been somewhere she was aiimingut she'd had to
change plans because there was already someohataspot, or it didn't seem
conducive to a quiet conversation, or somethingn@lthose lines. They walked
together from the courtyard to the back of the sthtben circled around the
gymnasium.

It was after school on Saturday.

The weather was fine.

The students that were staying into the aftern@ahdiready spread out around
the courtyard and the rest of the school groundsjoy their lunches.

There were plenty of students heading home, as aglsome classes still
cleaning — perhaps because their homeroom had@ardime. If they waited just
a little while they'd be sure to find some placéahle, but given Kanako-chan's
concerned expression it didn't seem like they'dlide to idly while away the time.

Consequently, Yumi led her to the old greenhousedly anyone visited that
spot.

Kanako-chan's face finally softened slightly whaey reached that secluded
location.

The outside looked as dilapidated as ever butribielé was surprisingly tidy,
and the roses and other plants were all growirangtand healthy. Just who was it
that took care of all of them?

"Was there something you wanted to discuss?"

93



Yumi asked quietly. Then, without any introductié@@nako-chan pleaded:

"Please don't go to the Hanadera Academy schamldesomorrow."

"Huh!?"

Yumi had plenty of things she wanted to discuss b this topic of Kanako-
chan's was completely unexpected. So she was dumidd when Kanako-chan
broke the ice with, "Don't go to the school fedtiva

"l don't mean to be rude, Yumi-sama, but you'reysdta Rose so it should be
fine if you don't go."

"Well, that's true, but."

Officially, Hanadera Academy had only requested dbsistance of the three
Roses. Technically, the boutons did not have tndit

"From what | heard, Ogasawara Sachiko-sama dittahdlast year."

"Hasekura Rei-sama did."

"But doesn't that just show attendance is volurtdfyou said you didn't want
to go, then you wouldn't have to go, right?"

"It's not like that."

It was hard to explain but it wasn't as simple hat.t While Yumi was
searching for words, Kanako-chan asked her directly

"Or do you want to go?"

Since she was being so straightforward, Yumi peelgrfound herself wanting
to investigate.

"Why don't you want me to go, Kanako-chan?"

The response she got was unexpected.

“That place is dangerous."

"Dangerous?"

"Because it's full of boys."

"Huh?"

Kanako-chan spoke as though it was a safari paskzoo. Like, "That place is
dangerous because it's full of carnivores."

"Boys will be after you, Yumi-sama."

See, like that.
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"Huh?"

"Because you're so cute."”

It was a somewhat baffling explanation. Basicatlyyent something like this:

Boys schools were full of boys, so they were damger Therefore, she
shouldn't go to the Hanadera Academy school fdstiva

"You're unguarded, Yumi-sama. It may be innocebcg,you don't show any
wariness when a boy calls out to you. Boys are aagedrous that you always,
always, have to be on guard.”

Kanako-chan emphasized, clenching her fists tightly

"So you followed all the boys | came into contadh®"

"Huh?"

"Yesterday, you followed Kashiwagi-san after | splom him at M station,
didn't you?"

Yumi asked.

"... I don't know what you're talking about."

"My brother followed you from the train station. KHaid a tall girl with long
hair followed Kashiwagi-san back to his house, thened around and retraced her
steps.”

"... Why?"

Kanako-chan turned away and fiddled with her hair.

"Why are you believing some boy's words insteachioie, Yumi-sama?"

"He's not some boy, he's my brother."

Hearing this declaration, Kanako-chan hung her heashame and muttered
almost inaudibly.

"Because | was worried."

"You followed them because you were worried? Wera glso watching me
because you were worried?"

Kanako-chan didn't respond to Yumi's question. sllEmce proving that the
student with the long hair in the background oftdka-san's photos was her after

all, it wasn't a coincidence nor was it a case istaken identity.
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"A while ago, you followed members of the Hanadé&eademy student
council too, didn't you?"

"How could I allow it? That ... that tranny was cling to you. Ambushing
you at the Lillian's school gates."

Turning defiant, Kanako-chan resorted to harshdageg.

"Don't call him that."

"But he is a tranny. Weak as he may be, it doetr@dnge the fact that he's
male."

Hearing her spit this out, Yumi finally realizech&t Kanako-chan just might —

"Do you not like men?"

"l hate them. They're the worst animals of all.”

Given this declaration, it seemed Kanako-chanyehtl hate men.

Kanako-chan apparently had the same hatred of s\&aehiko-sama.

No, hold on.

In the face of Kanako-chan's outright loathing cdfmmSachiko-sama's "man
hatred" didn't really stack up.

Perhaps what Sachiko-sama had was closer to a pimalnia.” She froze up
whenever one approached her unawares, but shatelgfididn't see men as the
enemy. She just wasn't inoculated against thenpanttked sometimes.

"I'm sure there are some horrible men, but theyoteall like that."

"Maybe not, but the vast majority are."

Kanako-chan asserted confidently. This seemed tlte ingrained.

"But still, men and women, we're all human — yoowdtd have learned this
during health class. Even you must have a fatiggt?"

"l do not."

"Uh ... o-okay."

"That man is no father."

Every family had its own circumstances so she tlidaht to pry too much.
Hating men in and of itself meant there must beason behind it. Whereas it

usually didn't require a reason to like them — wafto was it that said that?
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"But Kanako-chan."

Roughly half of all humanity were men, so if shgcéed them entirely she
was narrowing her own world. Of course, Yumi waabout to say she should force
herself to like them. But it was a bit sad that &lemchan would just cast them
aside "because they're men." She was much, much pitiable than all the men
she'd cast aside up until now, and all those stestlaside in the future.

"You too, you're going to stand up for men, are youni-sama?"

Kanako-chan laughed coldly.

At that point Yumi thought that perhaps Kanako-cheas transferring her
anger against someone else onto her. The way Keasteko said, "You too," stuck
in her ears for some reason.

"Yumi-sama. Please, enough already. Arguing abayss ust doesn't suit
you."

"Doesn't suit me?"

"Right. You have to stay your usual angelic selef@r, Yumi-sama. Don't
look upon those filthy boys, remain a pure maidérmally. Smiling in Maria-
sama's academy."

Kanako-chan closed her eyes in rapture. However.

"That's impossible."

Yumi spoke clearly.

"Why?"

"l like this school so I'd like to stay here forevBut I'm going to grow older
whether | like it or not, and as | grow older alts of things will change."

"I'm talking about the present, not the future."

"Even so. I'm my own person, with my own persogalitm glad that you
worry about me, Kanako-chan. But I've said thatdomng to Hanadera, and | can
take responsibility for myself, and make judgmeagpropriate for my age."

"But that's not what | desire.”

"Not what you desire ... ?"

It was getting harder to understand what Kanakaatas talking about. What

had she meant by that last remark?
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"What I'm looking for is the Rosa Chinensis budttiheaits patiently in the
greenhouse until the day it blossoms. The perfeadjant flower that's been
provided with water and nutrients and kept at astamt temperature, that's
untouched by the cold, open air or insects. Whérst saw you, | just knew that
you were so pure that you were a fitting embodinaértllian's Girls Academy. So,
please, stay here and bloom into a beautiful flowere's absolutely no need for
you to look outside."

"I'm not the exemplary person you think | am, Kam&kan."

More like a dandelion - far more mundane, not paldirly rare, and the only
thing slightly noteworthy was how easily it couské root.

"It's not just me, I'm sure everyone else looky@i the same way, Yumi-
sama. The one fit to be Rosa Chinensis' petit sddwer one everyone adores ... !"

"But I'm telling you, you're wrong."

"So you've been fooling everyone then?"

"Huh?"

"Because it was you yourself that gave us that @sgion in the first place. If
you say it's wrong, then so be it. But please,im@& manner befitting your image
right to the very end. Don't do any rash actiorat #tren't like you. Don't say such
ill-suited words."

After this spray of nonsense, Kanako-chan's faaepted and large teardrops
stained her cheeks. Looking at that tear-stained, fdumi wondered why Kanako-
chan was crying.

Since Yumi was the one under attack.

She was being unilaterally condemned, even thobhghdgln't understand the
charges against her

"Please don't betray everyone's expectations."

Kanako-chan shrieked then dashed off. However,etiie was blocked by
someone that had appeared unbeknownst to them.

"That's quite the cruel thing you said."

Yumi opened her eyes when she heard that haugitg.v&tanding there, like

in a dream, was her beloved onee-sama.
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"You started liking her of your own accord and daled her around. But when
you found out she didn't live up to your ideal, yashed out at her. Did you really
think anyone would accept your logic?"

"Onee-sama ... "

From behind her, Yumi couldn't see Kanako-changsession. But she'd never
seen Sachiko-sama looking as stern as this befarder voice was both filled with
anger and completely cold.

"Stop acting so conceited. The world doesn't rez@iround you."

Sachiko-sama roared, and Kanako-chan couldn't mustsingle word of
objection.

Sachiko-sama stepped to the side, allowing enoogm ifor one person to fit
past her, and Kanako-chan ran out of the greenhouse

The stress was suddenly gone from Yumi and shechezlion the ground as
her legs gave way.
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Part 6.

"Are you alright?"
Sachiko-sama asked quietly, her hand on Yumi'sideou
"Yeah ... or rather, it doesn't feel like this islreat."
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longer as terrifying as a demon's, nor was herevagcold as ice.

"l received a phone call from Sei-sama last ni@he said she was a bit
worried and | should keep an eye out for you. Asialisshe's on the same
wavelength as you."

Sachiko-sama answered Yumi's question of, "Whyyare here?" before she
could ask it.

"But."

Sei-sama was indeed always helping her. But Sagdakaa was definitely the
person she wanted there the most right at that mbme

"What did she mean when she was talking about shihge me?" I've never
really thought about how people view me."

Yumi was still confused so she said what had stadier mind. She wanted to
understand the situation and sort out her feelings.

“That's for the best, don't you think?"

Sachiko-sama smiled.

"Although it's something | think about from timettome."

"Oh, really?"

"Selfish. Arrogant. Hysterical ... | think I've got@etty good grasp on my
own image."

Sachiko-sama took a few steps over to the flowewdnadi gently stroked the
Rosa Chinensis bud. It looked to be a little larged a bit redder than when
Tsutako-san had taken the photograph just a few dasfier.

"You should just do what you think, and not considéat's "like you." The
end result will be "like you." In your case, Yurhthink that's for the best."”

"Onee-sama ... "

"That girl admired you based on appearances. Tlagtsarve as a thin thread
to bring people together. But by itself it's weékfalls a long way short of what
you'd call a connection. That's all it was."

Sachiko-sama was saying that how they met wasrpbitant. What was

important was how they forged their bonds aftet.tha
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A weak thread was easy to cut. It would inevitadpty broken sooner or later.
Even if it was repaired it might just get brokeraiag

"That reminds me, the first thing that drew me taywas when | saw you
playing "Ave Maria" on the organ, onee-sama."

