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      PROLOGUE


      Saku Chitose
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      You’ve got a name that hides the moon within it. And like that moon, you dislike being seen for who you truly are.


      Even though you shine brighter than anyone.


      Even though you do your best to live more beautifully than anyone.


      …Your mind is still always looking deep within the mirror for those mistakes.


      Even though you’re more sincere than anyone.


      Even though you try your best to be the hero.


      …In your heart, you look back, and you feel shame.


      That’s who you are. And I wanted to become a woman worthy of standing beside you.


      …My name is Yuzuki Nanase.


      Ever since the day you saved me, I’ve been someone I can feel proud of.


      I was able to hold on to the strength to speak my mind because you gave a name to these feelings.


      I can hold my head up high and keep being who I am because I want to prove the righteousness of Saku Chitose.


      His stubborn idea of “living beautifully” means always being kind to others. But the more he seeks out those who are like himself, the more his sincere feelings end up betraying him.


      So even if those noble feelings of yours taint romance with a hint of fakery…


      So even if real, actual love means you can’t keep on “living beautifully”…


      So even if a night comes where you can no longer be Saku Chitose…


      …I can offer you Yuzuki Nanase in exchange.


      I will give my moon to you.

    
  


  
    
      CHAPTER 1


      Where the Moonlit Shadow Ends
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      The crimson hue of a red spider lily, like a late-popping firework, stopped me in my tracks. Oh yeah, I thought. It’s just like the way I offered my heart to you that day.


      Pretending to be permanently cool and unbothered, while the shadow of the tears on my eyelashes shimmered seductively.


      It was such a new and beautiful sensation that I had to laugh at myself. And then I laughed at myself again for being like, “Wow, I actually look really pretty like this.”


      When did those bright red spider lilies get replaced by cheap plastic flowers?


      How brazen, to stand on the far shore like I had every right to be there. How cheap this fake love seemed. And yet it was all so precarious and fragile… Like it could easily come apart with the touch of a fingertip. My feelings, when they were still nameless, were my own private Satsuki azaleas.


      …The clunk of loafers on concrete announced the beginning of fall.


      I had no choice but to acknowledge it.


      Our September had ended abruptly. Now someone else’s October had come.


      Looking around, I noticed the impatient trees beginning to change color where the sunlight fell.


      Dry leaves were scattered underfoot, adding a subtle touch of color to the riverbed path, but they weren’t yet a carpet.


      We’re in a hurry to move on, too. Like the clouds crowding overhead.


      What is driving them across the sky? A cold north wind? A well-trained sheepdog? A hunter’s moon?


      It’s not your turn yet, Kureha.


      The color that best suits this season isn’t the red of fall leaves. It’s not the red of a certain younger girl’s name. It’s the alluring red of a poison apple.
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      I relaxed my stiff shoulders, a sting of pain in my fingertips.


      I was concentrating so hard, I must have lost track of time.


      I tapped my phone awake and saw that it was almost midnight.


      I, Yuzuki Nanase, gently rubbed the thumb and fingers of my left hand together, then picked up the basketball that was sitting in the corner of my room.


      The way it fit easily into my hands was reassuring, and I ran my fingers along its surface.


      Realizing that my mouth was extremely dry, I finished off the remaining mineral water in my plastic bottle.


      Exercises that focus on handling the ball give you the ability to sense its position, center of gravity, and even which way the logo’s facing. It becomes like a part of your body. You don’t even have to look at it.


      That day at the gymnasium, when I took on Mai Todo in that one-on-one match to the sound of raindrops pelting the ground outside, it changed my basketball playing style.


      It’s not like I awakened some latent superpowers after being cornered or anything that dramatic.


      It’s more like I just got out of my own way and stopped holding back the power I didn’t even know I was suppressing. That’s the scary part.


      I’ve laid Yuzuki Nanase bare.


      Hugging the ball in my arms, I lay down on my bed and looked up at the ceiling.


      After I made that final three-pointer, the usually carefree and aloof Todo was radiating a murderous aura that sent chills down my spine. She was glaring at me, like a hunter sizing up its prey.


      Meanwhile, Umi was as lost as a kid who’d missed the school bus. She was unable to get in touch with her sadness, anger, or even feelings of loneliness. But she wasn’t the type to just let that sit without acting on it. She wasn’t that noble.


      That one-on-one the other day was kinda like a surprise attack, I think.


      Todo and Umi knew the truth of Yuzuki Nanase and came to crush her utterly. So are there any cards left to play?


      After that… Ah, but more than that…


      I hugged the ball tightly for one last moment, then rolled it onto the bed beside me. Then I got up and opened the window.


      The air that filtered in was colder than I’d expected. Absently, I rubbed my arms.


      It smells like fall, I thought.


      Like the damp smell of a park after the rain, yet somehow dry and crumbly like a pine cone rolling on asphalt. Or like the smell of an old library.


      In this season, some things bloom, while others wither and die.


      Suddenly, I felt my heart racing, and I pressed my hand to my chest.


      The image of a soaking wet rooftop flashed through my mind, and I shook my head once more in disgust.


      I exhaled heavily, and the timid wind turned the color of white petals, then melted away into the starry sky.


      Ever since then, I’ve been thinking about when I should be going to bed.


      …Will my best effort ever reach that level of pure resolve?
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      The first Friday of October.


      After the school day was over, none of my classmates from Year Two, Class Five made any move to leave the classroom.


      The cheer squad (which includes me) had been asked to stay behind today, too. So the others were basically free to do what they wanted or to go practice on their own.


      In the end, the class play for the school festival had been entrusted entirely to Nazuna.


      Occasionally, we’d check in on her via the LINE group chat to see if she needed any help. But she seemed to have a firm grasp on things. And a firm grasp on Uemura.


      Still, I wasn’t all that surprised. Over the course of that summer vacation trip, I’d noticed that, while Nazuna wasn’t super proactive, she could evaluate a situation well and handle things when called upon.


      While I was thinking about that, Nazuna clapped her hands together.


      My classmates, who’d been casually chatting away, suddenly turned their attention toward the stage.


      Nazuna’s hand shot up energetically.


      “All right, everyone! Look at me! Look at me!”


      She called out with much more energy than was usual for her.


      “Hey! Was that supposed to be me?!”


      Yuuko pouted, and we all snorted with laughter.


      She’s got your number, we all thought, covering our mouths to try to smother our mirth.


      Yes, she was the same old Yuuko I knew and loved. It set me at ease a little bit.


      I glanced at her profile to see her unfamiliarly short hair swaying about her neck.


      Now that she’d gotten the crowd warmed up, Nazuna cleared her throat.


      “Ahem, all jokes aside…”


      As she spoke, she rummaged around in a cardboard box at her feet.


      There was a sound of crinkling plastic, and then…


      “Ta-daa! I made us class T-shirts!”


      And she unfurled a sky-blue T-shirt over her chest.


      “““““Whooooa!”””””


      My classmates voiced their approval.


      “““““Whooooa…?!”””””


      But that approval then turned into an audible question mark.


      I almost burst out laughing, but then I realized that might be kinda rude, so I quickly covered my mouth.


      The T-shirt Nazuna was holding up had a large white design on the front depicting what was clearly a kura, or old-style storehouse.


      In Echizen city in Fukui Prefecture, there’s this tourist spot called Kura no Tsuji, which is one of those mud-walled buildings you see in period dramas where corrupt magistrates or dodgy merchants hoard all their wealth.


      Near the top of the triangular roof was written the numbers “2–5” within a rounded border; the whole thing resembled a mon, or family crest.


      Speaking for us all, Kaito raised his hand tentatively.


      “Er… Why is there a storehouse…?”


      Like she’d been waiting for this cue, Nazuna turned the T-shirt around to show the back.


      All of our names were written there, plus…


      “We have Kura as a teacher, so I went with a kura T-shirt!”


      …There was also a super-deformed-looking cartoon of our teacher.


      For some reason, the graphics on the T-shirt told the story much more succinctly than a verbal explanation would have done.


      Aha, I thought, smiling to myself, as Nazuna dropped me a quick wink before continuing.


      “By the way, the person who came up with this idea is…Chitose!”


      Once everyone heard that, they simmered down.


      Haru was the first to speak.


      “…Ugh, that’s so cheesy!!!”


      Perhaps everyone was vaguely feeling the same way as Haru, because they all burst out laughing at the same time.


      Isn’t it rude to laugh when someone has put care and consideration into a design? Still, it was just another silly Chitose gag. I shrugged and joined in the laughter.


      Haru shook her head.


      “You’ve been spending too much time with Kura. His dad jokes have clearly been rubbing off on you.”


      Chitose looked away, oddly embarrassed, and muttered something.


      “…Don’t rag on the Kura tee.”


      The others seemed to find this uncharacteristic reaction amusing. They all began chattering away in excitement.


      I wasn’t involved in the discussions about the class T-shirts, but I imagine the suggestion was made as a lighthearted remark to lighten the mood, after the team ran completely dry of any better ideas.


      But the idea seemed to be going over better than expected. And with the enthusiasm and momentum that is so typical of school festivals, a motion was passed on them in no time at all.


      No doubt Chitose had suggested it in a jokey way, but once it had actually been unveiled, he’d gotten all shy about it.


      Sure enough, Yuuko and Nazuna both confirmed those thoughts of mine.


      “I think it’s a great idea! I love the Kura tee! I mean, considering it was Saku’s idea, it actually has that kitsch appeal when you give it a second look, right?”


      “I’ve given it multiple looks, and it’s still cringe!”


      “Oh, for sure. You know, when Chitose suggested it, he had this super annoying look on his face like he was so proud. It killed me.”


      “Uh, you both got on board with the T-shirt right away, though…?”


      Ucchi suddenly jumped into the middle of the roast.


      “Well, anyway, that’s our Saku for you!”


      “What are you trying to say, Yua?!”


      Mizushino smiled faintly.


      “I don’t hate the Kura tee. You can feel the earnest vision of the creator.”


      “Just dig the knife in deeper, why don’t you?!”


      At that exact moment, the door at the front of the classroom opened.


      “The likeness hardly does me justice, really.”


      Kura strolled in, wearing…the Kura tee.


      “Oh yikes, old man! You’re really into it! Well, thanks for the vote of confidence, I guess!”


      With this dry remark from Chitose, the class descended into laughter again.


      As I watched this exchange, leaning my chin on my hand with my elbow propped against the desk, everyone’s eyes naturally fell on me.


      Chitose seemed like he’d mostly surrendered to being raked over the coals, but there was still a hint of desperation on his face as he laughed.


      Well, I guess it’s time for Yuzuki Nanase to deliver the witty punch line.


      I shrugged my shoulders slightly and let out a short sigh, as if to say, “All right, then.”


      Then, feeling calm, I smiled faintly.


      “I like it.”


      I made eye contact with Chitose as I spoke.


      “Huh…?”


      I guess my reaction was unexpected.


      Chitose just stood there, blank-faced, looking a tad bit dumb.


      For some reason I found it painfully cute. I felt the corners of my eyes crinkle with warmth.


      After a moment of stunned silence, Chitose raised one corner of his mouth.


      “When you say it like that, Nanase, it sounds like there’s some hidden subtext.”


      So he shrugged off my genuine compliment…


      Ah, that sucks. No dice, then.


      I never thought something like that would affect him much to begin with, but I was still hoping for a spunkier response. Something more playful.


      Normally, he just can’t help himself from making jokes. Ah, what an idiot.


      Still, he’s smart. There’s always subtext.


      I relaxed my shoulders and looked again at the T-shirt Nazuna was holding.


      I like it, I thought again, the words rolling around in my heart.


      The more I look at this design, the more Chitose-like it feels.


      He tries to look cool, yet he makes lame jokes that make everyone groan. At the same time, he’s oddly earnest about everything… Dumb stuff like this gets him as excited as a kid at a town festival. He always tries to help his friends with their problems, taking all the responsibility for any consequences on his own shoulders… And basically, we all adore him.


      …Why am I going on like this about the Kura tees?


      I pressed my fingertips against my lips, stiffening my cheeks so they wouldn’t betray me.


      Still, I thought wryly. Gushing is not very Yuzuki Nanase.


      That’s more Yuuko’s or Haru’s domain, blurting out your feelings with zero subtext at all.


      For someone like me, unless I put actual effort into making what I want to say meaningful, provocative, and deliberate…I’ll never get across what I really mean at all.


      Still, we’ve danced this dance plenty of times, Chitose and I.


      A mirror image performance, somehow both reserved and melodramatic.


      So then what does love really mean to Yuzuki Nanase?


      Maybe it’s just sour grapes to say this, after having been thoroughly crushed into the dirt by a certain someone, but…apart from that hazy September, I don’t think I’ve ever been anything less than fully earnest toward him.


      I chose my optimal partner as Yuzuki Nanase. And I’ve tried to be the Yuzuki Nanase who would be worthy of a guy like Saku Chitose.


      But if that isn’t really me… If that’s why I haven’t broken through…


      But does cutting loose mean breaking away completely from the Yuzuki Nanase of the past?


      …Maybe I won’t be “living beautifully” anymore, but at least maybe I could be living beside you.


      But just as I was bracing myself for that, or for whatever, the thought of Yuzuki Nanase getting in her head like Haru seemed so innocent, and boorish, and annoying, I wanted to wince.


      I emerged from the swirl of my thoughts to see that Chitose was now standing next to Nazuna at the podium.


      He took a brand-new T-shirt out of the cardboard box, cleared his throat, and then spoke.


      “Anyway, please wear these all through the preparatory period and then, obviously, on the big day itself. These T-shirts will convey to everyone that our class is brimming with originality and style, and that we’ll be performing onstage at the festival.”


      “I can’t… I keep looking at it, but it still sucks.”


      “Perhaps looking at it less would help.”


      “Do the girls also have to wear them?”


      “Kura! Why do you look so smug?!”


      “Agh! Shut up!”


      Chitose held the shirt high in the air and snapped it, like a victory flag.


      “No naysayers! This is our shirt! Our Year Two, Class Five Kura shirt!!! Guys and ladies, let’s make this the best school festival ever!!!”


      “““““YEAH!!!”””””


      We all just wanted to make some noise, it seemed.


      In his customary manner, Chitose got the class all whipped up into a frenzy.


      For a while now, he’s had this pensive gloominess around him—not that I dislike that kinda thing.


      But I really do enjoy him when he’s being Saku Chitose.


      “Oh no! Only Kenta’s name’s missing!!!”


      “C’mon, King, why’s that the punch line?”
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      Once everyone had their Kura T-shirts, we began working on preparations for the school festival.


      Haru, Mizushino, Kaito, and Yamazaki, who were members of the cheer squad and the performance team, decided to help with the props Uemura had gathered together, while Ucchi was going to help with costumes.


      Nazuna asked Yuuko, Chitose, and me to wait for her in the classroom.


      I gazed around the room, realizing that some of us had already changed into their Kura tees.


      Chitose was watching with a “not bad” sort of look. I reached out and poked him on the cheek, and he quickly pulled himself together.


      There was no way this guy would leave anyone out (not that I ever had any doubt), so of course Yamazaki’s name was written on the shirts, too.


      We sat down and shot the breeze for a while, then Nazuna returned holding what looked like a pamphlet.


      “Sorry, sorry. I couldn’t get the handouts finished in time for after school.”


      It was unusual for Nazuna to be out of breath. That alone was a clear sign that she was working as hard as anyone else on the school festival.


      Nazuna handed out the pamphlets in a brisk manner.


      “It took a while, but I finished the script.”


      “““Wow!”””


      The three of us spoke all at once.


      I’d heard the process had involved quite a back-and-forth, with a lot of different ideas, and I hadn’t actually heard yet what had been decided.


      I picked up the script with some excitement, and the title printed on the cover caught my eye.


      “Snow White, Dark Cloud, and the Indecisive Prince.”


      ““Hey!””


      Both of us yelped indignantly at the same time.


      “You go first,” I said with a “go ahead” hand motion, and Chitose cleared his throat.


      “So who’s the Indecisive Prince?”


      Nazuna smiled. “Uh, it’s a character in the play. I actually thought it’d draw a bigger audience if I made him a playboy prince, but the member of the literature club who helped me with the script said that was a bit too much.”


      “Tsk, are you gonna have us act out the Honno-ji Incident or what?”


      “What? Are you trying to start something? Are you trying to be funny? Geez!”


      Once the two of them had finished their conversation, I interjected, “Sooo…?”


      “Yeees?”


      Speaking in a syrupy-sweet voice, Nazuna batted her eyes at me and put her head to one side in a theatrical manner. I raised an eyebrow.


      “Well, I get why you need someone opposite Snow White, but why Dark Cloud Princess…?”


      To that question came a nonchalant reply:


      “Well, the queen’s worried that Snow White’s going to take her place as the most beautiful woman in the land, right? Thus, Dark Cloud. Putting aside Chitose as the Indecisive Prince for now, that part of the story tracks with the original, right? I’m not going off the rails, here.”


      “Uh, well, that’s certainly true…”


      Her argument was more logical than I’d been expecting, and I had no words in reply.


      Knowing Nazuna, I suspected she was trying to hint at something, but whatever her true intentions were, I had no choice but to agree.


      Perhaps my reaction was what she expected, as Nazuna grinned and covered her mouth.


      “Anyway, I deliberately chose not to make her a queen in our play. The idea is that she’s a princess whose life has become all dark storm clouds after Snow White tries to steal away her first love, the prince.”


      “All right, missy, them’s fighting words.”


      When I said that, the three of them laughed, like they’d been holding it in.


      Dammit, Nazuna, I thought, but my own shoulders were shaking with laughter.


      This was a pretty risky topic of conversation, considering who was present. It was weird; it didn’t seem so prickly of a thing when Nazuna brought it up.


      Still, I thought, wanting to change tack. “If the scripts are done, then we just have to hand them out, right?”


      We’d need every second until the day of the festival. No time to sit on our butts.


      We should at least reach out to the members of the cheer squad who’re also going to be performing…


      As I was mulling this over, Nazuna scratched her cheek awkwardly and averted her eyes.


      “Ah, right, about that. Thing is, I wanted you three to give it the okay first. You’ll understand why when you read it.”


      Chitose, Yuuko, and I looked at one another in confusion and then started turning the pages.


      By the time all three of us had finished reading and closed our scripts, there was an air of acute embarrassment that was way worse than any awkwardness Nazuna’s bluntness had caused earlier.


      Me, Chitose, and Yuuko began speaking over one another.


      “Genuinely interesting stuff, only…”


      “Yeah, the thing is, isn’t this…?”


      “…Like, obviously about us?”


      “…Sorry!!!”


      Nazuna put her palms together in front of her face and bowed her head low, as if begging forgiveness.


      “I know I said this before, but when I started trying to mix up the concept of Snow White, it was surprisingly difficult! The main characters are Chitose, Yuuko, and Yuzuki, and the three of you are kinda famous at this school. So I thought it would be interesting to make the characters similar to the real people…”


      Yes, Snow White, Dark Cloud, and the Indecisive Prince may be slightly embellished, but any way you sliced it, the characters’ personalities, speech styles, and behavior were literally just us.


      Tentatively, Nazuna peeked at us from around her hands and continued.


      “So anyway, I got a bit carried away and had the characters say some things… And it all got a bit too meta in a really embarrassing way! I mean, Yuuko and Yuzuki duking it out over Prince Chitose…”


      Before I could process that sentence…


      …Pffft!


      All three of us snorted with laughter at the same time.


      Me, Chitose, and Yuuko all spoke in turn.


      “Are you crazy?”


      “The audience aren’t gonna be throwing rocks at me, are they…?”


      “You great big dummy!”


      Seeing from our reactions that we weren’t genuinely mad at her, Nazuna audibly sighed with relief.


      “Well, to be honest, even I think I went a bit too far. I was thinking about just not showing you guys and scrapping it, but…” Nazuna paused for a moment, then continued in a tone that sounded somewhat sincere. “It was kinda like I just felt it wasn’t my decision to make.”


      This noble attitude wasn’t typical of her. I softened a little.


      It’s probably true that she got carried away in the excitement of the school festival, but I think it’s good of her not to just hand over a script like that without thinking.


      Yuuko’s friend. My friend.


      Someone I might chat with over a drink one August, ten years from now.


      She was being sincere, in her own way.


      Nazuna was gazing at us, trying to gauge our expressions.


      Maybe everyone here knows. Maybe they’ve known for a long time. But at the least, I still haven’t put a name to my feelings and said them out loud to anyone.


      Not even to Umi.


      In that case, officially, Yuzuki Nanase had no reason to reject this script.


      If anything, the concern here is…


      I’m sure she was thinking the same thing.


      Nazuna stared at the floor, then peeked anxiously at Yuuko.


      Even though she’d chosen to let herself down gently, it couldn’t be denied that Yuuko’s romantic attempt had come to its end this summer.


      Though this was just a performance for the school festival, I thought it was a bit cruel to make her act out a scenario to which she already knew the outcome.


      And then there was Chitose.


      As the one who turned Yuuko down, he might be feeling more uncomfortable than anyone else.


      Okay, so Nazuna had definitely gotten carried away. But we were running low on time to prepare for the festival. Probably, neither one of them wanted to be responsible for creating more work for everyone by nixing this script.


      Maybe I should help them out and be the one to complain?


      Pondering this, I looked at Chitose and Yuuko, and…


      Ugh, again? I thought, feeling my heart constrict as I gazed at the pair they made.


      One was stoic and still, the other fluttering about like a butterfly.


      Like they already were the prince and princess from the fairy tale.


      As they exchanged a loaded glance…


      …it was like the two of them were standing together on pure-white snow, unmarred by any footprints.


      Like they were ready to set off together at any moment.


      Like they were saying, It’s okay. Paint it all over with white.


      Like they knew this time was fleeting. That it would one day melt and be gone, like snow…


      “I’m cool with it. What about you, Saku?”


      “If you’re cool with it, Yuuko, then so am I.”


      “You’re not just saying that?”


      “Not at all. Are you?”


      “Not at all.”


      “Well then, let’s do it.”


      “Yeah. Let’s do it.”


      “Glad to be working with you, Indecisive Prince.”


      “Back at you, Snow White.”


      They blinked in unison, like soft lips touching. As I stood out in the cold, I let my gaze sink to the floor.


      I watched their shadows undulating in the setting sun that streamed in through the window behind them, and I lifted my hand to block the light between them and separate them. I felt a tiny bit of Yuzuki Nanase—of my pride—chip away.


      “What about you, Nanase?”


      Chitose turned to me at last, and I stole a swift mental kiss from his lips before answering.


      “Fine by me.”


      Then I made eye contact with Yuuko and let out a princessly giggle.


      Nazuna, who had been listening to our conversation in silence, visibly melted in relief.


      “Seriously?! Ugh, I’m so glad I asked.”


      ““Right, but one thing…?””


      Chitose and I spoke in unison again. I waved my hand, indicating that he should go first.


      I knew our question was identical anyway.


      Chitose nodded and went on to say exactly what I’d been about to say.


      “Is the ending still under consideration, or…?”


      Aside from the embarrassing fact that the characters were based on ourselves, the script was genuinely entertaining.


      Okay, yes, it’s based on the well-known story of Snow White, but it had been cleverly remixed with a combination of other fairy tales and original content, in my opinion.


      Except that it didn’t really have an ending.


      Since the story featured two princesses who were counterparts, it was inevitable that the prince would have to choose one of them in the end, but the climax of the story had been left completely blank.


      Like Chitose, I assumed the ending hadn’t been finalized yet… Maybe Nazuna needed our permission first…?


      “Ah, about that.”


      Nazuna rubbed her chin and narrowed her eyes in a somewhat mischievous manner.


      “You’re gonna come up with it on the fly.”


      ““What?!””


      Jinx, for the third time.


      Nazuna continued without a care in the world.


      “Well, I’m friends with both Yuuko and Yuzuki, so I can’t decide which one of them should be happy. That’s the prince’s role, isn’t it?”


      I was so shocked by Nazuna and her audacity, I almost snorted with laughter.


      Naturally, Chitose wasn’t very happy about that.


      “You’re just going to leave it to me? Are you kidding me right now? If you’ve got writer’s block, Nazuna, then the kids from the literature club who helped you out can just decide on the ending.”


      Nazuna narrowed her eyes and grinned maliciously. “Nope.”


      She was using that syrupy-sweet voice again.


      “Where did your principles from earlier go?” Chitose ran his fingers through his hair, clearly beaten.


      Nazuna retorted coolly. “What I said earlier was merely an apology for using you three as models without permission. The script’s ending is a separate issue. And most importantly…”


      She paused for a moment, peered into Chitose’s face, and then continued.


      “It’s not like I don’t have thoughts of my own about how you’ve behaved, Chitose.”


      “What…?”


      Ah, Nazuna is very shrewd.


      Chitose seemed to immediately realize that Nazuna must have heard about the August incident from Yuuko.


      With a bitter expression, he nodded for Nazuna to continue.


      “I’m not gonna force you to decide onstage which princess you’re more into romantically; I’m not that sadistic. If I did that, it would be really bad for both princesses, even the one chosen. So…” Nazuna clasped her hands together in front of her chest. “How about you present the Best Actress Award on the day itself?”


      “The…Best Actress Award?”


      Aha. I got there before Chitose did.


      In other words, this was a kind of playful punishment—and a way to actually process feelings that we still only understand on a logical level.


      Nazuna held up a finger and spoke again.


      “Yeah, the play’s Snow White, but I think of it like there’s two heroines. At the end of the cultural festival play, Chitose will be the one to decide who gave the better performance as an actress…Yuuko or Yuzuki.”


      “But…”


      Chitose looked like he wanted to say something, but Nazuna held up her palm to stop him and kept explaining.


      “To put it another way, you have to be impartial. Base your decision only on the acting. No personal romantic or friendship-type feelings can be used as criteria for judgment. The reasoning behind this rule should be appreciated not only by you, Chitose, but also by Yuuko and Yuzuki. Losing the Best Actress Award based on your acting chops alone is understandable. But don’t go mixing it up with everything else and getting all bent out of shape, okay?”


      I gave a wry smile. That’s actually a clever idea.


      With all this preamble, there was no way either one of us could get all upset later on about the result of Chitose’s decision.


      I mean, if I did complain about losing, Nazuna would probably seize the opportunity to tease me.


      Also… I sneaked a quick glance at Yuuko.


      She’s grown since August. Surely she wouldn’t be upset over losing the Best Actress Award in this way.


      Even Nazuna knew that, seeing the exchange between Chitose and Yuuko earlier. Which must be why she brought it up so casually.


      It was just like playing a game of pretend at the festival.


      It seemed that Chitose came to the same conclusion, too—just a little later than I did.


      He let out an exaggerated, resigned sigh and spoke.


      “All right. But I don’t know if I can tell whether acting is good or bad.”


      “Ah-ha!” Nazuna laughed with a little shake of her shoulders. “Don’t overthink it. Base it on your own personal criteria. Maybe a certain performance resonated with you. Maybe a certain actress had a more confident line delivery. Whatever.”


      Chitose smiled faintly and said in a somewhat desolate-sounding voice…


      “Is that okay with you, Yuuko, Nanase…?”


      The sadness spilling out of him was getting all over the floor, and I wanted to mop it up.


      “You are in a very good position, my prince, to be able to choose between two such beautiful women for your wedding night,” I responded coolly.


      “Hey, you can’t shoot your shot before the competition’s even started.”


      But he smiled, looking more like his usual self.


      I shot my close friend a look, as if to say, “All’s fair in love and war.”


      “I’m very good at playing the role of Yuzuki Nanase.”


      Yuuko looked confused for a second, then laughed with a sound that seemed as soft as snow.


      “And I’m good at thinking of my prince.”


      Touché, I thought, shrugging.


      If this was still the same Yuuko from before summer vacation, she’d have joined in the joking, but an undercurrent of serious competitiveness would have run between us as well.


      When did it happen? When did I find myself staring at the backs of others who had moved ahead of me?


      I frowned and smiled wryly in self-deprecation. Sure, there was a time when I was a princess being protected by her prince, too.


      Our little interaction seemed to have been taken as a sign that the deal was sealed.


      Nazuna clapped her hands together in a “Let’s wrap this up!” kinda way.


      “Okay, then, we’ll leave the ending entirely in your hands! Improv!”


      Chitose smiled with chagrin.


      “So not only do I have to decide between the two girls, I have to decide on an ending, too?”


      “Yep! Just follow your heart and the vibes! Happy or sad!”


      “I think a happy ending would be fine…”


      “Aw, come on. The princess who isn’t chosen could eat the poison apple at the end and die.”


      “Saku will cry if that happens. Bad plan!”


      Chitose looked at Yuuko and me as we giggled back and forth. Then he joined in the laughter.


      As we laughed, I suddenly noticed that Nazuna was looking at me with a sober expression—one that seemed a little worried yet somehow warm.


      When our eyes met, she turned her face away, as if nothing had happened, and looked at Chitose again.


      “Anyway,” said Nazuna.


      “Maybe you should make sure you’re all fully prepared.”


      Chitose seemed mystified by her comment.


      “A rehearsal? But we’re improvising it, aren’t we?”


      Oh, right.


      Nazuna was talking to me.


      Just now, I’d been casual about everything and focusing on Yuuko’s feelings. But one day, there would have to be a reckoning. Someone would choose at the expense of another—and someone would be chosen at the expense of another.


      Of the three of us, who was the least prepared for that?


      …I’m clearly the one who needs a rehearsal.


      I remember something I was told once.


      “Sorry, but I can’t just take your side.”


      In other words, that meant she had my back at least as much as she had Yuuko’s, and, from Nazuna’s perspective, the one who now needed the most help was me, Yuzuki Nanase.


      It may be a bit of an exaggeration to say that the loser would eat a poison apple and die. But we would still lose an important part of ourselves.


      Snow White knows the taste of the poison apple.


      Snow White knows the taste of the prince’s kiss.


      What can the magic mirror tell me?


      
        
          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      


      That weekend—Saturday.


      After finishing my morning club activities, I was walking in front of Fukui Station, pushing my Bianchi cross bike.


      When I suddenly looked up, I saw clouds that resembled brushstrokes, floating in the clear autumn sky.


      The gentle sunlight reflected off the glass screen of Happiring Mall as the tram passed by me with its nostalgic clanging and clattering.


      It had been a long time since I’d had a “date” planned for the weekend, and I felt a little embarrassed.


      Just like back then, I felt the same nervousness, the same eagerness to see the person I was meeting, but also the same embarrassment that made me want to turn back.


      After walking a little way into Galleria Motomachi, the shopping arcade, the exterior of the café “su_mu” came into view. Wow, I haven’t been there in a while.


      The blue heart painted on the entrance gave me pause for a second. It looked like it was waiting to change color. I felt a pang of nostalgic envy toward the version of me who’d last been standing outside this café in May.


      I locked up my cross bike with the other bikes in front of the café and stopped for a moment at the door.


      How should I act when we see each other? My heart was pounding.


      I tucked my hair behind my left ear, smelling the light, sharp sweetness of my own shampoo.


      I’d taken a shower as soon as I got home.


      Then I’d put on new underwear, changed into fashionable clothes; put on makeup; painted my toenails, even though I’d be wearing shoes; and even dabbed perfume on my navel.


      …It’s all right. Strip me naked, and I can still act the part of Yuzuki Nanase.