Yumi stood up and brushed the dirt from her skirt.

"Right. Appearances are the easiest thing to nofeg the most important
things are hidden deep inside, so it can be qusteuggle to reach them."

"Inside?"

"Precisely."

Sachiko-sama held out her hand towards Yumi, anchi¥ualked over to her
onee-sama's side.

"l like your face, your hair, your voice, your fiagips and all that. But it's not
because of your appearance that | like you. Whawd is your soul, which moves
them all."

Sachiko-sama's hand stroked Yumi's cheek, touckedhdir, and gripped her
hand before coming to rest on the knot of the tiess uniform.

"My soul?"

"Yes. The part that can't be seen. If there's amgtthat's "Yumi-like," don't
you think it would be that?"

"And you could find that, onee-sama?"

Yumi wanted Sachiko-sama to answer, to say thadl shmhesitatingly find that
precious thing hidden deep inside, that thing @y Yumi had and which made
her who she was.

"Of course? Even if | was in a silent world of pitislack, if you were there I'd
know instantly, Yumi."

"Uh ... "

"Or ... let's see. Suppose you were involved in ssore of terrible accident,
and you were taken to a hospital and wrapped irddges like an Egyptian
mummy, lying in a bed alongside a thousand sinpl@ople, I'd still be able to
identify you on my first attempt.”

"Um, onee-sama, that example's a bit dark."
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"l suppose. But that's how certain | am that | wiolil mistake you."

Like that huh? Suddenly, her strength was gondlamtears started welling up
and spilling over. Her onee-sama was holding hedhaut, waiting for her and
Yumi didn't hesitate in running over to her.

"Onee-sama~"

The switch had been flipped and the tears weremm@imne after the other with
no way to stop them.

However, it wasn't a flood of tears brought abguKhnako-chan's words.

Sachiko-sama had warmed Yumi's heart. That wasthdmg was the stream of
tears.

If she really was in a silent world of pitch bladk,bandaged like an Egyptian
mummy, Yumi didn't know if her onee-sama would atifufind her. Somewhere in
her heart she knew it was probably impossible.

But even so, those words were what Yumi needed dagithat moment. Like
ointment applied to a graze, they were the medisime needed to protect herself
from the open air.

“It's alright. I'm here for you, Yumi."

Sachiko-sama stroked Yumi's hair like she were ild,cand amazingly her
heart steadied. Without wiping away her tears, Yharied her head in the warmth
of her onee-sama's chest.

When people say, "Everyone," how many people a tilking about?

One hundred? Two hundred? Or even more than that?

She didn't know.

However.

Being liked by everyone wasn't everything.

If there was just one person who felt that wayt W@ more than enough.

Yumi was thinking of her one and only irreplacealee-sama.

104



The Hanadera War
Part 1.

She didn't know if this was the case everywherg, bu

Based on the Hanadera and Lillian's school festj\thle school festival at an
all-boys school seemed louder but more tastelessttie one at an all-girls school.

First of all, take the school gate.

The letters on the sign that announced the sclemival jutted out over the
signboard, reaching over the wall it rested against

Once inside the grounds, there were signpostscthdtl be called either art or
scribblings, and while the trees weren't paintbdytwere covered with all kinds of
ornaments like it was Christmas or Tanabata. Blat af the things just left her
perplexed, wondering, "Why is that there?" Vinylcoals, real leather boots,
swimming floats, saucepans, hats, dog leashes A#tsorts of things up in the
trees.

There seemed to be something like a sign-in area tiee entrance but
everyone was just walking in unchallenged. Insideytsaw some middle-aged
ladies carrying shopping bags, obviously using ghkool grounds as a shortcut
home from the shops. That sort of openness was teomgeyou'd never see at
Lillian's Girls Academy.

— So with that, the six members of the Yamayurikare met at the entrance
by Yuuki, Alice and Takada-kun, and escorted ifte Hanadera Academy high-
school grounds.

But, really, where on earth was this place?

Ninjas handing out fliers, Tarzan running arounthve signboard on his back
making his trademark roar, some popular anime ckenssinging a parody of their
show's opening theme.

This should definitely be Hanadera Academy, biglitlike they'd slipped into

an alternate universe.
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All the Hanadera students made an "ohh" sound vthey saw the Lillian's
Girls Academy uniforms. Applause sprang up fromafutowhere.

"Don't worry. Everyone's been warned not to be iigpdo you ladies from
Lillian's."

Yuuki explained to Sachiko-sama, who was startingetize up. He said that if
something happened, the student could be suspeodezkpelled, as well as
punishment being levied against the club they lggddrto.

Clubs at Hanadera Academy emphasized traditionh wie strong bonds
forged between club members lasting beyond gramluatb any student who caused
the abolition of a club would be so dishonored thaty would never again be able
to cross the threshold of Hanadera Academy. Anywhe caused a club to be
shutdown would be so ashamed they'd naturally tadeop out of school.

After walking for a little while they came to a koin the path. Naturally,
however, there was no statue of Maria-sama starttliegg — in front there was a
thick grove and a smallish mountain.

"Now then, Yukichi, which way should we take thdiks from Lillian's?"

Takada-kun said loudly, out of the blue.

"Let's see. How about we take the right-hand patingythere, and the left-
hand path coming back."

Yuuki responded levelly, but his voice was raismal t

"Sounds good, let's go with that."

Even the usually soft voice of Alice joined in.

But why did they have to speak so loudly when thweye right next to each
other? And in a monotone to boot.

"l get it. You want everyone to hear, right? Salmeni the Geniji or Heishi sides
can complain."”

Yoshino-san said quietly.

"Ding ding. You're sharp, Yoshino-san."

Alice made a sound like an intercom and pointedirmilex finger in the air.
Apparently even the path that students took to @ichibHanadera was split between

two factions.
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The right-hand path they'd take going there wateggteep. It was built close
to the central mountain and undulated, giving & teel of a mountain trail. A
dynamic path with trees close to the edge.

“This would make for great exercise."

Rei-sama said, stepping around a tree stump ambiclg the log staircase.

"Is everyone alright? It's like this going thereit bhe path back is paved and
smoother."

When Yuuki said this, all the Yamayurikai membeaased their hands in the
air and said, "Hooray." However, since they botthpavere part of the Hanadera
grounds they chose to restrain from more boisteceilebrations like high-fives.

They were right not to be overjoyed.

"But it takes a big detour around the mountaint'sdonger."

"...Oh."

The maidens' smiles disappeared when that statemasnadded.

Incidentally, the short and tough path was Gehg, long and level path was
Heishi. Without walking both of them it was hardétl which one was easier.

"Which way do you usually go, Yuuki-san?"

Shimako-san asked. As expected from the daughtarnobuntain temple, she
wasn't even slightly short of breath.

"I do the same thing we're all doing today. Go ¢hene way and back the
other."

Yuuki was neither Genji nor Heishi. The boy thalueal neutrality became the
student council president.

"On that note, | take the left-hand path."

Alice said.

"| take the right."

Takada-kun added. Very much like the two of them.

Yumi pondered which route she would take if shetwerHanadera Academy
and decided that she'd probably be like Yuuki,ngkbone path there and the other
back. Not because she was imitating her brothes. Hitkuzawa siblings were both

equally indecisive.
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After following the hiking course a little furthéney finally arrived at the point
where it met up with the longer but flatter Heiglath and were once again greeted
with the sight of students putting on various perfances.

There were students handing out discount ticketfodd stalls, handing out
packs of tissues with filers for music acts andypla all the usual means of
attracting customers.

A student in a panda costume was handing out égbpo little children. When
they walked past, he offered one to Yumi, even gihoshe wasn't a kid. The plastic
wrapping had indecipherable pink and yellow lettgron it.

"Th-thank-you."

The panda patted her on the head like she wascdgidahen went back to the
group of kids.

"Even though no-one else is approaching us beaafus@uki-kun's watchful
gaze ... such incredible bravery."

Rei-sama spoke with admiration, looking back atgheda.

"Perhaps he was emboldened because we couldhisstaee."

Something well worth considering.

"Even so, why did he only give me one ... ?"

Yumi took a good look at the candy she'd just nesmki Yuuki laughed and
offered his opinion.

"Cos you look the most like a child here, Yumi."

"Wha ... "

Even though Noriko-chan was the youngest. And wétie was at it, since she
was born in April it made her older than Yoshinorsand Shimako-san, although
only by a little.

"It's not so bad. You like sweets, right Yumi? Tip@nda must have realized
that."

Sachiko-sama consoled her, but didn't provide mhyclvay of support. Since
liking sweets fitted the image of a little child.

"If you don't want it, I'll take it, Yumi."

"No. Because he gave it to me."
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Yumi quickly hid it behind her back.

"See."

Sachiko-sama happily said, "You're glad you gaiftér all, aren't you?" Darn
it, she'd been completely played.

Still, since Sachiko-sama was feeling well enoughtdase her soeur, it
probably meant she was getting somewhat accustamnéie atmosphere. At the
very least, it was a good sign.

"Don't eat it while we're walking."

"Oka~y."

Yumi opened her handbag to put the lollipop insi8let just at that moment,
she caught sight of a word written on the wrapper.

(Huh.)

Surprised, another word jumped out at her. Theoyeltharacters from the
indecipherable text all formed words.

"Mystery Novel Appreciation Society ... ?"

Yumi tilted her head in confusion as she read tbeda. How on earth were a
panda and lollipops related to mystery novels? Weeat the real mystery.

Be that as it may, she felt like she'd heard somgthbout a mystery novel
club somewhere before...

"Yumi."

Her onee-sama called out to her because she hagdddgehind, so Yumi
quickly stuffed the lollipop in her pocket and fancatch up.
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Part 2.

The Hanadera Academy's high-school student coweoim was inside a
school building.

It was situated alongside the classrooms, but tlieaece was between the
toilet block and a staircase, so it was recesdet] a

The inside was completely different to the meetimgm on the second floor of
the Rose Mansion that was used by the Lillian'ss@icademy student council.

How best to describe it ... right, everything abdujave the impression of a
second-hand store. Basically, there were all softson-student-council items
scattered everywhere, with some old wooden deslesl lup in the middle of the
room.

Even at a casual glance, she was able to confienptésence of washboards,
geta sandals, empty goldfish bowls and broken sloainongst other things. It was
impossible for an outsider to understand why ablsththings had been left in this
room.

In any case, Kobayashi-kun had been waiting irstbdent council room, so it
wasn't long after their 1:30pm arrival that thegrsd the day's planning meeting
between the Yamayurikai and the four Hanadera stumincil members.

"— So, each of the Roses will be on top of a d#fértower, and when a
challenger reaches the top of the tower you'll thekn a quiz question. If they get
the question right you'll attach a sticker to thepiestion sheet. This will run for an
hour and a half, from 2 to 3:30. Each of the Ros#dishave a Hanadera student
council member at her side. We'll deal with anyhpems related to the game, so
don't worry about that ... umm, were there any qoas"

Kobyashi-kun asked, surveying the female camp. lds & strange one, his
position was that of treasurer, but he kept puttingself forwards so now he'd
become something of a chairman.