      As I stepped inside the café, I saw the person I was meeting sitting at a table by the window in the back.


      She seemed to notice me right away, giving me a casual wave.


      Sitting on the opposite side of where Chitose sat that day.


      The same seat I’d been sitting in.


      I shrugged a little, walked over, and raised a hand in greeting.


      “’Sup?”


      My date looked at me with wide eyes and then responded, looking somewhat amused:


      “’Sup?”


      Then, as if unable to sit a second longer, she got to her feet with a big grin.


      “Thanks for coming, Yuzuki!”


      Then Kureha Nozomi burst out laughing.
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      I sat down opposite Kureha and handed her the menu.


      “I’ve already decided, so you can take your time choosing.”


      The younger girl stopped looking eagerly around the café and started studying the menu.


      “So the signature dish would be the eggs Benedict, right?”


      “That’s basically true, but the massaman curry seems to be popular, too.”


      “By the way, what are you getting, Yuzuki?”


      “The smoked salmon and avocado, and an elderflower cordial.”


      “What does Senpai like?”


      She brought out the word senpai so suddenly, I flinched.


      I quickly tried to hide my agitation so that she wouldn’t notice, but then I realized it was too late and sighed.


      “I think he had the bacon and onion, with an iced coffee.”


      “Then I’ll order that!”


      “Watch it.”


      “But I want to try what he eats here!”


      “Just so you know, when I recommended the elderflower cordial, he added one to his order.”


      “Sure, I’ll do that, too!”


      “Listen, you…”


      She was as cool as a cucumber. Or something.


      I raised my hand to signal the waiter, then ordered for the both of us.


      I sat, chin propped in my hand, marveling over the brazenness of the younger student sitting opposite me. She was still studying the menu with amusement.


      It was the weekend, so this wasn’t exactly surprising, but Kureha was also dressed in fashionable clothing.


      She had on white shorts that billowed out around the thighs, showing off her legs. They were feminine, but still toned from track-and-field sprints. On top, she had a cropped cardigan in a classy Prussian blue, which sagged off her shoulders, revealing her well-developed chest and a slice of bare midriff. Her navel was hidden by the high waist of her shorts.


      She was a pretty girl. We may be the same gender, but I couldn’t help being captivated by her.


      I’d put a lot of effort into having a well-proportioned form, but even I felt a pang of envy as I looked at her body.


      She has a very refined beauty, I thought.


      It’s a matter of personal preference, of course, so I’m not saying one’s better than the other. But Yuuko was blessed with a good figure, and Yua always cooks healthy meals. Even so, they have a more feminine, natural kind of look.


      Conversely, Haru is really well toned, with almost no excess body fat. And Nishino has an androgynous physique that sort of flies under the radar.


      For myself, I’ve aimed for a combination of beautiful feminine curves with a fresh and healthy form. Tone up the parts that should be toned, but don’t diet away the curves. I’ve focused on a strong framework with a soft exterior.


      I know it sounds simple when I say it like that, but it’s a lot harder than it looks.


      If you just go through life without thinking about it, the feminine curves will become curvier. But if you overtrain, you’ll lose them.


      Still, if you’re serious about sports, you can’t slack off. You have to find balance in other areas.


      So, while I hate to admit it, I had to acknowledge that Kureha’s appearance had been shrewdly fine-tuned the same way mine had.


      Perhaps she noticed my gaze on her while I was thinking all this. She tilted her head.


      I laughed dryly.


      “You’ve been wearing much sportier clothes at the summer training camp and cheer squad rehearsals, haven’t you?”


      “Oh, yeah! Well, I was worried that if I dressed too cute, Senpai would tell me off!”


      “Then what was with the sports bra?”


      “Welllll, it’s not like I wanted to hide my figure from him completely… It would have been such a missed opportunity! Also, I’m in the track-and-field club, see, so I figured that was my excuse…”


      Kureha paused for a moment and narrowed her eyes mischievously.


      “I mean, that kind of thing actually tends to get a guy’s attention even more, doesn’t it? The defenseless, exposed skin of the girl you only ever saw as an innocent younger student… The curves you never noticed ’cause they were always hidden under baggy clothes…you know?”


      “…I’m familiar with the concept,” I replied, glancing away.


      When I think back to my own similar behaviors in the past, I feel strangely embarrassed.


      “Well, what about you, Yuzuki?”


      Not understanding the meaning of her question, I looked back at Kureha to find her scrutinizing my outfit.


      “You have such a great body. Why do you always dress so boyishly?”


      “Ah,” I said in understanding and let out a short sigh. “Pride. And self-defense, I guess.”


      Kureha seemed to understand from that brief explanation exactly what I meant.


      “I feel that. I mean, I wouldn’t wear these kinds of clothes if there were girls around who might get jealous of me, or boys I’m not interested in.”


      I guess not, I thought, smiling wryly.


      With the way she looks, she must have gone through similar stuff to what I have. To a greater or lesser extent.


      Kureha could probably get away with a thing or two using just her acting skills, but the jealousy of other girls, or unwanted attention from guys, can get intense. You can’t always talk your way out.


      “I mean,” Kureha continued, “leaving aside whatever unpleasant experiences we both may have had, how come you don’t use your feminine wiles on Senpai?”


      “…”


      I should know better than to let my guard down and convince myself Kureha would beat around the bush. No, she’d gotten right to the topic at hand.


      Picking up on something in my expression, perhaps, she waved her hands.


      “Whoops! Sorry! I didn’t mean to start a fight or anything, you know?”


      I had to grin at that. And respond with a touch of mischief.


      “…Not yet, at least, right?”


      Kureha nodded perkily. “Yup! Not quite yet!”


      At that exact moment, our food and drinks arrived, so for now, we decided to engage in only small talk.


      Or maybe Kureha had decided to temporarily retreat.


      I looked up and saw her clutching the lapels of her cardigan.


      “If I was you, Yuzuki…”


      She was muttering under her breath, almost like she was speaking to herself rather than to me.


      My eyes glued to her, I felt my own hand rise to my chest…


      If I was you, Kureha…


      The voice of the thought in my head sounded almost desperate to be heard.


      
        
          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      


      Kureha didn’t need a demonstration, like I’d done for someone else once before. She first cut the eggs Benedict in half down the middle, split the muffin into bite-size pieces, mixed them with the yolk of the poached egg, and finally brought a forkful to her mouth.


      “Mmm, this is super delicious!”


      That innocent reaction was just what you’d expect from an earnest younger student, and I couldn’t help but smile.


      “Right?”


      “And I’ve never had elderflower cordial before, but I’m for sure gonna be ordering it again!”


      “It’ll do that to you.”


      “Oh yes! I’ll always associate this taste with you and Senpai!”


      “Somehow I knew you’d say that. …You know,” I said, shrugging with exasperation, “I should let you know, Chitose also comes here with Haru and Yuuko on, like, a semiregular basis.”


      Kureha’s eyes widened in surprise.


      “Is that so? Wow, Senpai’s actually pretty insensitive, then.”


      I snorted and nodded a little. “Hmm, well, you’re not wrong. But like I said, something small like that’s not enough to upset me.”


      Kureha lowered the forkful of eggs Benedict before it reached her mouth and gave me a quizzical look.


      “You’re not bothered by him bringing other girls to a café you introduced him to?”


      It was a very reasonable question, but I brushed it off breezily. “Nope. ’Cause I’m Yuzuki Nanase.”


      Kureha smiled insincerely, like a student trying to explain that she’d forgotten to do her homework.


      “Er…?”


      Her confusion felt kinda good. I continued, almost like I was a fellow student lending her my notes.


      “He and I are similar, so he gets it. It’s not the place that’s significant. It’s the memories we made here.”


      Kureha narrowed her eyes, a sort of worldly-wise look on her face.


      “Just like I thought. You’re not the kind of girl who should be underestimated, Nana.”


      I realized this was the cue to end our little performance. And so I got down to it.


      “So what do you want?” I asked.


      Kureha’s eyes were seductive in a way that made my stomach drop.


      “What do you mean? I simply asked you out on a date.” She giggled, playing dumb.


      …Ever since that day on the rooftop.


      Kureha had been her usual self, blending in seamlessly with the cheer squad. With our group.


      As quiet as a mouse, as the saying goes. An apt saying, in this case.


      She was acting normally toward Chitose and the others.


      But what really gave me pause was the fact that after she’d thrown down the gauntlet in front of me, the very next day, she came trotting innocently up to me, calling, “Yuzuki!”


      Meanwhile, there I was, having been up all night thinking about it and trying to calm myself down after my match with Todo. All I could see was Kureha, her image flickering in the back of my mind.


      Because of that, I was having a hard time keeping up my usual calm and composed facade around the others.


      And so things remained in that state of stasis until our September came to its peaceful end.


      The truth is, I’d taken that rooftop confession as the starting pistol to a race I was prepared to run. I thought Kureha would try to close in on Chitose at a full-out sprint. So it was sort of anticlimactic when nothing happened.


      Kureha made her next move only yesterday.


      “Yuzuki, would you like to go on a date with me?”


      That’s what the message said when it arrived late last night. I wonder why I felt so relieved when I read it?


      Anyway, I’d suggested meeting today, at this location.


      Kureha was still playing innocent, but she seemed to be having trouble getting to the point. I thought it would be better not to rush her, so for the time being, I put up with this little dance between senior and junior student.


      But the fact that she’d chosen to call me by my court name meant that we were finally getting to the point.


      Kureha seemed to be waiting for my reaction. So I decided to challenge her a little.


      “Well, if you wanna go on a date with me, could you at least drop the creepy senpai-kouhai routine?”


      I don’t think she expected me to say that; her eyes went all big and wide. And then she spoke all in a rush, like she was upset by what I’d said.


      “Hey! Don’t make me sound like I’m some sort of two-faced schemer here!”


      “You’re seriously going to deny it?”


      “Wow! You’re actually saying that with your whole chest?! That’s mean.”


      Kureha pouted, dropping her eyes to her palms.


      She really did look upset. I felt a teensy bit of guilt.


      I guess I was playing the role of older student myself, so I’m not really one to talk.


      Though I thought I made it clear a while back that this was not the dynamic here.


      “We’re both as bad as each other.”


      Like I’d expected, Kureha’s head came up, and her hands folded primly.


      “I’m everyone’s junior. I may have picked a fight with you, Yuzuki…but whichever ‘face’ you think I’m showing you, I assure you that I’m always crimson-red Kureha Nozomi, and no one else.”


      It’s weird, I thought.


      She wasn’t like Yuuko, who went from ditzy-cute to mature after August. She wasn’t like Ucchi, soft and soothing, like a warm hug. She wasn’t like Haru, desperately trying to be my rival or equal. She wasn’t like Nishino, an untouchable object of admiration.


      This girl in front of me, someone on a completely different wavelength from me…


      Why did her words leave such beautiful thorns stuck in my heart?


      Praying that what I had to say back to her wouldn’t sound trite or lame, I decided to forgo any pretense and just challenge her straight out.


      “Nice speech. But the crouching start’s your specialty, isn’t it?”


      She seemed to grasp what I was saying. Kureha’s eyes flashed as she responded.


      “This is just my small token of gratitude to you, Nana.”


      I wasn’t sure what she meant, and I stared at her. “Gratitude…?”


      Kureha smiled warmly for some reason, then gave her shoulders a little shake, like she was reminiscing about something.


      “You might have been tempted, but you never told anyone my secret, did you, Yuzuki?”


      I knew exactly what she meant by that.


      Smiling a little, I said, “Who do you think I am?”


      Kureha’s honest barrage of emotions, her steely resolve, her romantic ideal…


      I knew how she felt. And I didn’t want to be the kind of girl who goes around spreading secrets as some form of petty revenge.


      Besides, I didn’t want to bother Chitose. Especially after the chaos of August, and when we’d just entered the lull of September.


      Our rooftop conversation remained a secret just between me and Kureha.


      Kureha laughed a little, rolling her eyes.


      “I would’ve rushed straight around to Senpai’s house without a moment’s hesitation.”


      “I guess you would’ve.”


      I shrugged, unbothered, as Kureha tipped her head to one side and continued in a mischievous tone. “You could have cried softly on Senpai’s chest, warning him all about what kind of girl Kureha Nozomi really is. I bet he would’ve rushed to comfort you.”


      I smiled wryly.


      “Even if I told him directly, he’s not the type to judge someone based on what he heard from someone else, Kureha.”


      “Huh?”


      For the first time, Kureha seemed taken aback.


      “Also, that stuff wouldn’t get to him the same way. He wouldn’t give me soothing pats on the back. He’s more the type to give you a good slap to the face and a hearty lecture.”


      I slumped a little. Ah, memories.


      Kureha narrowed her eyes, envy there for some reason, and said, in a somewhat morose tone:


      “What a mean prince he is.”


      “Oh, I agree.”


      Then we looked each other in the face and shared a laugh.


      What an odd girl, I thought.


      Though we were locked in this fierce battle, I just couldn’t bring myself to hate her.


      “Anyway.” Once we were done laughing, Kureha grew serious once more. “Out of respect for your aesthetic sensibilities, Yuzuki, I’ve been behaving myself for the time being.”


      Ah, right, I thought, allowing myself a small sigh. That’s embarrassing, a junior student worrying about my feelings.


      Kureha breathed out, too, then continued with a smile.


      “But you know, I admire you, Yuzuki. To be honest, I was a little afraid to ask you on this date today. Like, what if you turned me down?”


      There’s more than one way to go about things. It doesn’t have to be a one-on-one direct battle.


      Either way, I knew I had to face this girl head-on.


      So I decided to say something I’d once said to him.


      “I go the extra mile for people I like.”


      For just a second, Kureha’s eyes swam with tears. Then she bit her lip and scratched her cheek shyly.


      “Recently, you’ve been looking more beautiful than ever, Yuzuki… My heart just skipped a beat.”


      “Oh, whatever. Anyway,” I said, trying not to be distracted by Kureha’s flighty ways.


      “So today is a fresh declaration of war, is it?”


      “Yep! I’m not gonna hold back any longer!”


      Kureha didn’t hesitate. Then, suddenly, she lowered her gaze.


      “If we stand still forever, the seasons will catch up with us.”


      Thump. My heart pounded in my chest.


      “You’re all the same. You just sit there, making no progress at all.”


      “All holding hands, playing nice in your little stagnant circle.”


      Right. Even with the tip of the sword against my throat, I’m still standing still.


      Ever since that day, when I exposed my weakness in front of Kureha.


      I’d thought I’d faced up to my truth—the truth of Yuzuki Nanase.


      All right, so I hadn’t taken any bold steps or anything. But in my mind, I’d faced up to it.


      But to Kureha, it probably looked like I was dragging my feet.


      At this rate, I’m getting nowhere.


      Getting real with my romantic feelings—the words sounded cheaper each time I rolled them around in my mind.


      Would I be able to reach the true conclusion?


      And would Yuzuki Nanase’s truth lead me to the right place?


      Mulling that over, I gazed at Kureha. “Can I just ask you one thing?”


      “Sure! Ask away!”


      “What would you have done, if I’d gone to Chitose and told him everything?”


      Of course, there was a good chance she’d assumed I wouldn’t tell him on account of my pride and my personality. But she and I still didn’t know each other well enough for her to have been sure of that.


      Still, it’s highly unlikely that the sort of girl who’d brazenly wormed her way into Chitose’s orbit would have said something on impulse without thinking of the consequences.


      As expected, Kureha merely shrugged, showing no signs of having thought all that in-depth about it.


      “It would have been fine, I guess?”


      I didn’t mishear her.


      “It… It would have been fine?”


      Seeing that I was confused, Kureha continued calmly. “I’ll have to tell him my feelings sooner or later anyway…and as long as you didn’t distort things or twist the story, I wouldn’t have had a problem with him knowing what went down.”


      She’s strong, I thought, gazing into her unwavering eyes.