"No. We'll leave everything up to you Hanadera gent

110



The Lillian's side had heard most of this beforel amothing stuck out as
needing more attention. All three of the Roses sekem bit relieved when they
heard they'd each have their own bodyguard(?).

"Well then, we'll step outside for now, to let theutons get changed.”

After saying this, the boys proceeded out of trenroAlice was last out, after
setting out the things for them to change into, lrutwas still a boy after all so he
reluctantly left the room too.

"Would it be better if we left too?"

Shimako-san asked out of courtesy.

"Ah, no."

A petit soeur getting changed in front of her osaaia. There was no point
being embarrassed about it now. Or rather, it wasenmembarrassing to be
embarrassed about it. Although it might be diffédem Shimako-san and Noriko-
chan, who had only been soeurs for three months.

"I'd rather you helped out.”

Yoshino-san said, having torn open the dry-cleamiag and holding out the
safety pins contained within for Rei-sama.

"Alright. Is that ... Alice's?"

"Yeah. It's a bit big, isn't it?"

Yoshino-san muttered, holding the trousers up ag&ier Lillian's uniform.

"Hmm. You're not that different in height, but hasboy. Long legs. Hey,
Sachiko, did you bring any safety pins?"

" did."

Sachiko-sama took two safety pins from her sewinigaikd handed them to
Rei-sama. Yoshino-san started changing immediatety finally her trouser cuffs
were fixed with four safety pins in total — onerfro oshino-san, one from Rei-sama
and two from Sachiko-sama.

In other words, the clothes they were getting clkdnomto were Hanadera
Academy school uniforms.

The three Roses were guests from the neighborimgogcso it was imperative

that they wear their school uniform. The three bosf however, were their
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assistants. They'd be looking after their onee-samho had to stay atop the towers
for an hour and a half, but the contestants mightcgnfused if there were girls in

Lillian's uniforms walking around at the bottomtbae towers. To prevent that, the
compromise they reached was that everyone othertbi@aRoses would be wearing
Hanadera Academy uniforms while the game was gomg

The uniforms for the boutons were all spares thatthree shorter Hanadera
student council members had brought from home (uisly after getting them
cleaned). Yoshino-san had Alice's uniform, Norik@ac had Kobyashi-kun's and
naturally enough Yumi had been given her youngether Yuuki's uniform.

Still, "shorter" was a relative term and it wasyoml comparison to Takada-
kun and the Yakushiji brothers. While Alice did geat a slender image, Yuuki and
Kobayashi-kun were about average height for malgh-school students. In
contrast, the three boutons were not particulaaly. tThey could fit into the
borrowed uniforms easily enough, but both the sfieeves and trouser legs were
too long.

"Even if they just roll up their sleeves, it's Isfour safety-pins each for the
trouser cuffs, are we going to have enough?"

They needed a total of 12 since there were threplpeneeding their trouser
legs taken up, which meant eight more. Unfortuyaieldidn't seem like Yumi,
Shimako-san and Noriko-chan had eight safety pataden them.

Inside the pocket-sized sewing kits that the dadsught with them was one
safety-pin. They'd expected two. Regrettably, tbeyld only scrape together three
safety pins, which wasn't even enough for one perso

"l wonder if we could borrow some from somewhere."

Rei-sama murmured, as Noriko-chan finished changjogkly folding up the
cuffs of her trousers and saying, "I'm fine likesth

Yumi tried to copy her. However.

"It's fine for one person, but having two peopletn® each other with their
trousers rolled up is a bit — "

"Yeah ... "
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Going by the reaction of the Roses, they looketedoolish. If it was simply a
matter of looking foolish she would have just eradunt. But it would ruin the
whole point of wearing the uniforms if they stoadt conspicuously.

Reluctantly, Yumi unrolled her trouser legs.

"That damn Yuuki."

At that moment she resented her lanky younger broitho had outgrown her
at some point in the past.

"I wonder if | should just sew them up."

It was her brother's uniform, so as long as shedumdfterward it should be
fine. The sewing kit contained a needle, threadsmnskors.

"But we don't have time for that."

Yoshino-san said, looking at the clock.

"It could have been done in the time it took yos&y that."

Rei-sama, the home economics maestro, snappechepemwn sewing Kit.

"You can't do it while she's still wearing it. Ywsan would have to get
changed again. You have to include that in the ttrtekes."

"Ah, right. But still."

The Yellow Rose soeurs ignored Yumi as they laudcimo an argument
about, "There's no time," "Yes there is."

“This wouldn't be a problem if you were wearinghlweels. But they probably
don't have those in a boys school ... "

Sachiko-sama said to herself, perhaps as a joksh@snspected the excess
trouser length.

"High heels?"

Yumi had a flash of inspiration when she heard ¢rege-sama's words, and
raced over to a pile of odds and ends.

"Here. I'll borrow these."

What she'd retrieved was a completely ordinary plamen's geta sandals.

Having found something suitable, she promptly tadkher socks and tried

them on. There was no problem height-wise. Theyaradlip-clop sound as she
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walked but apart from that they were fine. And Bedden growth gave her a new
perspective which put her in high spirits.

While all this was going on, Yoshino-san had coilgd her long braids into
buns. They weren't trying to disguise themselvedHasadera students, but just
having her long hair moving about might be distragt

"Noriko-chan should be fine as she is ... what alyout Yumi? Do you want
to wear your hair down?"

"l suppose | should."

Her ribbons might attract attention too, which wasgood. So with that, she
untied her trademark twin ribbons. But her haieatlty had weird kinks in it, since it
had been tied up all morning. They were stubbommugh that they'd have to be
brushed out.

"Do you want to wet it?"

"But they don't have a hairdryer, right?"

"... Doesn't look like it."

Even though they had a washboard, mortar and pesth®nsai pine tree, a
mask from some Asian country and a teddy bear, dndyt have what she needed
right then — a hairdryer.

"Oh, that's right. You brought a hand towel, digo'ti, Yumi?"

"Uh, yeah."

Her onee-sama asked her to hand it over, whichdghethen Sachiko-sama
spread it over Yumi's head.

"A turban? Or a headscarf?"

Either one would be bad enough to make her run almeybefore she could do
anything the sides of the hand-towel had been g@teund from the front and tied
tightly behind her neck.

"Ah, that looks good."

"It matches the geta sandals.”

At the unexpectedly positive response, Yumi tookler hand mirror and had
a look. Which led to:

"Th-this ... "
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Was some kind of pseudo-pirate. Well, it most rdsleththe style adopted by
her father whenever they did a spring clean ofRlleuzawa house, but that wasn't a
particularly well known example and the only onattivould have understood it
was her brother, on the opposite side of the door.

But this was probably a pretty good idea. With tmend-towel covering
everything, none of her crinkly hair was visibleSe with that, Yumi decided to go
with it. As a result, all three boutons had comgdieheir metamorphosis.

"Whoa. Yumi-san, you look just like Yukichi."

Kobayashi-kun pointed and laughed upon his retwaming been informed that
they had finished changing.

"What? Don't say that."

The Fukuzawa siblings objected in unison.

"Just bear with it for an hour and a half."

She didn't have particularly good hearing but shi®# managed to hear
someone say, "Not just their looks but what they tem," so it looked like they'd
become a laughing stock.

"Anyway, how did you get all these scratches onryouform?"

Yumi conducted a closer inspection of her brotharorm as she put the
lollipop she'd received from the panda into a packe

Alice's uniform, which was probably about the saagge, was impeccably
clean. Kobayashi-kun's wasn't as good as Alicetsitivasn't as bad as Yuuki's.

"Stow it. It's better than this one."

Yuuki held out his left arm, showing a rip abouthard of the way up the
sleeve that dangled open like a gaping mouth.

"Wh-what happened?"

"Being student council president's a test of stitenijow, it's about time we
headed out to the oval."

Her brother checked his watch and quickly turnesuad. Yumi was a bit
concerned for him, but then Alice tapped her onsti@ulder.

"It's because Yukichi's energetic, unlike me."

"Energetic?"
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"Yeah. He's always running around the school. Beeahe's the student
council president, and because he's not the typevawy about being overly
dignified, he's always on the go. There's all softight corners and he's always
watching out for others first. And although it'st mdten, there probably are times
when he has to get physical to make some studstén ko him. So his uniform gets
tattered quickly."

"Hmm."

She felt like she'd got a glimpse at a side ofbrether that she didn't see at
home. It seemed unbelievable that he'd get physital anyone. But apparently
Yuuki put up a strong front away from home.

"Hey, who left this box in the doorway?"

The tough guy shouted when he opened the door.

"Oh, when did that happen? It wasn't there a moragaot"

Yumi and the rest of the Yamayurikai followed thartddera student council
members out into the hallway. When they did, they & huge cardboard box had
been left near the club room entrance. It was @& @bimut 70cm along each side.
Neatly painted in light brown. They surely wouldvkanoticed it earlier if it had
been there for a while.

"It could be a prop for a play, or part of somepthy, | guess. Something
might have happened while they were carrying ithey left it here."

Takada-kun said as he moved it aside. They werktoexstaircase, so people
probably did leave things there for a little wHilem time to time.

"Still, putting it right in front of the student aacil room's door? Even if you
were coming right back, you wouldn't put it there."

"And it'd have some kind of label on it if they wedelivering it to the student
council."

"l don't remember ordering any empty boxes."

"Empty?"

"Yeah, empty."

"... It could have been intentionally abandoned."”

"l guess there are some idiots who'd make that gamb
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"Of course there are. But if they were looking tokpa fight, a single box is a
bit weak."

The boys crowded around the box and voiced themi@ps. But since the
people who left it there weren't present, all theyld do was speculate.

"Still, just dumping it here is outrageous. I'litpyp a warning saying that there
will be consequences if it's not moved in 30 misdte

Yuuki pulled some paper and a thick marker from eairere, quickly wrote

out some sentences and taped it in a prominentiiqgrasi

Warning!

This box will be disposed of if it's not removethimi thirty minutes.

If it happens again, the owner should be prepared dn appropriate
punishment.

1:45pm, Hanadera Academy student council presidarkyzawa Y uuki.

“There, that'll do. Alright, let's go."
He started walking, as though nothing had happehieding watched the
series of events unfold, the Yamayurikai membdesly exchanged glances.

— Boys were, in some ways, incredible.
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Part 3.

In the middle of the oval there were three towers red, one white and one
yellow. Surrounding them was a great crowd of pgrénts, all apparently male
students, impatiently waiting for the start. Somerevin school uniforms, some in
gym clothes, some in their club uniforms, some wgacosplay — it wasn't just the
towers that were colorful but also the people surding them.

When they saw the Lillian's school uniforms, the/fquickly stepped aside,
clearing a path. Adhering to the warnings aboutdpgiolite.

The towers looked more like playground slides thamers. Each one had a
side that angled down from the peak to the grodnthdder was attached on the
opposite side, in a corner.

"Don't tell me we have to climb those ladders ... I?"

It wasn't just Sachiko-sama that was taken abadkégight of the towers but
also Shimako-san.

The tall platforms constructed from timber werehagh as the roof of a one-
story building, although they looked a little bawler to Yumi. But despite being a
bit lower than she'd expected, they were still aves metres tall. Just getting up
there would be a challenge for someone not usetinibing ladders.

"Don't worry, we'll use the ladders but we've prepaa staircase for you ladies
to use. Although there's only one, so you'll havtake it in turns going up."

At Yuuki's signal, some students that were appbrdmglping with the event
brought out a staircase attached to a cart. Itsiasar to the stair cars they had at
airports, although the staircase had apparentlyecloom the library archive where
it was used to reach books that were up high.

"“I'll go first then. Excuse me, can you push thaigainst the yellow tower?"

Rei-sama wouldn't have had a problem with the Igdul& being cognizant of
her skirt she decided to use the mobile staircdke.quickly climbed the staircase
and stood atop the yellow tower.

The staircase was moved from the yellow tower éowvthite one. Shimako-san

was very ladylike as she carefully trod up therstai

118



Last place was Sachiko-sama, but she still lookbd ancertain — even when
the staircase was wheeled before her she just stmo# still in front of the red
tower.

"Onee-sama, I'll ="

"Yumi. | told you already, I'm fine."

Sachiko-sama glared at her, even though she hgeingaid, "go up there in
your place."

"Yes. No, | just wanted to go up there and havigla look. Is that okay?"

"On top of the tower?"

"Yes. | want to see what it feels like."

"... | suppose | can't stop you."

"But I'm a bit scared, so can you go up there wit) onee-sama?"

Yumi took Sachiko-sama's hand and guided her avérd staircase. Sachiko-
sama didn't show any sign of fear, whether it wasalise she was relieved someone
else was going with her, or because she didn't weaappear weak in front of her
petit soeur, and before long she was standing moftthe tower.

The tower was about three tatami mats in size (X&1wm) and the view was
amazing. They could see the gymnasium next to\taeand all the way over to the
school buildings.

The wind was incredibly soothing. She thought &irtg to the wind in flight,
like a bird or an insect.

"Ah, this must be your seat over here, onee-sama."

There was a single chair on top of the tower, fg¢tawards the slide section.

"It's sturdy, so it should be fine."

Yumi sat on it first, to make sure it was safelier onee-sama. The chair was
fastened to the tower. As long as the tower didollapse, she wouldn't have to
worry about falling if she was seated there.

"l suppose.”

Sachiko-sama switched places with Yumi and sat downthe chair. By
slightly lowering her line of sight, she couldr&esthe ground directly and her stiff

facial expression softened somewhat.
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"Hey, Yumi."

Yuuki arrived atop the tower, having climbed thedar.

"Are you going to stay up here forever? | want twvethe staircase out of the
way."

"l guess it is a bit small for three people up Here

In truth, she wanted to stay by Sachiko-sama's tsideentire time. It wasn't
that she doubted Yuuki's ability as a bodyguard,Yaumi held the conceit that, "If
I'm here, onee-sama will have 100 times more cautag

"It's not so bad with three people, but when theng@atarts there'll be another
one too."

Yuuki said, scratching his head.

“The challengers will climb this slide and whenytaarive they'll stand there
and be asked a quiz question."

The spot he indicated was right where Yumi wasenily standing. In a 30cm
x 30cm square marked off with red tape.

"Sachiko-san will sit there, so what about you amel Yumi? It's not a huge
space for the three of us but, well, it'll be fine.

Yuuki had given her permission but Yumi thoughtréhevas bound to be a lot
of action once the game started so it seemed likasde of space to have her there
just as a companion. But she couldn't bring hetselbandon Sachiko-sama here
either.

"Il just watch the start. I'll climb down oncesée how it is."

When she'd determined that Sachiko-sama was acoedtto both the height
and the game.

"The staircase would just get in the way once trenestarts, so it's going to be

moved away."
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"You'll climb down the ladder!?"

Yuuki and Sachiko-sama both asked simultaneously.

"Don't worry, I'm not wearing a skirt."

“That was the only problem for you, Yumi?"

"Mmm."

Yumi replayed what she'd said in her mind and gtdlught she wouldn't want
to climb down the ladder in a skirt because somewight look up it.

"You're incredible. | couldn't climb down a laddeom this height no matter
what."

Sachiko-sama spoke from the bottom of her heartth8ts it, it had been a
problem with the height.

"Well, if you say you can, Yumi, I'm sure you can."

Yuuki gave a signal to below and the staircase segmrated from the tower.
Surveying the scene, at some point Takada-kun retent to the top of the white
tower and Kobayashi-kun the yellow tower.

"We're about to start, Sachiko-san."

Yuuki checked his watch then exchanged glances l#tlcomrades atop the
white and yellow towers. Seeing them nod back, Yeukped his hands around his
mouth and loudly proclaimed:

“Let the Hanadera war's second stage, the battlalfian, begin."

Since he'd said the "second stage," that must im@aat that the first battle had
already taken place. Yumi idly wondered if thereevalso third and fourth stages
too.

Out of nowhere came the sound of someone blowing @mch shell, and with
that as the signal the participants rushed ovtrdalide.

(Oowah.)

Sachiko-sama probably couldn't see the situatiomfwhere she was sitting
but if she stood up and looked at the ground simsthctively want to run away
from the unfolding spectacle. Like the great migmatof wildebeest, or a massive
crowd of ants swarming around sugar. At any rateas a messy turmoil.

"Yu-yumi."
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Sachiko-sama called out for her help, frightenedthsy roar that seemed to
come from the depths of the earth. The combinaifonar-cries with various other
noises mixed in closely resembled the sound frarbtttle scenes she'd seen on the
TV show Big River Drama.

"It's alright, onee-sama."

Yumi knelt beside the chair and grasped Sachikcasahands. The Roses' real
job started when the first animal, uh, human, adiatop the tower. But no
challenger had yet made it to the top of eitherdak white or yellow towers.

That was probably because the three slides wererdwtary slides.

The yellow slide was smeared in a syrup that lodkesl mustard, making it
hard to climb because the boys kept losing theitifig.

The white slide was only covered in flour, so ibked to be easier to climb,
but there was an obstacle before the slide. Thel tbafish a toffee out of a
container covered in flour using their mouth befibvey could climb the tower.

Finally, the red tower that they were on was bwilih the slide a bit steeper
than the others and a single straw rope danglioig the top of the tower. Initially
Yumi had wondered why their tower was the only ooe coated in something of
the respective color, but she understood aftengeée first challengers. The palms
of their hands where they were grasping the stigve were turning bright red. On
top of that, blood was running from a cut on theefaf the frontrunner, probably
suffered in the melee for the rope.

"Ah, you've made it to the top, Ishiguro-kun frohetgymnastics club. Which
quiz question do you want, from 1 to 100?"

Yuuki asked the out of breath challenger, pointaiga cookie tin. The tin
contained 100 numbered cards with the quiz questiaiiten on them.

"Number one!"

Ishiguro-kun of the gymnastics club screamed wlithia might.

"Number one ... sorry, that's a miss. Come back aypdgain. Exit's over
there."

Card number one, with the word "Miss!" written dnn large lettering, was

unceremoniously tossed in the bin.
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"God damn it!"

The poor lad who'd drawn a miss despite being itisé ferson to arrive slid
down the narrow section of slide with "exit" writt@n it. She watched him leave
out of the corner of her eye as the second chalelhguled themselves up the straw
rope and onto the platform.

"Well then, next challenger. Which number do yountva

“Lucky number seven."

"Number seven. Look at that, it really is lucky.efé's a question. Here | go.
Which element has atomic number seven?"

"Um ... I'll be back."

The second challenger then launched himself dowrettit slide. Apparently
his specialty was humanities rather than science.

It soon became apparent that the questions weidedivinto a number of
categories, like, "What's the title of the monkr8an's most renowned piece?" or,
"What are the five fundamental seasonings useapardese cooking?" or, "What's
the name of the classical literature teacher Mgtz wife?" or, "What's 9 x 7?"

About two or three of every 10 contestants woulawdia card that matched
their field of expertise and get the right answidnere were plenty of miss cards
mixed in there too.

Before long, they'd had about thirty participariisb up the slide, nominate a
number, then either answer the question or leatleowt responding. By this time,
Sachiko-sama had become pretty much accustomed smoothly congratulating
the successful challengers and adding a stickethéx question sheets and
commiserating with the unsuccessful ones.

When there was a little break in the line of chadlers, Sachiko-sama opened
the small bag she'd brought with her and stuckbad inside, feeling around.

"What are you looking for?"

Yumi asked.

"My moist towel ... but it's okay. It must be in mgh®ol bag in the student
council room."

“Then I'll go get it."
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Sachiko-sama had a thin sheen of sweat on herdadehnd the nape of her
neck.

"Ah, Yumi. You don't have to go. I've got a handiteef."

"Just wait a little while. I'll be right back."

Sachiko-sama grabbed her arm to stop her but Yemilgfreed herself from
Sachiko-sama's hand. The game had been going dort &lalf an hour. Yumi had
been thinking it was about time she withdrew anyway

"Yumi. Put your sandals into this bucket and go ddarefoot, it'll be safer."

"Ah, right."

Following Yuuki's directions, Yumi took off her gesandals and tossed them
in the indicated bucket. The bucket was attachedp®ce of rope that was as tall as
the tower and tied around the top rung of the ladaeking it a mechanism for
transferring small items to or from the tower.

"Then you can put Sachiko-san's stuff in theregiad me a yell and I'll pull it

up.

"Got it."

She descended the ladder barefoot, then as shputtasy on the sandals that
had arrived ahead of her she saw Yoshino-san wafkast the red tower.

"Yoshino-san?"

"Ah, Yumi-san. | got a message in the bucket saj@egchan was thirsty, so
I've just got back from buying her some juice."

Yoshino-san smiled, carrying three cool drinkssparts drink, an orange juice
and a can of coffee.

"So where are you off to, Yumi-san?"

“I'm making a dash to the student council room ¢b §achiko-sama's moist
towel."

"We've both got it tough. Later."

Yoshino-san ran off towards the yellow tower, mutig, "Hurry, hurry."

Yumi turned and watched her for a little while, ¥asshino-san put the juice
into the bucket which was pulled up by Kobayashi-ku
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Yumi turned her gaze to the white tower, wondevimgt was happening there,
and saw Noriko-chan at the base of the tower waigridbooking up at the top.
Shimako-san looked to be so busy she didn't hame to think about requesting
something from her petit soeur.