      “Neither face is false,” Kureha said.


      She wasn’t exaggerating or embellishing. This was the truth. No lies, no falsehoods.


      Both were her real face. So she had no need to be embarrassed if the guy she liked saw the real her.


      How many girls could say that in this situation?


      “Also,” Kureha said, her expression softening, “Like you said earlier, Yuzuki, Senpai’s really kind. I’m sure he’d listen fairly to what I had to say, and even if he did know how I felt, that doesn’t mean he’d coldly push me away. Don’t you think?”


      I smiled wryly.


      “It might be one thing if it was a confession from some fangirl he’d never even spoken to, but yeah, he wouldn’t do that with you, Kureha. I’m sure he’d take it seriously and consider all the complicated angles.”


      I paused for a moment, then continued, caught between resignation and yearning.


      “He wouldn’t ignore someone’s heartfelt prayer. He’s a hero, after all.”


      “Oh, I know,” Kureha said, casting her eyes down adorably. “In which case, wouldn’t that be the quickest route to getting out of the cute junior-girl box and into the frame of being seen as a romantic possibility?”


      Her voice sounded like a wistful prayer.


      So I said, “Are you full, or could you eat more?”


      Kureha looked up, a puzzled expression on her face. “I could eat more…?”


      I gestured to the café counter.


      “The canelés here are really good.”


      “Canelés!”


      “Crispy on the outside, rich on the inside. They’re perfect.”


      “Does Senpai like them?”


      For crying out loud, I thought.


      “He doesn’t really like sweets. Also…”


      I rapped on the table with my knuckles.


      “Today you’re on a date with me, Kureha.”


      You have a beautiful woman in front of you, and your eyes are still wandering? That’s a punishable offense.


      “Why don’t you take home at least one memory with me that Chitose doesn’t also share?”


      “Yu—I mean, Nana…”


      Kureha’s eyes suddenly lit up; then she bit her lip, looking frustrated.


      “…I told you I can’t be your friend, you know?”


      “Girlfriend, at this moment.”


      My breezy response made Kureha relax a little. Then she said:


      “All right, for today only, we’re dating!”


      And she gave me a very cheeky wink.
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      Once we were done with our canelés, Kureha piped up cheerily:


      “That was soooo good! And here I was thinking canelés were more like these dry, crispy things that sucked the moisture out of your mouth.”


      “They’re good, aren’t they?”


      The first time I tried them here, I was surprised at how different a dessert could be depending on the café.


      Maybe I’ll try the massaman curry next time, I thought to myself.


      Sometimes you find a café like this one, where you can’t go wrong no matter what you order. Either because the chef is just that good or because the vibe of the place just suits your taste buds.


      Takokyu’s like that, too, though the vibe is completely different from this place.


      With a few good spots jotted down in my mental notebook, every day’s a little bit more fun.


      While I was musing over that, I suddenly realized that Kureha had gotten a bit serious.


      She seemed to be waiting for the right timing to say something. I tilted my head slightly to encourage her.


      Kureha gripped the fabric of her shorts with both hands.


      “Nana, can I ask you one thing?”


      “Now that you’re full, you’re charged up for battle?”


      I was joking, but her response was unexpectedly melancholy.


      “It might seem that way, but that’s not how I mean it.” Kureha continued, somewhat self-deprecatingly, “I want everything to be fair. I don’t want to feel indebted to you.”


      “I don’t remember saying I’d treat you.”


      Is this his bad influence? I thought, suddenly amused.


      Whenever I’m talking about something serious, I can’t help but want to make some silly joke.


      “So what do you want to ask?”


      When I said that, Kureha stopped giggling and sat up straight, taking a little breath.


      Then she narrowed her eyes, like she was steeling herself…


      “How long are you planning to keep up this Yuzuki Nanase act?”


      That was quite an opening slash.


      “…”


      My heart thumped. We were doing this for real this time.


      Kureha continued, taking another swing.


      “You didn’t tell Senpai about what happened on the rooftop. You didn’t run crying to him. Despite the provocation, despite how long you’ve been waiting, it doesn’t seem like you’re going to take any action at all. You’ve worked hard to be the perfect woman in front of Senpai, but you don’t seem like you’re about to use that hand, either. And now here you are, showing me this sweet side of you…”


      I warned you, Kureha seemed to be saying.


      “…I won’t lose to a woman who can’t even get real.”


      Basically the same words she said that day.


      “Let me repeat myself. If you try to hurt me, Yuzuki, I’ll rush right over to his place without any hesitation. I don’t want to be sneaky or cowardly, so I won’t distort or twist anything. But I will tell him the truth. Senpai’s much too nice to ignore a crying girl, so I’m sure he’ll be sweet to me. Then, even if things don’t happen organically, I’ll create a situation where I pounce and get him right where I want him. I’m going to hit Senpai with every one of my feminine wiles. I won’t let my advantage slip and throw you any lifelines. Just so you know.”


      Aha, I thought, biting my lip.


      Here was an example of someone taking her romantic ideals seriously.


      This beautiful young girl, Kureha.


      She was going to hit Chitose with everything she had.


      Right now, in the springtime of her youth.


      With a heart laid bare. Like a flower arrangement with only two blooms.


      “Ultimately,” Kureha said sardonically:


      “Yuzuki Nanase values her aesthetic ideals over her relationship with Senpai.”


      It was a painful truth I knew all too well, and I felt my breath catch.


      My heart was hammering in my chest.


      Even though I swore an oath that day, in the gym with the sound of rain echoing.


      Just like this girl before me, I’d be unafraid of inflicting harm upon others…


      “I’m not afraid of a woman who can’t make any changes at all for the man she loves.”


      Kureha wiped the blood off her verbal sword before resheathing it.


      “I heard from a friend on the basketball team. You beat Ashi High’s ace, right, Nana?”


      Then, as if she was done with the conversation, she said:


      “If you ask me, Nana seems much stronger than Yuzuki Nanase.”


      She smiled sadly.


      I sat there, unable to say anything, as Kureha put her share of the bill down on the table and got up.


      “Thank you for the date.”


      She gave a neat little bow, then looked me right in the eye.


      “Nana, that was to say thanks for the canelé.”


      Then she turned and walked away, her back straight and proud, and all I could think was that she was beautiful.
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      “…If possible, could you please just hate me?”
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      I’d realized it already, way before you had to go and point it out to me.


      “As long as Yuzuki Nanase remains Yuzuki Nanase, I’m going to continue to repeat the same regret over and over again.”


      “All those choices were right, and correct, and ‘beautiful’… Anyone would say so. But that doesn’t mean they were right for me.”


      “But Yuzuki Nanase sticks to her wretched principles. She won’t throw it all away for a long shot at love.”


      “Because as long as I stay Yuzuki Nanase, you can only ever be the same Saku Chitose you are now.”


      …Fine. If that’s what you want. I’ll be Nana. I’ll be the witch with the magic mirror. Just you watch.
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      The next day, Saturday afternoon, just before dusk.


      We girls on the basketball team were in the Fuji High gym, standing in a circle around Miss Misaki.


      This month, as part of the final preparations for the upcoming Winter Cup qualifiers, the team was scheduled to play a large number of practice matches against formidable high schools both inside and outside the prefecture.


      Today was the first game, and our opponent was Oboro Academy, from Kanazawa.


      They’re regulars at the Winter Cup and the Inter-High School Championships, and just from their track record, they’re clearly a cut above the rest.


      Except for two years ago, when Fuji won with a team that included Aki and Suzu, Ashi High has always dominated us. So this team wouldn’t have bothered to come up with a game plan against us that involved anything more than subtle tweaks.


      Just the way we want it.


      Either way, we couldn’t have made it to the national tournament if we hadn’t beaten Ashi. So even if we crashed and burned now against a high-ranking team, things wouldn’t really change at all.


      I mean, I happened to win a one-on-one battle against Mai Todo, once. But I’m not so arrogant as to think that I’ve surpassed her, just because of that.


      Anyway, I want to give it my best shot.


      This summer, Umi’s enthusiasm got our team fired up.


      If the girl I was now could keep everything under control, just how far could we go?


      Misaki looked at all of us in turn before speaking.


      “This team has changed.”


      ““““Yeah!””””


      “You think it’s crazy to think Fuji can beat Oboro?”


      ““““No way!””””


      Haru, Yoh, and Sen all yelled back without hesitation.


      “We already beat Ashi! Let’s keep going! Bring that summer heat into the winter season!”


      ““““YEAH!!!””””


      Then Miss Misaki looked at me.


      “Nana, I’ll leave the game plan up to you. Use your best judgment.”


      “I plan to.”


      As we were talking, out of the corner of my eye I saw Umi clenching her fists and biting her lip in frustration.


      …Sorry. Not now.


      I pretended not to notice what was going on with my partner and focused on the game at hand.


      Until now, the team had been centered around Umi, for better or worse.


      I’m a guard, and of course I’m the one who plans the game, but the crux of it is always about making the most of my partner, our team’s ace and top scorer.


      So when the plan involved keeping Umi on a leash, no matter how much I tried to make up for it with my three-pointers, the team’s scoring ability dropped significantly, and that was one of our weak points.


      But from now on…


      …I was going to grab victory with my own hands.


      “Okay, team, huddle.”


      Miss Misaki clapped her hands, and we all put our arms around each other’s shoulders.


      Umi, our captain, seemed to have adjusted her attitude and returned to her usual pregame poise.


      Good, I thought, letting out a sigh of relief.


      Umi glanced my way, brow furrowed, then stomped her foot hard against the floor.


      “Are you in love?”


      “““We’re in love!”””


      Sen, Yoh, and everyone else stomped their feet on the floor at the same time.


      “Is that love real?”


      “““It’s in our blood!”””


      “Then set a fire in your hearts!”


      “““We won’t just wait around!”””


      “If you want a man?”


      “““Hold him close!”””


      “If he doesn’t care?”


      “““Knock ’im down!”””


      “We are…”


      “““Fighting Girls!!!”””


      Bambambambam! We all thumped our feet against the floor like a war drum.


      Then both teams lined up on either side of the center circle.


      Mirror, mirror, on the wall.


      I put a hair tie in my mouth, pulled my hair back, tied it up, and chanted the words of the spell. My routine, ever since that day.


      This game was like a test for me.


      I feel like I’ve been manipulated a little, somehow, but the realization Kureha forced out of me is also something I’ve been trying to ignore for far too long.


      I’d decided to open the door and go meet the real Yuzuki Nanase.


      But what if even that isn’t enough…? Or what if it actually drives the guy I love away?


      Then I’ll abandon friendship, empathy, warmth, sorrow—even Yuzuki Nanase.


      And I’ll just be…Nana.
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      The ball went up in the air, and Yoh and the opposing center jumped at the same time.


      With my vision crystal clear, I calmly surveyed my surroundings.


      They were closely matched in height, but the other player was a little quicker at reaching the ball.


      Whap.


      Smack.


      In that case, I’d like our ace to score the first point.


      The player snatched the ball out of the air almost silently, turned to hide it with her body, and immediately launched a quick attack.


      A jump ball’s trajectory is 50 percent luck, but in order not to squander the other 50 percent, I positioned myself next to Oboro’s small forward ace, who was on our side of the court.


      The opposing team was a strong one that regularly participated in national tournaments.


      If they have the chance to adjust the direction of the ball like they’re doing now, they’ll most likely pass the ball to their point guard or the team’s top scorer.


      All we can do is try to predict the general direction from the jumper’s arm movement and then cut in right away on the tap.


      I mean, it’s kind of luck-based whether it works or not. But it’s still a valuable opening point that could influence the direction of the game.


      I quickly evaded the defense that closed in on me and checked to see where Umi was.


      “Ah, you dummy.”


      Looking at my partner waiting triumphantly outside the three-point line, I cursed under my breath.


      I understand the desire to get on with things, but still…what’s the point of revealing your trump card so early?


      We may be an inferior team, but we’re still important enough for them to come all the way from outside the prefecture to play us.


      I’m sure they know a thing or two about how we play.


      But they don’t know about your three-pointers or my inside shots.


      We need to get them accustomed to our regular playing style and then strike.


      “…No!”


      I dashed forward, my shoes squeaking.


      At the same time, I got past the first defender and headed for the goal.


      Our secrets have been out to Todo and Ashi High for a while now.


      Even if you save all your energy until the qualifying finals, once you advance to the national competition, you end up being scrutinized quite a bit.


      If that was the case, then even if we managed to pull off a one-time sneak attack on Oboro, such a victory would be meaningless.


      We’re supposed to be blowing Ashi High away, right?


      I charged head-on at Oboro’s ace defender, who was crouching and waiting in front of the three-point line.


      When I was about three meters away from my opponent, I lightly skipped and changed the rhythm.


      The defense, wary of the drive, took one step back, then two, back toward the three-point line.


      About two meters away.


      “Too bad, we’re already in range.”


      I landed a skip step and then went straight into the shooting motion.


      Whoosh. Swish.


      The ball drew a high arc and went through the net in a trajectory that was exactly as I’d pictured it in my mind.


      Fast momentum, smooth transition, three points.


      In the past, I’d have avoided this move, thinking it would lower my odds, but weirdly, right now, I felt like I couldn’t miss.


      Like a bonus stage, where your opponent draws back and lets you have your way with the ball.


      My next moves were completely telegraphed, and yet I still won.


      …I’ll play along with your teasing, you cheeky young madam.


      On my way back to our defense side…


      “After all, the ace has to make the first shot, right?”


      Like leaving a little verbal note for Umi, who was running nearby. You can take that how you like.


      “…Nana?”


      Sorry, but I don’t have time for leisurely conversation.


      I’d love to have taken an early lead, but this was a school that regularly participates in the Inter-High School Championships, after all.


      Unflustered, they grabbed the ball and rallied.


      Still, it looked like the other team’s ace had gotten off to a bad start, and she seemed pissed.


      She glared at me, demanding the ball.


      And you call yourself an ace? Come get it.


      “The Evil Queen in the mirror, huh?”


      Flash. I refocused to a higher plane.


      The ace got a pass from the point guard and charged toward us.


      Retribution, huh?


      She switched up the rhythm with a heavy step, landing longer on the foot opposite from the one she was dribbling on, creating a moment of pause.


      Here she comes.


      She came at me from my left.


      Yeah, she was just as fast and sharp as Mai Todo.


      But this was more or less what I’d been expecting. So I lowered my hips and hunkered down tightly to the ground.


      Perhaps realizing that she couldn’t get out of this with one move, she passed the ball under her open legs to start afresh, now on her left side.


      Then she dribbled to my right, like some kind of absolute beginner.


      Even though Umi and Yoh were, like, literally right there.


      Is she pulling a Shammgod here and trying to fake us out, or what?


      Keeping my weight on my heels, I pretended to be lured in and stepped out lightly with just my right foot, and sure enough, she immediately retrieved the ball with her right hand and came back to try to get it past me from the other side again.


      It’s impressive that she was able to play so neatly in a fight to the death, but…


      Too bad! I thought, snatching the ball away.


      “Hey…!”


      It’s not hard to react right if you just see through that initial fake-out.


      If you want to execute the Shammgod perfectly, you have to watch your opponent’s feet.


      Compared to Todo, this girl’s mental game is weak, I thought, and I moved straight into a quick attack.


      The first to react on our side was Umi, running up from the rear right.


      “Good girl!”


      The player guarding me was wary of that transition three-pointer earlier, and she stuck close, leaving almost no gap.


      A heavy step just before the three-point line gave Umi a split second to pass me.


      I took a big step with the ball in the direction of my teammate, and sure enough, the defense stepped in front of me.


      In that moment, I quickly retrieved the ball with my left hand and made a powerful drive from the opposite side.


      Swoosh!


      The free layup went in nice and smooth and easy.


      When I turned around, Oboro’s ace was glaring at me, this time with anger in her eyes.


      After all, I’d faked them out after she tried to Shammgod me.


      It’s called a fake-out because you fake people out, little Oboro ace.


      As I dropped back to defense, I thought…


      In the past, I would have fed the ball to Umi.


      Not only would it set a bad example for the opponent if I treated our team’s ace like bait from the very beginning, but also, as a point guard, my belief was that passing was the key to controlling the flow of the game. Not to mention the legendary three-pointer shot that can be used to change the flow when you really need it. So cutting inside was against my aesthetic.


      I never even tried to use any of the skills I’d been keeping in my back pocket.


      It might be the kind of playing style that strikes fear in an opponent’s heart, but I’ve always thought it lacked beauty…until now.


      “The Evil Queen in the mirror, huh?”


      Todo had been joking when she said that.


      So who’s the best person to reflect me right now?


      To win, I have to do whatever it takes, without the fear of being hurt or of hurting others. I have to single-mindedly race toward one goal.


      That way of living seems beautiful to me.


      Right. This is the bright red hue that’s shaken things up for me recently.


      If I’m going to shoot down the guy who’s not coming around for me… Then it’s better to be the Nana who hid the moon.
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      Scary stuff.


      The interval at the end of the third quarter.


      I, Haru Aomi, felt myself shivering as I looked at the score.


      Forty-two to fifty-five.


      Oboro versus Fuji.


      This was a team that was a regular participant in the Inter-High School Championships, and it was obvious that we were dominating them.


      No, that’s not what was obvious.


      It was obvious to everyone that Nana was dominating these strong players, who were regular participants in the Inter-High School Championships.


      I was thinking along these lines a while back:


      Growth isn’t a smooth curve, in my opinion.


      Of course, your skills and physical strength will improve slowly day by day, but there’ll always come a time when you feel stagnant, like you’re standing still on the landing of a staircase.


      A person can push themselves to their limits in terms of both the quality and quantity of their practice sessions, but in doing so, they’re so focused on playing to their ideal that their true self can’t keep up.


      But then one day…


      It was like the ceiling disappeared, and I was bounding up the staircase, taking the steps two at a time.


      My body felt lighter, like I’d shed yesterday’s version of me, and it could finally keep up with the plays I’d imagined in my mind, just a few steps ahead. And then, before long, my body and mind were in sync.


      I certainly felt that way after the scrimmages with Suzu and Aki, but Nana’s been a little odd after the one-on-one with Mai.


      She wasn’t naive like me. She had an eye for the game.


      I wouldn’t say she’s got me beat in terms of athletic ability, but—and here’s one example—she has dribbling skills I’d have to practice for days, but Nana can pull them out of a hat at a moment’s notice.


      Once she’d mastered a technique, she would effortlessly demonstrate what she’d learned in various combos, and she was also known for putting together original plays at the spur of the moment, too.


      But up until now, Nana had only ever thought of these things as just part of playing and having fun on the court.


      She’d try them out in one-on-one situations with me, but when it came to an actual game, her creativity was concentrated on being a game maker, on passing, and on shooting three-pointers as a point guard.


      However, after her match against Mai, Nana’s ability as a scorer blossomed, and she no longer held back on showing off those hidden abilities that she’d had all along.


      Up until now, there was a tacit understanding that the inside was my territory and the passing and outside were Nana’s territory. But after playing against Suzu and Aki, I was the one who first stepped into my partner’s territory, infringing on her passing and her three-pointers, so…I had no right to complain.


      Now that Nana had the option of scoring points herself, her ability to make or break the game was godlike; it sent chills down my spine.


      Controlling the flow of the game is no easy feat.


      But Nana was dictating the court.


      I’d never thought that a point guard who’d obtained an overwhelming scoring ability could be such a fearsome opponent.


      Whether it was from the inside or the outside, Nana would break through, and when they raised their defenses to keep from being crushed, she would pull Yoh and me into the fold.


      We’re being used, I thought, gripping my uniform fretfully.


      In fact, Nana was involved in the majority of the goals, either scoring them herself or providing the passes that led directly to the goals.


      I hadn’t sat down and counted necessarily, but I wouldn’t be surprised if about 45 of the 55 points were like that.


      Of course I scored a few baskets, but I never felt like I was fulfilling my role as a scorer.


      Because the baskets I scored were fed to me by Nana, making them her baskets by default, right?


      From Oboro’s perspective, we probably appeared to be a one-man team ruled by an irreplaceable ace.


      But I was like a pawn, carefully positioned by Nana with the sole purpose of scoring a basket.


      That said, it’s not like Nana had gone rogue and given up on teamwork entirely.


      It was more like she had a sharper view of the court than usual.


      If it seemed like her choices were self-serving, then that was our fault.


      There were a lot of opportunities where it made more sense for her to take the shot.


      And we were just making passes to give our teammate the best shot.


      …It seemed that way because the difference between us was so great.


      We couldn’t keep up with Nana’s playing style.


      So Nana had no choice but to use us.


      Phweeet!


      With the frustration still unresolved, the whistle blew to signal the start of the fourth quarter.


      Dammit, I thought, and roughly removed the towel from around my neck.


      “After all, the ace has to make the first shot, right?”


      Suddenly, the words she said to me in the first quarter came back to me.


      I knew that was Nana’s catalyst.


      It wasn’t that the first move had to be made by me, Umi. Nana was saying that she was our team’s ace now. It was a declaration of war.


      Normally I would get angry and go on the attack, but with things like this…


      I looked around for my partner and spotted Nana sitting alone on a metal chair in deep concentration. She got to her feet.


      Her gaze was not directed at us, her teammates, nor was she glaring at our enemies. Her eyes were fixed straight on the basket.


      That pisses me off, Nana.


      I bit my lip tightly as I headed to the court.


      When I played against Mai for the first time, in middle school basketball, she was already a well-known player in the prefecture, so it was natural for me to go after her, guns blazing. And no matter how many times I was blown away, I was always determined to get up and keep fighting.


      But against Nana…?


      It really was scary to watch my partner, the one I’d thought would always be fighting by my side, disappear into the distance. And I was unable to do anything about it.


      Ever since the first quarter, I hadn’t had any conversations with Nana other than discussing instructions during the game.


      It was the first time something like this had happened since joining the club.


      During every interval or halftime, we’d praise each other’s playing, or point out mistakes, or discuss how best to attack in the next quarter, or join together to encourage and motivate the team.


      But today, I had no words to say to Nana.


      And it seemed like my partner didn’t want to hear what I had to say, either.


      It was like I was all alone, fighting against a shadow version on the other side.


      Look at me, Nana.


      My lonely cry fell to the floor of the gym and rolled around pathetically there.
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      The fourth quarter was coming to an end.


      The score was 51–62.


      Although the opposing team had managed to close the gap a little, Nana still held the lead.


      There were less than thirty seconds left on the clock.


      I was determined to show some spirit in this quarter, so I aggressively went for the two-handed three-pointer that I’d been practicing to death for the past month.


      However, perhaps due to the anxiety welling up in me, my form was all off.


      All of my shots sucked, and I knew they would miss the moment the ball left my hands.


      I felt guilty toward Nana, who’d given me the space for the shots.


      But she just raised her hand lightly, as if to say, “Don’t worry about it,” and immediately focused on the next play without even looking at me.


      Like she was saying my failures were insignificant, as long as I quickly got the ball to her.


      The thought made my chest constrict painfully.


      Nana may have just been taking the next logical step, but to me it was a form of pushing me away, as if she had never factored me into her calculations in the first place.


      It was the loneliness of being left behind.


      When I saw Kureha, who I’d thought was just a cute younger girl, playing catch with Chitose better than I could; when I saw Mai, my nemesis, getting excited over a match with Nana; when Nana, who I’d thought was my equal, went on to dominate Mai—it felt like being left behind.


      I don’t have her height, her pretty face, her sense of style, her feminine sex appeal.


      My only redeeming qualities are my scrappiness and love for basketball.


      “Goddammit!!!”


      I mustered my last bit of will and ran as fast as I could toward the basket.


      Before I knew it, there were only fifteen seconds left.


      This would probably be the last play.


      Nana stole the ball from the opponent and broke for the basket, and she now found herself facing two defenders about two meters from the three-point line.


      Farther ahead, near the finish line, there was another one.


      Perhaps because they’d been hit with similar counterattacks many times before and were on guard, the other side had responded quickly.


      Even though we were in the middle of a game, I was distracted for just a moment and stopped moving, but Nana’s steal was so brilliant that it seemed the others had trouble keeping up.


      “Nana!!!”


      I yelled out as I ran past my partner.


      A one-on-one on the inside is my territory.


      Show me you’re gonna support your partner until the end.


      I shifted into position, my shoes squeaking against the court, and looked at Nana.


      Nana responded by taking a step back, dribbling, to create some distance between her and the defense.


      It felt like our eyes met for the first time in almost this whole game.


      Okay.


      I surrendered myself to my usual instincts and headed toward the basket.


      If my partner passed to me, it would be two steps to the drive… No, three with a low pass.


      Nana changed up the rhythm of her dribbling and took a sharp step in the opposite direction from me.


      One of the two defenders responded instantly.


      A fake-out, surely. She’d pass to me without even looking at me, and…


      “Huh…?”


      Seeing that the other defender was lured in by the passing motion, Nana lowered her hips like this had always been her intention.


      Just one meter and one step away from the three-point line.


      The setting sun reflected off the court, making it flicker like lapping waves.


      Nana’s long shadow glided silently over it.


      Her shot arced through the air like a gracefully sculpted parabola.


      Phwoosh.


      It fell neatly through the net.


      Bzzz!


      The buzzer went off to signal the end of the game.


      Oh. Okay.


      My voice is as meaningless to you as a fake-out now, then?
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      After cooling down and tidying up our stuff, we said good-bye to Oboro Academy, then formed a circle around Miss Misaki again.


      My teammates were still excited and chattering away.


      “Nana, you were amazing today!”


      “We actually beat Oboro!”


      “Like Miss Misaki said, this is ’cause of what happened this summer!”


      “We had them on the ropes!”


      Nope, I thought, tugging on my uniform with some irritation.


      Yes, the results of this summer had made themselves evident.


      Everyone kept running right to the end of the game, never tiring. And everyone was fired up, not willing to give an inch, even against formidable opponents.


      It was a world of difference from this summer, before I drew a line in the sand, when I’d given up and was wallowing.


      But this was…


      As Nana clenched her fist, Yoh put an arm around her shoulders.


      “The perfect combo with Nana, right?”


      Nana giggled and put her head to one side, her smile innocent.


      “Yeah.”


      Don’t play dumb, I thought, biting my lip to avoid chucking cold water on the general sense of victory.


      “For our team right now,” said Sen, “going to nationals isn’t just a dream!”


      Nana smiled softly.


      “That’s what we’ve been practicing for.”


      What do you mean “we”? I thought, unable to bear it any longer and casting my gaze away.


      How can they all be so happy?


      Am I the only one who’s miserable and losing my mind here?


      As if on cue, Miss Misaki plopped her hand down on my shoulder.


      I lifted my chin, and she shook her head very subtly at me.


      Then Miss Misaki looked at the others again and spoke.


      “Good work, everyone. Can you feel it? The growth you’ve achieved?”


      “““Yeah!”””


      “The Winter Cup is fast approaching. You can be proud of your victory over Oboro, but this year’s Ashi High team is on an even higher level. Practice hard and don’t get too cocky, all right?”


      “““All right!”””


      “And you, Nana.”


      “Yes?”


      “Is this the answer you’ve come up with?”


      Nana responded calmly to the question without seeming particularly perturbed.


      “At least, in the current situation, I think this is the only weapon with which we can take on Ashi.”


      “All right,” Miss Misaki said, smiling softly.


      “We’re done for today. Everyone, go home and rest.”


      “““Good game!”””


      Then Nana and everyone else headed toward the clubroom.


      For some reason, I didn’t feel like changing with them. I just stood there by myself. Then Miss Misaki gave me a fond look.


      “Umi, are you free after this?”


      Not sure what she was saying, I just nodded dejectedly, like a lost child.


      “Then let’s have a drink together.”


      “…What?”
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      After everyone was gone and the clubroom was locked, it was already completely dark.


      Miss Misaki drove us to Fukui Station in an old, slightly beat-up Land Cruiser.


      She parked in a random spot, and then I trailed along after her in confusion until I spotted the familiar logo and the blue neon lights and the red lantern…


      “You… You brought a student to Akiyoshi?!”


      I squawked out loud, but Miss Misaki just winked mischievously.


      “If you want a drink in Fukui, this is the place to go, right?”


      Then, as we passed through the automatic doors, the staff bellowed their usual cheery greeting:


      “Come in, come in, ladies!”


      We sat next to each other at the counter as instructed, and I turned to Miss Misaki, rolling my eyes.


      “I’m in my uniform.”


      “Don’t worry, people will think we’re sisters.”


      “Don’t you mean mom and daughter?!”


      Miss Misaki reached over and deftly flicked my forehead. I rubbed away the pain. “Ow ow ow.”


      At that exact moment, a waiter with a uniform gaping at the chest and a twisted headband around his brow appeared to take our orders.


      “I’ll have a beer, and…Umi, what’s your drink of choice?”


      Miss Misaki shot me a glance, and I rolled my eyes again. “Please don’t act like Kura.”


      “Hey, don’t compare me to him.”


      Miss Misaki looked almost genuinely disgusted, which startled me so much, I laughed.


      “Just a lemon-lime soda for me.”


      After making sure the waiter had heard my order, Miss Misaki plowed ahead.


      “And we’ll start with chicken skewers—ten shiro, ten junkei, ten wakadori, ten piitoro—then ten kushi-katsu, fried onion, fried oroshi, cucumbers, cabbage with sauce…”


      Then she paused for breath and looked at me.


      “I’d just like an assortment.”


      “You got it, ladies.”


      The waiter responded cheerfully and passed on the order to the person working at the grill behind the counter.


      Hmm, I thought, sneaking a secret glance at Miss Misaki.


      We’d had get-togethers as a team after official matches, and Miss Misaki had taken Nana and me to Hachiban’s after practicing on our own, but this was the first time she’d ever taken me to Akiyoshi.


      And she didn’t invite any of the others. Just me.


      I’d figured she wanted to tear me a new one for not playing well in an important game against Oboro, but that didn’t seem to be the case.


      Before I could think about it too hard, the waiter appeared with the beer and my soda.


      Miss Misaki raised her beer glass to me with a grin.


      “Okay, shall we have a toast?”


      I hesitated for a moment, then raised my own glass.


      With her eyes narrowed for some reason, Miss Misaki said in a calm tone:


      “To the summer that’s just ended. To the fall that is now changed.”


      “We’re not drinking to today’s victory…?”


      “You’re not in a celebratory mood right now, are you?”


      Ah, she saw right through me, I thought, shrugging my shoulders with a wry smile.


      I felt a little better, so I took a sip of my drink.


      The fizzy soda tasted like the summer that had just ended.


      “Phew!!! That hits the spot!!!”


      “Er, are you turning into Kura after all?!”


      My coach had a beer-foam mustache. I had to poke fun at her a little.


      Miss Misaki had drained about half her glass in one gulp, then slammed it down on the table.


      “I told you, don’t compare me to him!”


      “Then stop acting like a middle-aged man, maybe.”


      Yikes, she wasn’t listening. The cucumbers had been delivered during our toast, and now she was crunching away at them, elbows propped on the table.


      I followed suit and snagged one.


      Most people usually order cabbage as the starter, but I could chow down on salted cucumbers forever.


      While we were making short work of the cucumbers, the cabbage and the yakitori skewers appeared.


      “Things never go as planned.”


      Miss Misaki briskly picked up a stick of junkei, muttering under her breath.


      “It sucks, seeing your partner receding into the distance.”