It was tough being told to do something, and tolg¥ing nothing to do.

The bouton's task was quite a burden indeed.

The brown cardboard box they'd seen on their waywas still in front of the
door. The time limit was already up but Yuuki arite tother student council
members hadn't returned yet so it hadn't been skspof.

"A~lice."

She called out in a sing-song voice as she entbeetbom, and Alice lifted his
gaze from the desk and the paperwork he'd beemdoin

"Yumi-san. Oh, what's the matter?"

"Forgot something. Where's Sachiko-sama's bag . heab, it is."

The fastidious Sachiko-sama's bag was as orgamigzezVer, so it didn't take
long to find what she was after. A moist towel thee of a handkerchief inside a
plastic bag. During summer, her onee-sama woulehofarry this to cool herself
down. Although it was autumn according to the cdéenthere were still plenty of
hot days so she'd be making use of it for a httele longer.

"How's the game going?"

Alice asked.

"It's really pumping."

Yumi gave him a thumbs-up.

"Really? That's good. I've been really busy hem@ teven though missing
children, broadcasting and lost property are atidted in other places, it all seems
to flow here for some reason. It's finally calmealm a bit now, but the student
council room's advertised as the emergency com@ict so someone has to stay
here and man it. And when there's a crowd, peoglestop in for a look. Who

wants to look at a rundown store?"
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Alice laughed. Yumi wasn't sure whether his analeg@g correct or not, but
thought that, strangely enough, it might be.

"There's only fifty minutes left. Tell Sachiko-saaagive it her best."

"Yep. You keep up the good work here too, Alice."

They waved farewell and Yumi departed. Sachiko-sams waiting for her so
she didn't have time to have a leisurely chat wiikhe. Straight there and straight
back.

As she was walking out of the student council raeomd about to descend the
stairs, Yumi's eye suddenly stopped on a faucettheaoilet block.

"Ah, it'd probably be better if | wet it again.”

The towelette had turned lukewarm while it wagrggttinside Sachiko-sama's
bag.

She wanted to make her onee-sama feel just thiat it more comfortable.
Such was the spirit of the petit soeur. So with,tBhe turned back, took the towel
out of the plastic bag and rinsed it beneath thedta

The water from the tap was cooler and more refngskinan she'd expected.
After washing and gently wringing the hand towelinv put it back into its plastic
bag and just as she was about to leave someosed cait to her from behind.

"Hey, Fukuzawa."

"Huh?"

When she turned around, there were four unknowh-sanool boys standing
there blocking her path.

They weren't making a good impression on Yumi witie way they were
acting. She tried to head back to the student abtomm but two of them quickly
blocked the doorway, and just like that they'd ested her front and back.

When she went right, they went right. When she \afhtthey went left. They
followed her movements exactly, like this was ake#izall match and she was being
marked by the opposite team.

npn

She wanted to yell, "Help," but her voice failed.nEhe ring encircling Yumi

slowly constricted.
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Yumi tried to bulldoze her way through, becausedshe caught if this kept
up. Aiming between the two in front of her, Yumisti@d past them.

"Oh, hold on now."

Just as she thought she'd slipped through, het wais grasped tightly.

"Gag 'im."

Three of them held her arms and legs as her moashgagged with duct tape.
She struggled but it was four on one. Moreover folie were all boys.

(Cowards.)

Her eyes were covered with an eye mask and her anahidegs were bound
with something like rope, then she felt herselfnielifted up and dumped into a
confined space.

(Box?)

Just as she realized it was the brown box, sheltlteam say, "One, two," and
felt herself being lifted up.

(W-where are they taking me!?)

She tried slamming her body against the box, bwtas sealed tightly and
didn't open.

"Don't struggle.”

The box was thumped from the outside and littlditg the terror grew within
Yumi.

(That place is dangerous.)

She heard Kanako-chan's voice in her memory.

(You're unguarded, Yumi-sama. Boys are so dangetbas you always,
always, have to be on guard.)

She now understood that completely, so no needameb her any further,
Kanako-chan. But it was far too late to reflecttbat now, so she'd be better off
thinking up a counter-plan.

(He said Fukuzawa, didn't he?)

It seemed as though the boys were acting this eéeskl because they knew
her. But this was the first time Yumi had ever steam, and she had absolutely no

idea what she could have done to deserve suchliagpaéatment.
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(So maybe.)

Even if they had nothing against Yumi as an indiaigl they might be carrying
this out as an attack against Lillian's Girls Aaagle-

(Yuuki, you idiot.)

He'd been pressuring everyone not to be rude taitiien's girls and this was
the backlash.

Since their behavior was nothing if not rude.

(Brilliant leadership from the Hanadera Academyhhsghool student council

president. Moron!)
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Switching locations to that Yuuki.

He felt a tingle in his spine and looked aroundt Bwvasn't the feeling of a
sudden gust of wind.

That said, it wasn't sensation of being watchdde Wlice and Kobayashi,
either.

His best guess was it felt like someone was inggltiim behind his back. No,
it was as though someone was badmouthing him kerrib

But in that case, there were far too many candsd&ie him to have a clue
about who it was. Fukuzawa Yuuki had a lot of eremmi

"Has Yumi returned by any chance?"

Sachiko-san asked quietly, at his side.

"No. The bucket's empty."

Yuuki answered, reeling in the cord attached tdoilneket. Yumi was supposed
to put Sachiko-san's stuff into the bucket whenrsh&ned from the student council
room, then he'd pull it up.

"Don't you think she's taking too long?"

"l suppose —"

Yuuki checked his watch. Yumi had climbed down frtma tower 15 minutes
ago. Estimating about five minutes one-way for thp, she should at least be
somewhere in view by now.

They'd already been through a couple of roundhefgame, and the repeat
contestants were losing some of their initial esthsm. As evidence of that, there
was a growing pile of bodies on the mat below bgilog to challengers that won
the struggle for the rope but fell off while clinmigi up — unable to put any strength
into their raw and injured hands.

From time to time some participants who'd arrivate| or taken a bit of a
breather, would climb up the slide but business wasently slow on top of the

tower.
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There was a bit of a lull in the game. Not justpatioe red tower, the white and

yellow towers were pretty much the same.

"She might be deep in conversation with Alice."

Yuuki said. As a response to the earlier commeattlsumi taking too long.
"Yumi's not the sort of girl to do that, since skent there on an errand for
me."

Sachiko-san seemed to be massively over-estimatungi. Either that, or
Yumi turned into an incredibly good girl when shasan front of Sachiko-san.

“Then | guess she might have got lost. She can U®t acatterbrained
sometimes."

"But that's terrible!"

On top of which, she's overly protective? There wdst about Sachiko-san's
life that Yuuki didn't know, but there was a loatlwas interesting in how she was
behaving.

"But as long as she's somewhere in the area, shiychave to ask one of our
students where the oval was and she'd get hereessmugh ... "

He'd intended to convey that there was no needtoywbut instead it seemed
to deepen Sachiko-san's uneasiness. She raisegldser

"And yet she's not here, so what's going on!?"

"Calm down, Sachiko-san."

"Don't tell me ... she's had an accident."

"An accident at school? Like a chemistry class exrpent gone wrong?"

He said, as a joke.

"Exactly!? Where's the science lab? Is it in thenaauilding as the student
council room?"

Sachiko-san erupted from her chair. But then slvare aware of the height
of the tower, which she'd completely forgotten a@band shakily sat back down in
the chair again.

"You were the one that said something about andenti Sachiko-san. Not

me.
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Yuuki said, squatting down beside her chair. Saxisdn bit-down on her
white handkerchief and responded with:

"Go and look for her, Yuuki-san."

"Huh!?"

"I'l'manage up here by myself. It's just reading the question and giving a
sticker to those who answer correctly, right? ... Yesan do that."

“"No way. | can't leave you up here by yourself, Ifla@-san. For one thing, we
don't even know if Yumi's been in an accident."”

"You're her brother, aren't you? Don't you chehsh?"

"Sachiko-san, you're talking nonsense."

"Listen, you have to go and search for her. Camitlyear what I'm saying?"

It was like she was a different person saying thish a self-assurance that
showed she was undoubtedly "Sachiko-sama." Hedhisgauthoritative tone of
voice, anyone would just instinctively answer, "Yess though by magic.

" — 1 guess | don't have a choice. Okay, just waitoment."”

Yuuki had a look down from the tower, searching gmmeone suitable.
Luckily, his eyes were drawn to a giant standingide the white tower, so he
waved and called out:

"Nikkou-senpai!"

"Oh, Yukichi."

"Can you come here for a minute?"

There had only been one of them when he'd callédwaiuthe other appeared
from somewhere and they both lumbered over to ¢detower. The two seniors,
Nikkou and Gakkou, Yakushiji Akimitu and Tomomitsuwins.

"If you're alright with that, we'll swap places'sithe only way I'll be able to
go."

Yuuki pointed at the ground.

"... Fine."

Sachiko-san rose slightly from her chair to seetWtiat" was and reluctantly

agreed.
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Yumi was bound to show up at some point, sayingri{sl'm late," but it was
good that Sachiko-san could get so worried about he

"What is it, Yukichi?"

"Anything you want us to do?"

After the two seniors had climbed the tower, Yulkiefly explained the
situation to them and asked them to take his plab&h they quickly agreed to.

At any rate, with the addition of those two largadies, the top of the tower
suddenly felt rather cramped. Oppressive even. Evachiko-san seemed a bit
nervous.

"Read out the question for the number they ask."

"If they get it right, attach a sticker to the card

The two seniors seemed to be enjoying themselwaming their hands
through the box containing the numbered cards dmetlking out the stack of
stickers.

"Rosa Chinensis will attach the stickers, so yon'tdwave to senpai.”

"What, we don't have to attach the stickers?"

"Right."

Yuuki still had a few misgivings, but this was aigtnt council event so he
couldn't leave it up to an outsider, and these Wweoe perfect as bodyguards. But
above all, it was vital that it was someone thath#e@-san already knew.

"Yukichi's going to the toilet."

"Something big, huh."

Nikkou and Gakkou came up with their own interptieta They usually didn't
listen properly to what other people were saying.

"... Look, think whatever you want."

He didn't have time to correct their mistake. Yupkt his foot on the ladder
and started climbing down.

As he was leaving, someone made it up to the tdpeofed tower for the first
time in a while. The sound of someone shouting'Nuimber 18" echoed overhead.

"Question. The top is a wood processing area, ti®in is a dump site. What
IS it?"
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"Uh. No way. Why'd | have to get such a tough goest'

(Tough question? It's a pretty simple riddle.)

While this was going on, Yuuki kept moving one fadter the other and
eventually made it to the ground.

— Incidentally, the answer was "a pencil sharpéner.

134



Part 4.

Yuuki made it to the student council room in thresutes, running all the
way.