      I turned and stared at her.


      Miss Misaki munched on her chicken skewer, gazing off into the far distance.


      So she invited me here to talk about this?


      I clenched my fists above my skirt and timidly spoke.


      “Sen, Yoh, and the others were genuinely happy… Am I the only one who was disappointed with today’s game…?”


      Miss Misaki chuckled and took a sip of her beer.


      “I don’t mean anything negative toward Sen or the others, but they haven’t reached that level yet.”


      She grabbed a stick of shiro chicken and continued.


      “Today, they should go home feeling good about having defeated a strong opposing team.”


      “But,” I interjected, unable to resist, “we didn’t beat Oboro. Nana beat Oboro all on her own.”


      As I said this, regret swelled up inside me again.


      Nana had always been my partner, someone I’d stood shoulder to shoulder with.


      When I said I was going to blow Ashi High away, I meant with Nana and the others…and I thought she felt the same way, too.


      “Things never go as planned.” Miss Misaki dipped her shiro skewer in the dipping sauce and muttered the same phrase again. “I’ve been waiting for Nana to face her true self.”


      She looked at me then and laughed in an “Oh boy” sort of manner.


      “You’ve seen it before, haven’t you? That moment when she lets all her defenses down?”


      I nodded vigorously.


      Like, for example, the practice game back in May when Chitose found the lost basketball shoes.


      There have been times in the past where Nana has played exceptionally.


      “I don’t think I need to explain this to you, Umi, but in sports, there’s no such thing as just having an amazing game, where someone is able to perform better than their actual skill level. It doesn’t matter what triggers it. The fact is that whatever you see on the court is the true extent of their ability.”


      Miss Misaki took a big bite and reached for the kushi-katsu.


      “Except for outliers like Todo, most people don’t know how to tap into that power. That’s why they have to rely on outside triggers, like when their backs are up against the wall or they’re super in the zone.”


      I could relate.


      Like the practice game with Ashi High and the scrimmage with Suzu and the others.


      On those occasions, I definitely felt like I was performing way better than usual.


      Miss Misaki stuffed the kushi-katsu into her cheek and sighed in exasperation.


      “Nana’s case is even worse. It’s like she had given up on herself.”


      Pouring some garlic dipping sauce on the chicken, I put my head to one side in confusion.


      “By which you mean…?”


      “Let me be clear. I’m not saying she was slacking off all this time.” Miss Misaki ordered another beer to replace the one she’d already somehow drained, then propped her cheek against her hand. “I guess it’s Nana’s sense of aesthetics.”


      Aesthetics, I thought. Now there’s a word that doesn’t really resonate with me much.


      For some reason, Chitose’s face popped into my mind, and I shook my head vigorously.


      Miss Misaki continued, picking at the cabbage.


      “She thinks that living life strictly by her own set of rules is a beautiful way to live. There’s nothing wrong with that. I even think that’s why Nana is who she is today. But her rules must be complicated. And I think at a certain point she started adding extra restrictions, like never revealing her limitations to other people. Or, to rephrase, only showing people her limits once she herself has gone beyond them. It’s just how she is.” Miss Misaki sipped her beer.


      I’m the type who always believes in giving it 100 percent. So while I got what Miss Misaki was saying, it still felt foreign to me.


      It’s not fair to be like that, I thought, and a feeling of bitterness filled me.


      Miss Misaki seemed to understand… But didn’t this mean that Nana had been hiding away her spare reserves of energy all this time? How was that different from slacking off?


      That’s not cool, getting this far, but then being like, “Oh, okay, I guess I’ll get serious now!”


      It’s not like I can be like, “Oh yeah, I was holding back, too!”


      Miss Misaki spoke more gently than usual, like she’d picked up on my feelings.


      “Here, eat this.”


      She offered me the junkei, which I usually love. But when I put it in my mouth, it had no taste, as if I was biting into a rubber ball.


      …A glass ceiling, I thought.


      When I played basketball with Mai, I sometimes felt the same way.


      Like there was a transparent ceiling between me and her, far, far above my head.


      I desperately jump up, giving everything I have, and keep knocking on it, trying to find the trapdoor that must be there somewhere, but I can never get through.


      And it’s like Mai’s crouched on the floor above, grinning down at me. No, she’s not. She’s in a large room, flying around freely, completely at ease.


      I start to feel disheartened, thinking that maybe a trapdoor doesn’t even exist, but I still believe that if I keep banging against it, the ceiling might eventually crack…


      And then all of a sudden, I realize that Nana’s on that higher level, too.


      Sorry, I actually knew where the door was the whole time.


      Yeah, I had the key hidden in my pocket.


      Then why didn’t you tell me about it?


      I feel pathetic now, thinking I was on the same level as her.


      Talent, a word I hate, was about to spring to my lips, but I stopped myself.


      I may not have any lofty aesthetic ideals, but I can’t sink so low as to blame “talent.”


      Maybe she was hiding reserves of strength. But I know that Nana—and Mai, too, of course—put in huge amounts of effort and dedication.


      If I try to dismiss all that with one word, I’ll lose the right to even stand among them.


      I gulped down my soda, like I could wash away my frustration with myself.


      Then, with a slightly cooler head, I suddenly blurted out something that had been on my mind.


      “But then why did Nana suddenly…?”


      I don’t know if she was doing it consciously or unconsciously, but it’s obvious that she was hiding her true abilities.


      So then why did she start showing them off?


      Miss Misaki smiled, like she was reminiscing about something.


      “…I guess she learned that there’s beauty in not holding back.”


      Her voice was wistful, like she was tracing a distant past with a fingertip.


      “Beauty in not holding back…”


      I muttered Miss Misaki’s words back, and she frowned, looking suddenly sad.


      “Still, I wish we could have been the ones to teach her that,” she said. “I’ve been waiting for the day when Nana would be able to use her true abilities without worry. Like she said herself, ‘That’s the kind of weapon with which we can take on the likes of Ashi and Todo.’”


      Those words sent hopelessness washing over me again, and I hung my head.


      Miss Misaki sighed and rolled her eyes.


      “The ace, left in the dust, having herself a pity party. It’s hard to watch.”


      I lowered my eyes and said in a weak voice:


      “You had big hopes for Nana, right, Miss Misaki? Then you don’t need this ace anymore…”


      Gah, how pathetic. What a cowardly thing to say.


      It was a childish and immature request, me asking for reassurance that I’d gotten it all wrong.


      Miss Misaki frowned and gently lifted her hand to my head…


      “You idiot!”


      “Owwww, hey!”


      This time, she flicked my forehead so hard, I saw stars.


      Don’t shake my brain around! I can’t afford to get any stupider than this!


      “Seriously?” Miss Misaki said with a sigh, sounding exasperated.


      “I had a dream, you know.”


      Her voice had filled with ennui, and I looked at her in surprise.


      Maybe she was a little drunk?


      Her cheeks seemed slightly red, and her eyes were moist.


      “Do you remember the first day you and Nana joined the club, Umi?”


      I grinned. I didn’t need to dig deep to remember.


      “After you gave us all our court names, we were told to choose a leader for the first year, and Nana and I had a real argument.”


      Miss Misaki finished gulping her beer and then laughed, shoulders shaking.


      “It was only the first day, and practice hadn’t even started yet. It was just supposed to be about everyone meeting one another.”


      “Well, it was Nana’s fault.”


      I took a sip of the second soda Miss Misaki had ordered for me.


      “She was like, ‘I’ll be the leader,’ like it was a foregone conclusion.”


      I could sense Miss Misaki shrugging beside me.


      “I think she understood my intentions correctly. That’s typical of Nana. She was just trying to take on the hassle of the job herself, but then you attacked her, Umi.”


      Now that I think about it, that was probably the case.


      “At the time, I didn’t know about Nana’s…complicated personality. I’m the type of person who just assumes that the best basketball player will be the leader. So I was like, ‘Eh, why her? I’m a better player than her.’”


      Miss Misaki snorted with laughter then, like she’d just remembered something.


      “Nana was hilarious in that moment. I’d thought she was this really cool athlete, but her eyebrows were clearly twitching.”


      Right…


      “Hey, why you? I’m a better player than you.”


      “…Really? What do you mean by that?”


      “I mean, I blasted you to smithereens in the semifinals of the prefectural tournament in middle school.”


      “My team lost to your team, that’s all. Make no mistake, Yuzuki Nanase wouldn’t lose to a little shrimp like you.”


      “Oh yeah? You’re gonna wish you didn’t just say that! Let’s settle this right here and now. A one-on-one battle, Nana, you and me!”


      “Well, if you’re picking a fight using court names, that means it’s a serious fight, right, Umi?”


      I only got that far into reenacting that old spat when Miss Misaki, unable to contain herself, burst into laughter, clutching her side.


      “Ha-ha-ha. I’d never seen anything like it before that day… You two are the only ones who ever went head-to-head the day you joined the club. You left the other girls and me stunned. We just watched from the sidelines…”


      “But you gave us permission right away. You said it would be interesting to see.”


      Man, this takes me back. It feels like such a long time ago now.


      In the end, we had a proper grudge match, with all our teammates and the older girls watching.


      Looking back, what ridiculous rookies we must have seemed. But Kei heckled us both with great enthusiasm.


      Miss Misaki told us to battle it out until we were both satisfied. So there was no upper limit on the number of points, and we would continue until one of us gave up or could no longer move.


      I scored three baskets, then Nana calmly made two three-pointers.


      We carried on like that until the sun went down, and at some point, everyone else got so bored watching that no one could be bothered to keep track of the scores, and in the end we both collapsed on the court side by side.


      “I got way more shots past you.”


      “Well, I got way more three-pointers.”


      I wonder who actually technically won in the end.


      I hope it was a tie.


      Miss Misaki, who’d finally stopped chuckling, lifted a skewer of piitoro to her lips.


      “I thought you guys were a fascinating pair. Nana took a cool, detached view of the game, steadily scoring baskets with her shrewd moves. Meanwhile, you played fiercely, even if you were a little rough around the edges. Your playing styles were polar opposites, but you both had your own flair for basketball, and neither of you ever backed down. I thought you two would make a great duo. And most importantly…”


      Miss Misaki paused for a second, looked at me, and continued:


      “You both had the same heart.”


      The same heart, I thought, and I put my hand on the left side of my chest.


      “Like you were both burning with passion, right down to the very marrow of your bones. You were both utterly dedicated to living life your own way.”


      Her voice dropped to a warm murmur.


      “That’s what it means to have the same heart.”


      Without waiting for my reaction, she continued:


      “So I had a dream.”
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      Miss Misaki must have ordered a shochu on the rocks at some point. The ice cubes were clinking in her glass.


      “If I have this pair, we could do things, she and I…Suzu and Aki…even Mai Todo’s Ashi High could only ever dream of.”


      “You mean…?”


      Miss Misaki looked at me again. Her eyes were filled with heat.


      “National domination.”


      “…”


      This was the first time I’d heard words like that come out of Miss Misaki’s mouth.


      Our main goal was always to beat Ashi High.


      In Fukui, that automatically means participating in the national tournament.


      I mean, I’m a girl jock.


      I’d be lying if I said I’ve never thought about what would come after that.


      …In fact, I think in my heart, I was always looking ahead to that.


      To start from nothing, at a school that’s not even known for basketball, and go on to win the national championship!


      Anyone who’s never seriously put their all into a sport might dismiss this as a silly dream, but if you ask me, how can a true athlete not dream of reaching the top?


      Of course I know reality’s not that sweet.


      I mean, this is something even Mai Todo of Ashi High can’t easily get.


      It’s comical, maybe, to imagine a team from a prestigious college prep school beating a team from a school that recruits top basketball players from all over the country… Or even from abroad.


      Still.


      If I’m not going to aim for the top, what’s the point of dedicating my one precious youth to this?


      “See,” Miss Misaki said.


      “That’s what makes you two so similar.”


      Ah, yeah. I see it now.


      There’s nothing complicated about it.


      She… Nana… Yuzuki Nanase, I mean…


      She’s aiming for the top, too. For real.


      Even if it means throwing away who she was before.


      Even if it means leaving her partner behind.


      Even if it means abandoning her own code of aesthetics.


      All for the guy she wants to get.


      The phrase “all in” doesn’t properly convey it.


      She’s dead serious.


      And here I am, clinging to the past, whining and regretting.


      The summer that’s ended.


      The fall that’s already changed.


      How long am I going to stay here, left behind?


      “Also,” Miss Misaki said, “Nana isn’t the only one I was waiting on. And still am.”


      “Huh…?”


      I looked at her in wide-eyed confusion, and the ice in my glass rolled on top of the liquid.


      “I told you, I had a dream for the two of you.”


      “So…,” I muttered, clenching my fists, “you think I still have a future in basketball…?”


      Miss Misaki smiled softly.


      “Of course. You’re Fuji High’s ace. I chose you myself.”


      And she laughed like a young girl.


      I felt like I might start crying if I didn’t suck it up, so I busied myself with drinking my soda.


      The carbonation burned my throat, and a pathetic whimper escaped me. “But I don’t have any hidden reserves of strength like Nana…”


      Miss Misaki reached for my head like she’d done earlier.


      Another forehead flick, I thought, closing my eyes to steel myself.


      “It’s okay if you’re not like Nana.”


      A hand, gently stroking my hair.


      “Umi, you have your own unique weapon. But just like Nana, you have to realize it for yourself. This is your basketball career, after all.”


      Miss Misaki gazed at the palm of her hand, smiling sappily.


      “It’s okay, it was the same for me.”


      Oh, right, I thought.


      This person—my teacher, my adviser, an adult I respect—was seventeen once, too.


      I wondered how Miss Misaki approached her youth and basketball.


      Thinking about this, I suddenly decided to ask her about one thing that had been bothering me.


      “Miss Misaki, earlier you said, ‘She and I’…”


      I’d been stunned by her saying “national domination,” so I’d let it slide at the time, but…


      “If I have this pair, we could do things, she and I…Suzu and Aki…even Mai Todo’s Ashi High could only ever dream of.”


      That’s exactly what Miss Misaki said.


      Not only is Miss Misaki’s instruction spot-on, she’s also shown some amazing moves when we played with Suzu and Aki.


      I knew she was a pretty good player back in her day.


      But I’d never heard much about her past.


      I think she was maybe a little drunk after all.


      Miss Misaki looked away bashfully. “I had a partner once, too. Like you with Nana.”


      “You did?!” I yelped, and Miss Misaki rolled her eyes, before taking another sip of her shochu.


      “You met her before, remember?”


      “Huh…?”


      “Tominaga. Ashi High’s coach.”


      “What?! Miss Tominaga?!”


      They certainly seemed to know each other well, but…were they former teammates?


      So she’s saying Nana and I will go on to be basketball coaches at different schools…?


      I’d hate to be in Miss Misaki’s position, the coach for Fuji High.


      Maybe she’s secretly boiling with anger every time we lose to Ashi High?


      I felt guilty for some reason and sneaked a glance at over at Miss Misaki, only to find her giggling, her shoulders shaking.


      “I had a similar experience to you, Umi. One day, without any warning, the partner I’d thought was my equal disappeared. She left me behind, and…she went to the next level.”


      Her words startled me, and I could tell it was showing on my face.


      “It sucks, seeing your partner receding into the distance.”


      Right, I thought.


      She wasn’t just trying to comfort me or offer sympathy; she knew what I’d been through in her own way.


      “I’m just rambling because I’m drunk. Please forget about this tomorrow.”


      She didn’t need to tell me that. I didn’t feel any urge to dig deeper, either.


      No doubt Miss Misaki and I were different in all kinds of ways. Our individual situations, our ability level, our personalities, and so on. So just hearing about her experiences would probably only make me feel even more down.


      In the end, I guess I just have to try my best in my own way.