The school grounds were lively, just like a reguéstival. Students, teachers,
parents, and other visitors with no connection &m&tiera were all going a little bit
wild, enjoying themselves and making noise.

The gymnasium and auditorium were used for the dwgnts but each
classroom also held something, like a haunted hoasenini-theater, cafe or
refreshment booth, or some kind of display.

He'd taken the shortest path between the ovalltendtudent council room and
no classroom had stood out as being too overcrowdwchad there been any large
gatherings in the hallway. But despite this, henftagpotted Yumi on the way over.
Although there were a number of staircases, andethergency exits were open
today too, so she may have taken a different path.

"Wh-what's the matter, Yukichi? The event hasnished yet, right?"

Yuuki opened the door and went into the studenthcibwoom. Alice looked
surprised by the sight and rushed over.

"Sachiko-san's worried about Yumi. She told med twlook for her, so | got
Nikkou and Gakkou to cover for me and came oves ¥iami stopped by yet?"

"Yumi-san? Yeah — "

Alice frowned as he muttered this.

"But that was a fair while ago now. She isn't bget?"

"How long ago?"

"Well, she would have left here about 2:40. I'mtiyrsure of that because |
called out something like, "Fifty minutes left, gbluck."

"What?"

Yuuki checked his watch. 3pm.

He'd climbed down from the tower at about 2:55frem those numbers Yumi

had been unable to make a five minute one-wayririfiteen minutes.
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"l guess she must have got lost after all. I'lltaiging a different path back to
the oval. We may have just missed each other. Atoatinue to stay on alert in
here. If Yumi comes back, keep her here ... Alice?"

"Ah, right."

Alice agreed, a bit absentmindedly. Yuuki may hgst been imagining it, but
it seemed as though Alice's face had grown proyegaler.

"Do you remember something?"

"Nuh-uh."

Despite initially denying it, it seemed as thouglic& couldn't lay his
suspicions entirely to rest as he said, "But thaas that one thing."

"What thing?"

Yuuki grabbed Alice's shoulders and shook him.

"Ah, well. A little while after Yumi-san left, therwas a commotion out in the
hallway so | stuck my head out the door to takeok.| When | did, | saw some guys
carrying away that box from before ... that's allés."

"The box!?"

Yuuki dashed out of the student council room.

Indeed, the cardboard box that had been in thendgowas no longer there.

... The box, huh."

But still, there was no grounds to suggest thatrmoval of the box was
somehow related to Yumi's disappearance. It seanwed likely that the owner of
the box had seen the note about the penalty, goddcand quickly removed it.

Yuuki crouched down and examined the spot wherebitve had been. It
looked as though that patch of floor was the omlg avhere the thin layer of dust
had been violently disturbed. But he may havelpgsin seeing that because of what
he was thinking. It could have been traces frommthe box was moved.

"Alice, earlier you said there was a commotion sa poked your head out the
door. Were they making a fuss even though they werang the box?"

Yuuki asked, increasingly concerned about what baeg at that time.
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“Initially | thought there was a fight, becausedand what sounded like some
thumps. Then | heard, "One, two," which would hbeen them readying to lift the
box."

"Readying to lift the box? How many people wereyag it?"

“Three ... no, four ... ?"

"For an empty box?"

Cardboard boxes were sturdy, but they were ssli joade of paper. There was
no way they would have needed four people to dartynless there was something
inside.

Something inside — ?

"They couldn't have ... "

Alice gasped, covering his mouth with his hand.

"They may very well have done just that."

Yuuki muttered in despair, picking up somethingt thad tumbled to the edge
of the hallway.

"There's no way Yumi would carelessly drop someghhmat was too precious
to give to Sachiko-san ... It must have fallen froer pocket when she defended
herself."

Yuuki gripped it tightly. It was the lollipop th#te panda had given to Yumi.
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"You thought | was Yuuki!?"

These were the first words out of Yumi's mouth raftee adhesive tape had
been removed and she was free to talk.

"I'm so sorry. Truly, | can't say how sorry | am."

The four students all stood in a row and bowed Kaneously. When they'd
crowded around her outside of the student counaii; she thought they'd looked
scary, but seeing them like this they just lookedd and thoughtless, like normal
boys.

"Well, you've got Fukuzawa-kun's ... trademark umfayn."

(You can call it tattered.)

"And you're about the same height."

(Because the geta sandals add some height. If gmked, you would have
noticed.)

"And your face is exactly the same."

(Because we've got the same parents.)

"Plus your brother often wraps a hand towel ardusdead like that."

(Now that I did not know.)

Despite the apology, they listlessly offered upirtexplanations, with Yumi
making a mental retort against each of them.

"— Even so."

"l know. Even with all this, it's not something tizan easily be forgiven."

Basically, it was like this:

The hunters had turned pale the moment they insgettieir prey after
bringing it back to their nest. Because what thegxpected to be an ordinary
raccoon turned out to be an endangered red panddats pretty much what
happened. Figuratively speaking.

They were in the nest, or, rather, the mystery hagpreciation society's

display space. Yumi wasn't sure how far away fromdtudent council room it was,
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since she'd been carried here in a cardboard huxt twvas obviously a part of the
school building. The two rooms may not have evesnla| that far apart. Although
it had taken them a fair while to get here, sire®yd been carrying a heavy cargo
(Yumi).

"Didn't you know that Yuuki would be at the eventt in the student council
room?"

"We knew. That's why we were confused at first. Butas a rare opportunity.
So we hurriedly changed our plans."

"You changed your plans?"

"Yeah."

He said that their initial plan was to target Alieeho was staying behind. But
like Alice had said, there had been a steady st@ansitors going into the student
council room so they couldn't find a time when haswalone. But then Yuuki
appeared and they decided that the student cqumsident would have more of an
impact than the secretary. — That's more or lessranary of what he said.

"But, why? Why did the mystery novel club have tdriap someone from the
student council?"

Yumi asked, sitting down on the seat she was affefée two floor pillows
were like a complete 180 from when she'd beenarctdrdboard box.

"There's a deep and meaningless reason for that."

"Not "meaningful?""

Not only was it for a meaningless reason but thggidthe wrong person. — As
she listened to them talk, Yumi gradually startegity them.

Besides, hadn't the mystery novel society beenotie that gave her that
lollipop? Or were the panda and the candy someletated to this kidnapping too?
Geeze, stop ruining little children's dreams alyead

"It's to do with our mystery novel appreciation ietg. It used to be a fully-
fledged club. But due to declining youth literacydeother such things, the number
of members has dropped remarkably, to the pointreviieere's only eight club
members at present ... ah, since we're a societypbaply shouldn't say club

members."

139



The boy in glasses, who looked to be the leadeghead self-deprecatingly.
Since they were a society, he should probably Bedcthe society president instead
of club president.

"But there's only four of you here? Where are ttieis? Handing out candy?"

"No. The other four are also members of other cldibey're basically only
members on paper, lending us their names. One of graduated seniors
volunteered to hand out candy."

That kindhearted graduate was probably still owdreéhin the panda suit
handing out lollies, unaware of the mess his juiad made. — Poor guy.

“This year, the animation appreciation society wemnoted to "club" status,
our clubroom was snatched from us, and we didc¢ive any budget from the
school. The space we were allocated was half ardash. Half."

They seemed to want someone to listen to their &nip even if there was
nothing they could do about them. So they told therdumi.

"Half a classroom, huh."

Certainly, the place was pretty small for a classroFrom looking up at the
ceiling, she could see that the room had been elivid half by the lockers.

That said, the size didn't seem completely inapjeitgp It seemed a good
amount of space for the number of items they hadlisplay and the number of
visitors they had. And yet, they were insistingttties wasn't the case. So the main
problem was one of pride.

"So, what, you thought you'd kidnap someone froendludent council because
you were annoyed at how small the room is?"

"Not at all!"

A partitioning screen split off the inner third tffat small space, and it was
there that Yumi and the club members were curreiithgy'd probably done that as
a precaution to keep the kidnapped Alice or Yuukiaf view of the general public,
but since they had hardly any visitors to theimpthy it didn't look like it would
have made a difference if they hadn't had thetmaring screen.

The items they were displaying — a timeline of wlistective novels were

written, a map on imitation vellum showing how aeitive solved an example
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case, and others — were of questionable interdsty Pprobably wouldn't be of
interest to someone that wasn't already familidh whe genre, and didn't seem to
have anything that a huge fan of detective novelglan't already know.

Yumi didn't know if her reasoning was correct oit boit when visitors did
come into the classroom they didn't stay for lokgleserted display seemed to have
an invisible sign out front saying, "Boring," whicmeant fewer people even
approached it, leading to a vicious circle.

People would gather at places where there weradjirpeople. Alice had said
something similar.

"It's like this."

The president said.

"The student council promised that they'd all jthe mystery novel society if
we held an event that left them speechless. N&tuva¢'d also be promoted to full
club status."

"l don't know that the kidnapped person would beespless, though.”

"They would. Because, look."

He held out a copy of a book.

"This is a magazine we published ourselves. Ihw#, set out the plan we
enacted today."

""Sherlock and Kogorou?" Is that the magazine'sefdm

What an incredible naming sense. It was immediaibljious it was related to
detective novels.

"Here, look at this part please. The cover stohe Title is, "The mystery of the
disappearing student council president." What dothink, isn't it exciting?"

"Um."

Yumi was stuck for words.

Putting it bluntly, it was too straight-forward, twino twist. Hearing the title,
her immediate response hadn't been, "What sotbof & that? | want to read it." It
left no question about whether or not the studenncil president would disappear.

Sorry, but it felt stale and cliched, even for hggihool students.
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"Since copies of each edition of "Sherlock and Kogt are presented to all
student council members, if an incident took plétat followed the plot of this
story, then the magazine would become a gigantimiwg notice. And where
would that leave the student council who could hstepped it if only they'd read
the magazine they'd been given? ... They'd be speschl

Judging by the title they'd initially been aimingr fYuuki, but while the plan
was in motion they'd obviously decided that wasasgible and switched over to
Alice. But then their initial target had appearaipne and defenseless, so they
switched targets again at the last minute. But, wioold believe it, they got the
wrong person.

When Yumi pointed this out, they curled in on thess, saying, "Exactly,
it's so embarrassing."”

“Then in that case, your plan's failed. Hurry ug &t me go."

"I'd really like to do that, but if we let you gtsithe end for us."

Obviously, he must have been speaking metaphagridalk his expression was
deadly serious. Mistaking one person for anothes ar@e thing, but if their group
was stuck with the label of, "Insulted the ladiemni Lillian's Girls Academy," then
Yuuki and the rest of the student council reallgidisband their society. Instead
of being elevated to a proper club, they were fp@ncomplete reversal with the
prospect of having their club, err, society, abi@.

"I'm starting to understand why kidnappers killitHestages."

One of them whispered furtively.

"l know, right. She's seen our faces too."