      But just one last thing…


      “The way you’re talking sounds like you made it through to the other side, though, right…?”


      All I wanted was a ray of hope, something to get me started again.


      It didn’t have to be a specific nugget of advice.


      I didn’t need some cheap, instant comfort that only requires hot water.


      I just wanted this older person I respected, who’d been through something similar, to tell me, “I made it through.”


      “In my case…”


      Miss Misaki frowned, looking a little bitter, but also a bit nostalgic…


      “It all started with a comment from a good-for-nothing senior who wasn’t even IN the basketball club.”


      Then she bit her lip, looking embarrassed.


      “He was a really hopeless, completely annoying, and totally complicated guy.”


      Then she giggled.


      Right. You too, huh? I thought, a little bit amused.


      So there was a guy she wanted to grab and hold, too.


      I wished I could hear more, but unfortunately, Miss Misaki must have realized she’d gotten drunk and said too much.


      She cleared her throat, and her expression returned to normal.


      Then she gave me a “Let’s wrap this up” kinda look.


      “I’m not the only one waiting for you, Umi.”


      “Huh…?”


      While I was wondering what that meant, Miss Misaki continued crisply, “Nana is waiting for you, too—your partner.”


      “She…”


      I put the piece of fried chicken with grated daikon back down on my plate and gently lowered my eyes.


      “She doesn’t want me now. She’s planning on facing Ashi High alone…and then going beyond.”


      “Oh, please,” Miss Misaki said, shrugging her shoulders. “What did Nana say in the postgame meeting?”


      Right, I thought, biting my lip. “She said the only way to beat Ashi is to dominate the game, like she did today.”


      “Nope,” Miss Misaki said, shaking her head. “I think she’s probably forgotten all about her challenge declaration to you. I think right now, she’s trying to adjust to this new side of herself.”


      Miss Misaki put her hand on my shoulder.


      “Nana is waiting for you.”


      “Well, then,” I said, my voice growing harsh, “why did she go charging ahead like that?”


      “Heh.” Miss Misaki snorted, giving me a challenging grin.


      “What, you wanted her to stop and wait for you to catch up?”


      I lifted my head, startled.


      Right. Something she said to me once, when we were joking around…


      “Haru, are you sure this is how you want it? Just so you know, I won’t hold back, even if it’s you. I won’t give you a pass if you can’t keep up, either.”


      No matter how much she may appear to have changed, Nana’s still Nana.


      “Hey, Haru?”


      “What would you do, if the prize you wanted could only be obtained by snatching it from someone important to you?”


      What was it you answered when Kureha asked that?


      “I’d pick a fight, fair and square, and settle it once and for all.”


      “That’s our way of doing things.”


      Tch. Pompous bravado in front of a younger student.


      No matter what, I’m me.


      No matter what, Nana’s Nana.


      No matter where we go, we’re us.


      Just like no matter what…you were always you.


      “Is your heart on fire?”


      Miss Misaki’s words made me chuckle.


      “Right, I forgot. I won’t just wait around.”


      I won’t give up first place to you, Nana.


      “If the man I want doesn’t care, I’ll just have to knock him down and get his attention.”


      This love is in my blood, you see.
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      The way I played today lacked beauty.


      I, Yuzuki Nanase, am sitting here with my head on the edge of the bathtub and my eyes closed.


      In my usual manner, I switched off the lights and lit scented candles instead.


      On game days, I usually have a private little debriefing like this with myself while soaking in the bathtub.


      I went over the game from the first quarter, wondering if there were certain plays I could have done better, if any points we’d given up had been my fault, if I’d made the most of my teammates and my partner…


      The match against Oboro was, in some respects, amazing, and in other respects, absolutely awful.


      Looking back over it with the utmost rationality and a completely critical eye, I have to say that my playing today was exceptional.


      The fact that we beat Oboro by such a large margin proves that the score was well-earned.


      The fact is, if we’d played in our usual style, with Umi at the center, we’d have had a 50–50 chance at best. No, I think, with the new Fuji High team, after this past summer, it would have been a 60–40 chance of winning. That was my outlook before going head-to-head with Mai Todo.


      So I think today’s result shows that Ashi High has no longer become a target, but the focal point, where I’ve dug my heels in and gotten serious about my purpose.


      None of my choices were wrong.


      …I wish I had the strength in my heart to say that without hesitation.


      In my efforts to secure victory, I began to treat my teammates not as teammates but as pawns or decoys I needed to use in order to score baskets.


      The old Yuzuki Nanase would have said, without hesitation, “That was not beautiful.”


      So this might be more accurately called a self-reflection session rather than a game review meeting.


      Like I’d wanted to, I’d run single-mindedly toward my one and only goal.


      Like I’d wanted to, I was able to grab hold of the guy I wanted, as we say.


      A heavy feeling of remorse, a deep and absolute regret, churned in my chest.


      Sen and Yoh were genuinely happy for me, but that’s exactly why my heart was aching.


      During the game, I was unable to make eye contact with Umi unless I was using her as a fake-out, due to the guilt and self-loathing I felt.


      Is this really what it means for me to get serious about things?


      Is this really what a woman in love acts like?


      Is this really the Yuzuki Nanase I want everyone to adore?


      “The woman known as Yuzuki Nanase values her aesthetic ideals over her relationship with Senpai.”


      “I’m not afraid of a woman who can’t change herself at all for the man she loves.”


      I had a flashback of Kureha’s words, and my eyes snapped open.


      Right. I’d sworn to match her crystal clear resolve.


      “Then I’ll abandon friendship, empathy, warmth, sorrow… Even Yuzuki Nanase. And I’ll just be…Nana.”


      I couldn’t reach my goals, and my dreams would never come true if I stayed Yuzuki Nanase. That’s why I decided to change.


      I wonder if there will ever be a day when I can think of myself as beautiful.


      That summer, in the classroom at dusk.


      When I saw Ucchi running off, leaving Yuuko standing there crying…


      That moment when the kindhearted girl chose her number one without any hesitation.


      I thought that was so beautiful.


      That day on that rooftop.


      Yeah, I was swept off my feet by the strength of Kureha’s uncomplicated desire.


      I was overwhelmed by the beauty of her philosophy, how she would give up everything for the man she loved.


      So this choice I made can’t possibly be wrong.


      Why does so much confusion swell up when I simply slot Yuzuki Nanase into that frame?


      Is it weakness? Lingering attachment? Just hesitation?


      It’s only when you experience the situation yourself that you realize the true weight of the choice.


      Leaving behind your partner, your friends, all your previous aesthetic sensibilities, and setting off on your own—it’s easier said than done.


      It’s frightening, I think.


      Because if I bet it all on this, and I still can’t achieve my dream…then I really will have nothing left.


      Will I end up roaming with an empty heart, forever wondering about the spring that has now passed?


      Have Kureha’s pure romantic ideals resulted from coming to terms with this first?


      I can’t hesitate, I thought, as I got out of the bathtub and stood in front of the mirror.


      I looked at myself, polished to perfection and completely exposed, and I thought…


      I never want to stagnate or procrastinate again.


      I’m tired of standing there pining, watching others pass me by.


      Even if I have to bite down on a poison apple and go to sleep.


      Mirror, mirror, on the wall.


      Who does he care for most of all?

    
  


  
    
      CHAPTER 2


      The Poison Apple and the Night of the Witch


      [image: image]


      Have you ever had a night where it felt like all the ones before it were just a prelude to it?


      A night that makes you think, This time may never come again, as you go through the darkest part of it?


      For me, that was the night you were by my side.


      My pillow was soaked with tears, and I was enduring nightmare after nightmare. Going through cycles of fear and comfort by myself. Just when I thought I’d forgotten, I remembered again. Until eventually, I was able to sleep, wrapped in a warm blanket.


      I wished morning would never come.


      I hoped the rain would never stop.


      I prayed that the moon would not descend.


      If I hadn’t woken up, I wonder if I could have become Snow White.


      If I hadn’t woken up, perhaps the prince would have kissed me tenderly.


      And, I think…


      There was a pale twilight that threatened to take that night away from me.


      A darkness that made me think there was someone who could make that night come again.


      Someone who would remain who they were and summon that nameless night again.


      I don’t want to give it up. I don’t want to hand it over. I don’t want to entrust anyone else with it.


      If I reach out, I can feel body heat… It’s warmer than mine.


      And an innocent sleeping face, like that of a little boy.


      The sound of two people breathing.


      A reason to be held by you.


      A reason to hold you.


      The night is coming to a close.


      No matter how many elegant conversations we had in the sunshine, no matter how many first glances we exchanged, no matter how many kisses we gave on the cheek as temporary lovers…


      I still can’t understand you inside and out.


      So I want you to reveal it all to me, in this secret world we have just between the two of us.


      The weaknesses you hide behind that strong facade.


      The impulses your logic keeps in check.


      The desires your sense of aesthetics suppresses.


      The loneliness you can’t reveal to anyone.


      The real face beneath the mask.


      Who you are naked and unadorned.


      Your true heart.


      I want to you to peel it all away, expose it, and spit it all out.


      No matter how ugly, how murky it may be, I want to take it, swallow it, and let it dissolve inside of me.


      After we’ve wrapped ourselves up and fallen asleep, we can continue being heroes in a world full of light and pretend like nothing unusual has happened at all.


      …I want to be the night that you drown in.


      
        
          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      


      Next week, on Monday, after school.


      I, Saku Chitose, and the other members of Year Two’s Blue Team, had gathered here at Ikuhisa Park next to the Fukui Prefectural Museum of History, together with the Year Three representative, Asuka, and the Year One representative, Kureha.


      There was a large grassy area here that’s perfect for practice, surrounded by a dirt track.


      There were also tennis courts, a gateball court, and athletic equipment for children, making it one of the larger parks in the city.


      The other teams were already using Gym Two and Higashi Park, so we decided to venture a little farther afield.


      Now that it was October, the month of the actual school festival, all the students are suddenly all fired up.


      The first of the three days of events would be the off-campus festival, to take place in the Phoenix Plaza’s Grand Hall. There, the cultural clubs would put on their display presentations.


      Day two was for the sports festival, where the cheer squad and performance teams would put on their shows.


      And day three was the cultural festival, where Year Two, Class Five would perform a play.


      The various committees, clubs, and classes were working at a rapid pace to prepare for the big events.


      And Blue Team’s cheer squad was no exception.


      We’d have seven minutes for our cheer performance.


      Each color team’s cheer squad would wear handmade costumes and perform original dances to music, choreographed from scratch.


      Our theme, as the Blue Team, was “Pirates.”


      At last month’s little training camp, we hashed out the four main sections of the performance: leaving the docks, sailing, encountering enemies, and battling. Then a dance of reconciliation, and then finally, the feast. We’d even decided on the music and all the choreography throughout almost the whole thing.


      Thanks to this, we were able to start full practice early with the third- and first-year students who’d been absent from the camp, and the whole team was looking to be in pretty good shape.


      It was only the three of us today, since we finally managed to complete the choreography for the final section, the feast.


      We still had some time until the performance, but that didn’t mean we could relax.


      Anyway, it’d be more efficient if we mastered the feast scene ourselves first, and then we could teach it to the others. Hence, today’s practice.


      Haru rolled her eyes.


      “Kaito! Quit acting all embarrassed! We’ve been over this!”


      “B-but…”


      Kureha batted her eyes.


      “You too, Kazuki…”


      “I… I think this is beyond my ability to endure…”


      Nanase snorted, then said sweetly:


      “Chitose’s so CUTE!”


      “I’d rather get scolded than infantilized. Gimme a break, will ya?!”


      Right now, the boys’ team—made up of me, Kazuki, and Kaito—was in the middle of learning the choreography, with the girls observing and assisting.


      “Okay, okay, let’s take a break!”


      Nanase clapped her hands loudly.


      Out of breath, Kazuki, Kaito, and I began to protest, which we wouldn’t usually do…


      “This is way harder than I’d anticipated…”


      “Aw, come on. You’ve got the stamina for it.”


      “Darn you, Kenta! Looking so cool and unbothered…”


      Incidentally, Kenta wasn’t practicing with us because…


      “Argh, no! This isn’t good at all!”


      …he’s the one who came up with the choreography.


      “““Gah!”””


      Kenta snorted at our combined reaction, then threw up his hands.


      “Are you three really the jocks you claim to be? You’ve got no poise. No groove. No intensity. No youthful joie de vivre! You have to be sincere about it! You have to act like the coolest dudes around! Otherwise, the audience’ll be left totally cold!”


      “““Guh!!!”””


      Get off your high horse, I wanted to grumble, but Kenta had just given us a perfect demonstration himself, so I didn’t have a leg to stand on.


      What’s more, I found his performance to be quite cool, and I even ended up applauding with gusto and saying, “Whoa!”


      We’d planned to do the choreo ourselves, and we’d never imagined we’d end up being outshone by Kenta during cheer squad practice.


      Even though he was so reluctant at first, he’d really gotten into the swing of it.


      Tch. What a pleasant revelation. Or whatever.


      Kenta briskly pushed his glasses up on his nose and spoke.


      “Guys, don’t neglect your training now.”


      “““Yes, Master!!!”””


      After we yelled our desperate response, Nanase took over.


      “Okay, Haru, Kureha, if you noticed any particular points of concern, now’s the time to point them out.”


      “All right.”


      “Sure!”


      I let out a small sigh and shrugged my shoulders.


      Today, Haru was monitoring Kaito, Kureha was monitoring Kazuki, and Nanase was monitoring me.


      Apparently, Kenta had gotten so deep into the choreo, it was hard for him to give specific pointers.


      He asked us to just watch him and learn; hmm, maybe he’s actually a secret jock at heart?


      By the way, the girls here had other roles in the feast scene, so they didn’t need to memorize the choreography.


      Instead, they served as support for us three jock guys, while Yua and Asuka went to the nearby supermarket for some supplies. As for Yuuko, she was happily humming the music that we planned to play during the choreographed part.


      “Chitose.” Nanase approached me. “About the bit where you swing your arms…”


      “Sorry, did I do it wrong?”


      “You’re too focused on spinning quickly. Your arms are all crooked. And could you give it some more spice? Not necessarily Kenta levels of enthusiasm, just a bit more. You know, like at the summer study camp when we had that weird random impromptu handstand contest. Or when you guys were sword fighting during the summer practice camp.”


      “I see.”


      Kenta even pointed out that I lacked that joie de vivre.


      I guess I know what they’re getting at here.


      I tried the dance steps again, mindful of the pointers I’d gotten.


      “Like this?”


      Nanase smiled a little in amusement. “Hmm, can I just try something?”


      As she spoke, she came around behind me.


      She grabbed my right arm, and her free arm snaked around my waist.


      The hem of my T-shirt got pushed up a little.


      A gentle touch.


      Her cool fingertips brushed my bare belly.


      I almost flinched at the soft sensation, but she’d been rough enough putting her arm around my waist that I didn’t think she had actually meant anything by it.


      It’s just like when I taught Haru the right form for playing catch, I thought, trying to swallow back my shock, when…


      “Don’t be so stiff, Chitose.”


      …Nanase’s breasts pressed against my back.


      …!


      Through our thin shirts, I could feel the contours of her bra, and despite Nanase’s warning, this time I really did stiffen up.


      “Hey, weirdo, could you give me some space?”


      A soft sigh tickled my earlobe.


      “It’s okay, just relax.”


      Nanase slid her hand away from my waist and…


      “Puff your chest out a bit more, like this.”


      She pulled my arms back as her soft breasts pressed against me enough to change their shape.


      “Wh-whoa!”


      “Then push your hips out, too.”


      Ignoring my reaction, Nanase pressed her lower belly against my butt.


      Her body heat was going straight through to me.


      “Gah!”


      On instinct, I shook off her hold on me and quickly put some distance between us.