"It's kinda like, since we've failed already evaimgtg from here on is going to
be even more of a hassle, so I'd rather just malka for it."

"We can't run with a hostage."

Hold on a minute. No plotting amongst yourselvegstery novel club.

"The arrest rate for kidnappers is high!"

Yumi shouted. This seemed to bring the boys bacthér senses and they
were more reserved in their words.

"— That's just something they say on TV, right?"
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“No, it's true. You should know that."

Crackly laughter echoed around the room. Was ltyre&ay for a kidnapping
group to get carried away like this?

"l won't say anything. Promise."

Most of all, she just wanted to get out of therekjy.

"Even if you don't say anything, it'll be obviousat we're the kidnappers if we
escort you back, right?"

"Then just tell me how to get to the oval. I'll go my own."

“No way. Even if you're not in your Lillian's unifm, it's obvious you're a girl
to anyone that looks closely."

"What are you saying? — You didn't notice."

“That's because it was dark outside the studemaoroom. Besides, you're
way more conspicuous since you look like FukuzawalkY at first glance. If any
Hanadera students see you coming out of this roboowrse they're going to be
suspicious."

The leader walked to the other side of the partitig screen, slid the door
open and looked outside. When he came back, hredgdafinitively, "There's still a
lot of people coming and going."

"l know, why don't | get back in the box and yourgame? If you leave me in
front of the student council room, | can get oud amke my own way back."

Yumi thought she'd had a brilliant idea but the @&pwned and shook their
heads.

“I'm sure we'd be apprehended while carrying the. d6 Fukuzawa-kun
notices his sister's gone missing, he's bound $pesit the box. Even if he didn't,
Arisugawa Kintarou saw us carrying it away."

As expected of the mystery novel appreciation spcthey were instantly able
to see the ramifications of those actions. Althqughreality, over-thinking things
made it harder to make a move.

"Well, you're the mystery novel society, aren't y&urely you can do better."

143



Yumi swung the plastic bag containing Sachiko-samaoist towel around.
What would her onee-sama be thinking about her dloweturn petit soeur?
Hopefully she was so busy with the game that ska'haoticed.

"What happened at the end of your story? Wheretled missing student
council president wind up?"

She flicked through the pages of the magazine, imgpKor a hint. The
resolution was usually at the end. However.

"I'm not going to die!"

Yumi flopped down over the table.

The student council president was killed, stuffethie brown box, and left in a
corner of the gymnasium storeroom —

"Ah, we weren't really planning on killing your lher."

The leader hastily followed-up.

"Damn straight!"

"We were just going to leave him confined and wtienschool festival ended
we'd nonchalantly lead the other student councimbers over to the gym
storeroom."

"When the school festival ended? The storeroom® ldonla minute. Sorry, but
| can't fill in for my brother like that. The long#his goes on, the worse the situation
will get. Um, you remember the "Hanadera War sewiade, battle for Lillian?" If
I'm not back before that ends, this'll turn intmajor scandal.”

The student council members tied up with the ewerd the Yamayurikai
members would move as one. When that happened theuld naturally be an
uproar even among the general student population.

"Wh-wh-wh what do we do?"

The boys all looked flustered, a bit late now thoug

"l don't know why you're asking me. You got youvss into this, you've got to
take responsibility for it. Geeze, how pathetic."

It really was pathetic how far they'd fallen. It aeaher look like a complete
idiot, for being kidnapped by them so easily.

"Ooh, I'm getting annoyed. | wonder if my blood augevel's dropping."
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She said quietly while looking straight at them.

"My apologies. All we've got is candy, but haverasch as you like."

Thud, thud, thud. A mountain of lollipops were gallfrom somewhere and
piled on the table in front of Yumi.

"What, only candy again — "

The moment she picked one up, Yumi was struck ftgsa of inspiration.

"Ah! | see, so that was ... Alright!"

"Wh-what?"

Yumi may have been talking to herself a bit toodlgu because the four
members of the mystery novel society looked frigbteas they asked her this.

"l just had a brilliant idea. Somebody get Kashiwsan and bring him here."

"Kashiwagi-san ... um, you mean Kashiwagi-sempai?"

"Right. Kashiwagi Suguru-san. You know him, right?"

"O-of course. But, um, why —"

"Hurry up. I'll explain later. Just maybe, no,l itlefinitely work out fine. Trust
me."

She gave the timid boys a boot up the backsideoOfse, that was a figure of
speech, she didn't literally kick them in the butt.

"Go! Quickly!

"O-okay."

The president tumbled out of the room.

"What a pain, honestly."

Somehow, it had turned into something she neveldvoave imagined when
she first arrived.

Yumi, the supposed captive, was ordering aroundagtors.

She'd said, "Trust me."

Even though she'd been the one to say it, Yumi 'Wifinly realize its

significance.
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Part 5.

"What have you lot —"

When Kashiwagi-san entered the (half) classroomgaasiped the situation, he
glared demonically at his juniors. Hmm, so the Uguamiling, self-assured
Kashiwagi-san could get angry like this too. It wagite moving, in a way.
However.

"You assholes."

Kashiwagi-san balled his left hand into a fist &sedgrabbed at one of the boys,
so Yumi quickly jumped in between them.

"Calm down, Kashiwagi-san. I'm fine."

"... Yumi-chan."

After resorting to violence, Kashiwagi-san seenteteturn to his senses when
he saw Yumi, and then in the blink of an eye he kvaesling on the ground.

“I'm sorry. For the rude behavior of my ill-manngreniors. Really, truly, |
don't know how to make this up to you —"

Kneeling down, he brought both hands to the grottelwas, unmistakeably,
prostrating himself.
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your anger and rage out on me."

"Kashiwagi-san ... "

The proud prince of Hanadera lay prostrate and ddokp, begging for
forgiveness. His juniors had probably never seamlike this before and, after their
initial shock, they quickly followed suit.

"Stop that. | didn't call you hear to listen to yapology or to yell at you,
Kashiwagi-san."

Feeling a bit uncomfortable, Yumi took Kashiwagiday the hand and helped
him to his feet. In the period drama Mito Koumadme willain would usually laugh
loudly when someone lay prostrate before them,thatt didn't really seem like it
would make her feel better.

"More importantly, | need your cooperation. As muh possible, I'd like to
keep this from going public."

"Huh, but."

Having been brought in this late in the game, Kaali-san was surprised that
it was the victim, Yumi, proposing this.

"Kashiwagi-san, you told me that you'd always hsifel ever asked something
of you."

"Yumi-chan, | meant that I'd be overjoyed if | cdydrovide assistance to you.
| didn't say that so you could protect these idibtys."

"Quit your complaining. Do what | say and get ursde."

"Wha!?"

"Don't argue!”

Yumi caught Kashiwagi-san before he could fleepgeal hold of the zipper
and yanked it down with all her might.

"A-alright. I'll take it off. If | take it off, wil you let go of me? | don't mind
stripping down, but I don't like being stripped.”

As he slowly took his arms out of the sleeves, Waabi-san muttered,
"Maybe that's it." Somehow, he seemed to understamat Yumi intended to do.
But the others didn't seem to get it, as they kageling and averting their gaze
after Kashiwagi-san had stripped down to this Ttsmd shorts.
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"Making Yumi-chan go this far —"

Kashiwagi-san looked conflicted as he held out wigalhad been wearing.

"l should just borrow one thing at a time."

Yumi joked as she took off her geta sandals andopuher other plunder.
Perhaps relieved by these words, Kashiwagi-sanal gsnile finally returned to his
face.

"l see. Thank-you. But, I'm not going to let youaball the responsibility for
this, Yumi-chan."

Kashiwagi-san turned to his four juniors and ireaais voice informed them:

"You lot, line up over there and grit your teeth."

It looked to be quite painful indeed for a mantké responsibility."
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It was five minutes later that Yuuki stepped inb@ tmystery novel society's
display area, following the clue from the eyewithesport.

"Yo, Yukichi."

The classroom was absolutely deserted, but on tther side of the partition
screen the four members of the mystery novel spaert one former member sat
facing each other around a couple of desks, plagamds.

"Kashiwagi-sem ... why are you ... "

Obviously, Yuuki was asking why he was there. Bwtré were plenty of other
pointed questions he could ask Kashiwagi-sempa vihy was he playing cards, or
why was he dressed more or less in his underwear.

"l know, just handing out candy isn't enough tangrin the visitors. As you
can tell by our current open but empty state. Wog'tdyou have a seat and play
some poker too?"

"Now's not the time."

He declined the offer and slowly scanned the otesar There was no sign of
Yumi.

"What's up?"

Kashiwagi-sempai asked. Since he'd graduated, hddwbo officially be a
member of the mystery novel appreciation society He stilled acted like he was in
charge.

In contrast, the four official members kept playiogrds, with their heads
down, as though they'd been told, "No talking." iflbehavior was far too stiff.

“I'm looking for Yumi."

Yuuki said.

"Yumi-chan? She's not here."

Again, it was Kashiwagi-sempai that answered.

"Really?"

"Take a look around if you don't believe me."
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"Alright.”

Since he'd been given permission, Yuuki immediastlyrted a search of the
classroom. Beneath the tables, out on the verandahge broom closet. He also
checked each of the lockers, but naturally theyewadl locked and none of them
opened. On second thought, she wouldn't be abieitosuch a small place anyway
... No, maybe she'd just barely fit.

"Yukichi. Found Yumi-chan?"

While Yuuki was turning the classroom upside dowime five of them
continued playing cards.

(Five people, including Kashiwagi-sempai.)

All four proper members of the mystery novel socisere present. Assuming
an accomplice of theirs had taken Yumi away, hddrduthink of anywhere else
they would have taken her.

(A box with someone in it would be pretty heavycarry. So they must have
carried her to somewhere close hy.)

Since the student festival was so packed with medpky wouldn't have left
something as dangerous as that lying around witeooteone watching it. But the
four of them were here.

(So that means.)

Even though he had come here based on an eyewit®gsd, he may have
been mistaken about their participation in thistds Yuuki started to think this, he
noticed what Kashiwagi-sempai was using in placa dfair.

"That's."

The distinctive brown cardboard box.

Kashiwagi-sempai moved aside and Yuuki was abtotdirm that there were
still traces of cellophane tape from when they'shoeed the warning notice he'd
stuck to it.

Yuuki opened the box. But Yumi wasn't in there.tJais old pair of geta
sandals.

"Yukichi."

Kashiwagi-sempai said, continuing to play cardslevsianding.
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"l think the mystery novel society is deservingwafatever punishment you
give them, so I'm not going to defend them ... bntdeference to Yumi-chan,
forgive them, just this time. These idiots areeefiing on their actions too."

"Yumil?"

Yuuki latched on to that name.

"You said Yumi!?"

"Yeah. She really is a good girl."

So she really was here then. At the very leastretiveas no doubt that
Kashiwagi-sempai had been in contact with Yumicae point that day.

Yuuki had another look at the four "idiots." Thegntinued playing cards as
though nothing had happened, but there was a ra# ora each of their right
cheeks, as though they'd been struck with an oped.hBased on that, he could
figure out more or less what had happened.

Kashiwagi-sempai snapped his fingers and the flmadsup as one and bowed
deeply, saying, "We're very sorry."

Having admitted their crime, Yuuki instinctively I his right hand into a
fist and was about to draw back and strike whemdmembered the words, "In
deference to Yumi-chan," and managed to keep hinmseheck.

"At any rate, she was just like you'd expect fréma student council president's
older sister. She really was a wonderful person.”

Said the president of the mystery novel society.

"Wonderful?"

Yuuki asked. What on earth had Yumi done to thess®

"She was kind, but tough when she had to be. Aatisthot all.”

(Yumi was?)

"She said | should cool down and let me borrowgrecious hand towel."

(Hang on. That was Sachiko-san's.)

"And she has a cute face."

(Hey, watch what you're saying. Yumi and | havedame face.)

"At any rate, we've all been enchanted by her."
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The four of them clapped their hands togetherhaagh they were praying to
the cross.

"If you lot say one more word I'll redden your lefteeks too."

Unable to listen to them compliment his sister kmger, Yuuki finally drew
his fist back, ready to strike. Then Kashiwagi-samg@efused the situation by
saying, "Now, now."

"Enchanted by your sister? Isn't that wonderfulki€hi? If you're going to get
that jealous, I'll have to call you a sis-con."

A sis-con? Yuuki shook off the hand that Kashiwsgmpai had placed over
his fist and looked away.

"So where is Yumi now then?"

"Oh? You should have passed each other at some"poin

Kashiwagi-sempai smiled knowingly as he laid hislsadown on the table.

"Passed each other? No, we didn't."

"Ah, so you didn't notice her then. Such a shame."

"What do you mean?"

What on earth was he saying? There was no way Yiwakldn't have noticed
the person he was desperately searching for, yfdlpassed each other.

"Just before you arrived, Yumi walked out of thiassroom on her own two
feet."

"What!?"

Yuuki dashed out of the room upon hearing Kashiveagnpai's words.
However.

"Hey, Yukichi."

He was held back by that quiet voice.

"I'm sure you're busy, but you should try readimg tcomplimentary copy some
time."

Yuuki immediately came to a halt and slowly tur@edund.

""Sherlock and Kogorou?" I'm in the middle of ight now. "Detective Panda
and the Case of the Lollipop Murders" is prettenasting."

"That so?"
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Kashiwagi-san flashed a smile.

"Since you're such a good kid, Yukichi, I'll giveowy a hint. Yumi-chan
wouldn't have looked like Yumi-chan."

"Huh ... ?"

He'd said that Yumi had walked out of there, b ¢feta sandals were still
here. So that meant —

"Don't tell me ... it was that?"

"It would most likely be what you're thinking."

Yuuki remembered that they had actually passed etmdr. While he was on
the way here. It wasn't Yumi, but it had definitédft a memorable impression on
him.

"Catch you later, sempai."

Yuuki hurriedly left the classroom.

He rushed down the corridor, grumbling at his siste

— How the heck was he supposed to recognize hkinigdike that?
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Part 6.

It was hot.

Yumi took a deep breath.

That was understandable, since she was wearingemaier — a fur coat — on
top of the boy's school uniform. Furthermore, itswaeptember. It was a heat
endurance test.

Sweat was pouring out of her body. But there was/ayp for her to wipe it off.
She'd put it on without a second thought, but i weetty tough to wear.

What time was it now?

She looked at her left wrist, for what she expedtete there. But, naturally,
her watch wasn't there. She was still wearing ttitowas hidden at the moment.

(A clock, aclock ...)

There should be clocks everywhere throughout theacbuilding, but now
that she was searching for one they were harchtb he thought that if she got out
of the school building she should be able to skaege clock in a prominent position
somewhere but since she was unfamiliar with thfeoetshe had no idea which
door would lead her where.

Thinking that she had to make it back to the oghk'd descended to the
ground floor, but from there it was hard to tellewd to go. The boys had politely
informed her of how to get back, but it was hargitdure the route since she'd been
blindfolded and carried in a box on the way there.

At any rate, it looked like she was lost.

If she'd known it would turn out like this, she vdinave called out to Yuuki
when they passed each other.

But there hadn't been much of an opportunity far teecall out before her
brother ran past looking preoccupied. She couldehevased after him, but she
really didn't feel like explaining those missingnuies or her current appearance in
the crowded hallway if she drew his attention. Ageom that, her head was filled
with thoughts of getting back to her onee-samaoas &s possible, since her onee-

sama must be worried about her. Thinking aboutoiwv,nYuuki may have been
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running around looking for his missing and unacdedrfor sister. It would be bad
if that was the case.

"Excuse me, how do | get to the oval?"

Yumi called out to a student with an armband, tbheked to be some sort of
official.

"The oval? Haha, the oval. Um, there's a shortatitlat emergency exit."

"Much obliged."

She tried to bow her head but lost her balanceds&unabled a little bit. Not
only was she getting hot flushes but her head wasyh

"Are you alright?"

"Ah, sorry about that."

Thanks to the support of the boy with the armbafidni somehow managed
to avoid falling down.

“No problem. By the way, you're going to take parthe battle for Lillian's,
right? You should get a hurry on because the tialg®st up.”

"Um, what time is it now?"

She thought she'd ask, since she had the chance.

"3:25."

He chuckled when he checked his watch.

“Thanks. Really. Well then."

She didn't bow this time around, but walked ofthe direction of the shortcut
he'd indicated.

"Hey, dude. Watch your head on the door."

The kind boy said, laughing all the while. Well,athwas pretty much
unavoidable. Everyone was pointing and laughinguati.

When she went out the door, she momentarily forgist advice and,
misjudging the door frame, she bumped her headapaitt from that, she managed
to get outside smoothly. So she thought.

She spotted the oval after walking a short distance

The white, yellow and red towers were all standangudly, like impregnable

fortresses.
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There were no longer any brave heroes climbingslides. There was just the
scattered corpses (not really) of the valiant veasrstrewn everywhere.

Without any hesitation, Yumi walked towards the teder.

Her onee-sama was at its summit. Thinking that,gshekly felt better.

A hundred metres to go.

She staggered on, along the unfamiliar path irunsteady outfit.

Seventy metres to go.

Yumi's field of vision wasn't that great just ndwt she could still clearly see
Sachiko-sama atop the tower. The two big guys bebiek were probably the
Yakushiji brothers.

With fifty metres to go, the sound of someone blayvon a conch shell rang
out, informing everyone that the game was over. "Hanadera war's second stage,
the battle for Lillian" had just finished.

In the end, she hadn't been able to make it baltkdothe game was over. But
Yumi's "Hanadera war" hadn't ended just yet.

Out of compassion, she'd left the moist towel wifte boys of the mystery
novel club. Not only was she late returning, bug Badn't brought what she set out
to get either. Plus, she'd loaned Sachiko-samas®pal belongings to other people
— what an outrageous soeur.

To make matters worse, this outfit — . How would beee-sama react if she
knew this was Yumi?

Even so, Yumi kept walking. She'd been in too moica hurry to get changed.
She wanted to see her onee-sama as soon as possible

At that moment.

As Sachiko-sama sat atop the tower, it looked asigh she cast her gaze
down at the ground and then suddenly stood up.,TdeiYumi looked on in shock,
Sachiko-sama started climbing down the ladder.

In spite of the height.

Paying no mind to the fact that she was wearingra s

(Onee-samal!)
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She shouldn't be able to tell that it was Yumi ¢h&he shouldn't be able to tell
but — .

Yumi desperately continued forcing her way forwarde foot after the other.
By now, Sachiko-sama had reached the ground andushsg towards her.

And then.

“I'mso glad ... Yumi!"

Right after calling this out, Sachiko-sama embrabedoanda.

"Onee-sama.”

Yumi was deeply moved as they embraced tightly.

"You knew it was me ... "

Inside the stuffy panda head, her sweat and teaxedntogether. Yumi
would've been happy to get out of the costume @dyrelaut she wanted to embrace
her onee-sama forever, so she stayed as she was.

Without knowing why, Yoshino-san and Noriko-chameaover, followed by
Rei-sama and Shimako-san who were delayed gettimwg drom their towers.

Amused by the sight of Lillian's Girls Academy'sdaoChinensis embracing
someone in a panda suit, the injured soldiers stpaaihd slowly gathered around.

Even so, they did not separate.

Because, her onee-sama had proven it.

That even if Yumi didn't look like Yumi, she wout@ver mistake her.

"Even if | was in a silent world of pitch black, ybu were there I'd know

instantly, Yumi."
— Yes, onee-sama.

"Even if you were lying in bed wrapped in bandalges an Egyptian mummy,
I'd still be able to identify you."

—Yes, onee-sama.

Yumi revisited that conversation and agreed withdmee-sama.

She couldn't look for greater happiness than that.
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Afterword

It's Hanadera Academy but it has school festival, why's that?

Hello, this is Konno.

The long summer vacation is over and the Yamayurnk@mbers are finally
returning to Lillian's Girls Academy. At long lagtts the second term. Plunging into
school festival season.

The setting for this volume is September. It goesale in July. The writing's
running a bit ahead. Considering that "Maria-sanaa Miteru" usually runs
completely counter to the seasons, it's not thabdid Having said that, the story of
Yumi's first-year Valentine's Day was publishedhe magazine about six months
after the story of Noriko's entry to Lillian's, #wen the sense of years is a bit
suspicious.

Incidentally, I'll take the opportunity to settleet matter of Yuuki's birthday in
"Cool Breeze." If | remember right, he's the secpedson to have their birthday
made known, after Satou Sei. Such a cheeky youmgeher — even Yumi's and
Sachiko's birthdays haven't been made public yets bf people were under the
impression that he was born in March, but that avésnt.

Going on the theory that it would cause quite iatetread about it, the last day
for an "early-year" birth is April 1st. That's thigliculous sounding truth (not an
April fool).

A follow-on from that is that in the Japanese codlde, your age goes up by
one not on your birthday but on the preceding daysomeone born on the first of
April would be one on the 31st of March, and therefincluded in the previous
year's cohort. | don't know whether or not that'benefit or not.

Following that reasoning, when filling out officidbcuments on the day before

your birthday, you have to add one to your agen'tdthink that's pervasive.

... Now then, this is a problem. With just a few Brleft, I'm reminded that |

haven't got an answer to the question | posedarfitkt line. Since I'd feel bad if |

159



kept writing, I'd like you all to have a think amdme up with an answer on your
own. If you come up with a good answer, I'd be myed if you sent me a letter
with that in the corner. (Again, overjoyed!)

It's OO but it's OO all the same.

That's the expected form of the answer. Now therthe challenge begin!

— Konno Oyuki
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