      Feeling indescribably guilty, I looked around. Haru was engrossed in lecturing Kaito, and Yuuko also seemed busy, checking the lyrics of a song or something on her phone.


      Kureha glanced in our direction, a mature-looking smile on her face. Then her innocent, youngish expression returned, and she went back to chatting happily to Kazuki.


      I turned, looking for a real explanation, but…


      “Pay more attention next time.”


      With those cryptic words, Nanase gave me a cool smile.


      Logically, she was just referring to the advice for the choreo, right?


      Surely I’m just overthinking things. I mean…


      Nanase’s not like Haru or Yuuko, up until her recent change. There’s no way Nanase would be unaware of her feminine powers.


      But this was way more than the usual touchy-feely stuff. And that comment was meant to match the flirtatious intensity of her actions…


      “The heck is going on?”


      I muttered under my breath, and then I had a thought.


      Come to think of it, Nanase’s been a little strange today.


      Like when we were hashing out the male and female choreography for the feast scene.


      Kureha was the first to raise her hand in a totally unself-conscious way, saying:


      “Me, me! I’ll pair with Se—!”


      …And Nanase totally interrupted her.


      “I’ll be teaming up with Chitose.”


      And then, without explaining why, she turned toward Kureha and said:


      “You’re okay with that, right, Kureha?”


      Kureha looked confused for a moment, then giggled a little.


      “Sure! If you’re willing to keep an eye on Senpai, Yuzuki, then I won’t hesitate! I’ll volunteer to be Kazuki’s partner!”


      “Hey!”


      “Me?!”


      Kaito and I both interjected, and the moment was passed off as a joke, but…


      Usually, Nanase would have yielded…though I’m only just realizing this now.


      Thump. Thump. Thump.


      I was trying to stay calm, but…


      …my mind and body felt feverish.


      It made me think of practicing the pair dance with Kureha during the summer training.


      “Oh, right, while I was dancing with a younger girl…”


      “I was chasing the image of someone else.”


      The soft curves of Nanase’s breasts, and the heat of her lower belly pressing against me, seemed to give flesh to that vague image… And I shook my head.


      Not like that, I chided myself.


      As Saku Chitose the man, not Saku Chitose the hero, huh?


      That day. My heart, reflected in the evening water. I made that oath, didn’t I?


      That’s why I’ve been wavering lately, I think.


      Before I met Nanase, Asuka, Haru, Yuuko, and Yua, I was never confused or lost like this.


      All I had to do was live by my personal aesthetic code, as Saku Chitose.


      But when it comes down to facing someone earnestly, revealing the true feelings I’ve always kept hidden away, I get so insecure and pathetic, I can barely believe it myself.


      I placed my hand over my heart, noticing my skin was cooler now, and thought.


      I’d be lying if I said the old me wouldn’t have been a little shaken by something like this. But I’d have been able to laugh it off before getting seriously thrown.


      It might have been hard to openly admit that what you’re attracted to is someone’s face or body. But I don’t think it’s all that impure a reason to like someone.


      I mean, if someone told me they completely ignore looks and attraction and only look at the person within, I’d assume they were being fake with me.


      So it makes perfect sense for me to be so flustered in a situation like this. But the guilt and awkwardness were still winning.


      Even if you want to claim I’m still hung up on aesthetics and how things look.


      Still, I’d like to be able to offer my heart to the people close to me, when it comes down to it.


      And ever since that evening, I’ve been thinking.


      When the time comes for me to no longer be Saku Chitose but a regular man…


      …what do I use as a sign to help me give these feelings a name?
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      I, Yua Uchida, left the Courant d’air supermarket near Ikuhisa Park.


      While Saku and the others were practicing the choreography for the fight scene, with Yuzuki and the others supporting them, I thought I’d go buy some drinks and snacks.


      I sneaked a glance at the beautiful side profile of my companion. I’d planned to go shopping alone, but…


      Asuka was bopping along, plastic shopping bag in hand, looking to be in fine spirits.


      I couldn’t suppress a giggle, which I tried to cover with my hand.


      “Yua…?”


      Asuka looked at me with a puzzled expression.


      “Sorry, I was just remembering how funny you were, choosing snacks with such excitement earlier.”


      When I said that, Asuka lowered her eyes with a little embarrassment.


      “I’ve always liked kids’ snacks. They make me feel like I’m about to go on a school trip.”


      Surprised to hear her say something like that, I giggled again.


      “Saku said something similar.”


      “Yeah, Saku likes the cheap snacks, too. Granny would slip us some pocket money, and we’d go buy snacks during the summer holidays.”


      Hearing her say Saku with such familiarity gave me pause.


      I’d heard her say his name during the training camp, too, but then it hadn’t sounded sort of sentimental and romantic, like a scene from an old movie, distinct from everyday life.


      But hearing it now, supermarket shopping bag in hand, it made me realize that this girl really did know Saku when he was a little boy… That she’d seen him as a brother type.


      It tickled me, somehow, to think of it… But it also made me feel sad, too. I wanted to confirm something…


      “I’m guessing, even back then, his chosen flavor of Umaibo was…”


      “Mentaiko, right?”


      “I knew it!”


      “He’s always such a kind, brotherly type, but he’ll never give you his mentaiko Umaibo!”


      “Did he make you do rock-paper-scissors for it?”


      “Yeah, and best out of three, too!”


      We both cracked up, our shadows vibrating with mirth.


      Once we’d calmed down, Asuka said in a quiet voice:


      “But recently, the little snack shops that used to be in my neighborhood have disappeared. It’s sad.”


      I hesitated for a moment and felt a ghost pain in my knee, though the scab had healed and fallen off a while back. Surreptitiously, I allowed myself a small sigh.


      Then I spoke, careful not to snag my toe and go sprawling again.


      “Have you ever been to Ameyoko, or places like that?”


      “Ameyoko in…Tokyo?”


      I shook my head no.


      It’s where I asked Saku out on a date, our first date, at the end of the summer.


      A precious memory, to be sure, but sharing it wouldn’t diminish it.


      “No, there’s this place right next to the Central Wholesale Market, near Lpa, where they sell snacks. It’s not a little place… It’s actually kinda big, but they do sell all kinds of nostalgic snacks and sweets.”


      “No kidding?!”


      “Yeah. Saku loved it. I bet you’d like it, too.”


      Asuka’s eyes lit up. Then she looked down at her hands, her fingers fidgeting.


      “Um, Yua. Why don’t we go there together sometime? I mean, if you want to.”


      Her uncharacteristic hesitation tickled me. I smiled softly.


      “Of course. Let’s have lunch at Fukui Ichiba, too.”


      “Sure!”


      Ah, yep, I thought. This suits my personality much better.


      We looked at each other and smiled softly, and then I said, like it had just occurred to me, “By the way, how’s the practice going?”


      I wasn’t very clear about what I wanted to say, either, but it seemed it was enough to get my point across.


      Asuka frowned, looking a bit childlike.


      “Ugh, my dad’s gotten really excited about it.”


      “Aw, I’m sure he’s really happy.”


      “Right, I get that, but his excitement is embarrassing.”


      “Is he going to come and watch on the day?”


      “I told him no way, but he’ll be there. I wouldn’t be surprised if he forgets his manners entirely and starts cheering my name.”


      As she spoke, her face was bright with happiness and a mix of embarrassment and exasperation.


      Asuka seems close to her dad, too.


      In my case, even if my dad did come, I was sure he’d watch quietly so as not to draw any attention.


      Well, after what happened over the summer holidays…


      It would probably be awkward for both of them if he was to run into Saku…


      While I was mulling over that, Asuka casually said, “I have to at least stop him from trying to say hi to Saku this time.”


      “Huh…?”


      I blinked in confusion, and Asuka chuckled.


      “My dad was really hostile toward Saku at first, but he seems to have come around. When I said I was joining the cheer squad, he asked me, ‘Is that Chitose boy a member, too?’”


      Ah, I thought, smiling inside.


      When you think about it, it’s obvious.


      Vaguely, I’d gotten the impression that Saku had been supporting Asuka while she struggled with her future career path. It would make sense if he’d met her father during that process.


      From the way she was talking, it didn’t sound like it was just the one encounter, either, unlike with my dad.


      In my case it was a coincidence. I mean, maybe it was something like that with Asuka as well, but…


      A girl introducing a boy to her father.


      It’s not like it’s a once-in-a-lifetime event or anything. But it’s certainly not common for a high school student. I think I can say that much for sure.


      I just assumed it was a special experience that only I had.


      Again? I thought, staring at the ground and feeling pathetic.


      I’ve been here so many times, and nothing has changed.


      Yeah, I thought so. Again.


      All right, this suits my personality. But even so.


      Should I really carry on like this?


      “Yua…?”


      I lifted my head in response to her voice and found Asuka peering at me with a look of concern.


      “Um, Asuka…?”


      I gripped the handle of the plastic bag tightly and mumbled:


      “…Before we go back, could we have a chat?”
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      Asuka nodded silently, so we went to sit on the short, broad flight of steps that connected Fukui Prefectural Museum to Ikuhisa Park.


      We could hear the gang practicing out on the green.


      I felt a bit guilty as I noticed I was still half listening to them.


      “Here, Yua.”


      Asuka handed me an iced houjicha latte.


      I accepted it, tilting my head in confusion.


      I did put it in the basket for myself, but…


      “Hmm? Have you ever seen me drink one of these before, Asuka?”


      She shook her silky, beautiful hair. “Saku often talks about you all in our chats.”


      Oh, right, I thought, feeling my heart soften a little.


      I’d thought that when he and Asuka were together, it’d be like they were off in their own little world.


      “What will you have, Asuka?”


      “Hmm, I think I’ll have something refreshing, something I haven’t had in a while.”


      “Here,” I said, grabbing a bottle of Royal Sawayaka from the bag and handing it to her.


      Asuka took it, then gulped it down, her throat as white as pure soap.


      I took a swig of my iced houjicha latte, too, and that was when I realized I was actually really thirsty.


      Even though it was already October, there were a lot of days where it’s still really hot in the sun.


      But if you let your guard down, the cold snap at nightfall can catch you out. It’s kinda difficult to dress appropriately for the temperature at this time of year.


      I tend to get cold easily, so I bet it won’t be long before I break out the scarves and coats.


      I sneaked a peek at the side profile of the beautiful older girl sitting beside me.


      How does she handle winter?


      Even on a snowy day, I feel like she’d just be standing by the riverbank wearing her blazer, as usual.


      She was like a winter fairy that sprang from a storybook. A mysterious, temperature-free being.


      But if she wore a big coat and fuzzy earmuffs, she’d seem more like Asuka, the girl. And I’d feel like she and I were a bit closer.


      Which is why I wanted to ask…


      What’s her approach to romance?


      While I was wondering, Asuka suddenly spoke.


      “Actually, I was hoping to talk to you, too.”


      “To…me?”


      I tilted my head to the side, and she narrowed her eyes a little, looking somewhat fragile.


      “It’s something I can’t discuss with him… But I’d like to discuss it with someone who knows him.”


      It was a very Asuka-like phrasing, like a secret ingredient thrown into a pot, and I took my time with it, examining it from different angles.


      After a moment, I suddenly realized the subtle implication behind it.


      Come to think of it, I thought. I have a lot of friends around me that I can talk about Saku with. Yuuko, Yuzuki, Haru, and Mizushino, Asano, and Miyazaki, too.


      But since last year—no, maybe ever since she was a little girl in those long-ago summers…


      Asuka has never had anyone else.


      In the past—heck, even now—I’ve longed to have that kind of private relationship that no one else could gain access to.


      When she’s talking with Saku, it’s like they’re in their own private world. A world wrapped in pale blue gauze, which others would hesitate to even try to peer through.


      I thought for sure Asuka would be comfortable in that kind of world, but…


      I guess there’s good and bad to it.


      If no one else can enter, that means you’re alone in there together.


      Until now, whenever Asuka’s been confused, worried, or sad about things with Saku, has she ever had anyone, an equal she could share her feelings with…?


      The answer was obvious, but I shook my head anyway.


      That night… The true feelings she let slip, in tones of melancholy…


      “So the riverbank was our place, yeah. But…the riverbank is all I ever had.”


      I’m sure Asuka’s been dealing with pent-up emotions, feelings she can’t explain, and things she can’t talk to Saku about, all by herself, same as me.


      She’s strong, I thought, and I had to admire her aura of gravitas. Like that of a self-sufficient stray cat.


      There were times when I was jealous of her, this older girl bathed in Saku’s easy smiles. But all this time, she’d been able to remain his one ray of light, as we all tread water this side of a gulf of time that she can never traverse.


      I felt like I was always somewhere out in the cold, staring at the two of them from a distance.


      If, for just one moment, I could be a part of that…


      I nodded directly at Asuka.


      “I’m happy to listen to whatever you’d like to share.”


      “Okay. Then let’s both take turns.”


      “Okay, well, who should go first?”


      “Best out of three?”


      “Sure!”


      I ended up winning the game of rock-paper-scissors, so I started talking, and it was like using tweezers to slowly extricate a tiny splinter that’s been stuck in my mind, the one I’ve been ignoring ever since that day.


      I talked about when I invited Kureha over to Saku’s place.


      She offered to cook.


      And I accepted gladly.


      Saku rolled up her sleeves for her.


      Kureha was a good cook.


      It was obviously something she does on a daily basis.


      I mistakenly thought that cooking was something special that only belonged to me.


      Because I was so busy, she offered to cook in my place.


      Saku tried to lightly redirect her.


      The stool he gave me as a present at his place this summer.


      Kureha, oblivious to what it meant, tried to sit down on that stool.


      I think Saku tried to stop her.


      I screamed at her.


      I made her cry.


      And I ran away into the night.


      When I finished speaking, Asuka smiled gently, silently raised her palm toward me, and said, “High five.”


      I touched my palm softly to hers, and she started to talk. It was like she was picking up a page from a diary that she had torn out and balled up and was now smoothing out the wrinkles.


      She said that the time we spent together at the training camp meant a lot to her.


      The next day, she was still in a dreamlike state of happiness.


      So she thought she’d go and meet you.


      Thinking it would be nice to be cute together, like you were when you were kids.


      She saw Saku and Kureha practicing the pair dance together on the riverbank.


      It felt like her spot was being trampled on.


      The girl she’d thought of as nothing but a junior student had turned out to be a woman who might whisk you away to somewhere unknown.


      Put the characters for Saku and Nozomi together, and you get a new word: sakubou. The synodic period of the full moon and the new moon.


      The two of them said they’d been waiting for Asuka.


      Kureha innocently asked if it was okay if she joined in the future.


      And Asuka had screamed, too.


      Made the other girl’s face fall.


      Meanwhile, you looked like you might cry.


      So Asuka ran away into the evening.


      Asuka wrapped up her story, like she’d been taping torn diary pages back together. And we looked at each other somberly.


      Pffft! …And we both snorted with laughter.


      It just got funnier and funnier.


      Asuka was clutching her sides, gasping as if she were in pain.


      Then she lifted her head and looked at me.


      “You know, we’re really…”


      Choking back laughter, I said, “…Pretty similar, aren’t we?”


      Asuka finally calmed down a little, and when she spoke next, she had a faraway look in her eyes.


      “It’s absurd, isn’t it?”


      “For sure.”


      “Who was in the wrong, d’you think?”


      “What, you want to compare answers?”


      “It might be worth showing each other our answer sheets, at least.”


      “Then let’s both say it together.”


      ““One, two…””


      ““Me.””


      “Right,” Asuka said, frowning self-deprecatingly, then putting her hands behind her.


      She kicked out her legs in a childlike way and gazed upward.


      I followed suit and watched the fluffy cotton sheep trotting across the twilight sky.


      “Hey, Yua.”


      Asuka’s voice sounded sort of…cleansed.


      “Can you tell me what you thought when you heard my story just now? You don’t have to say much.”


      “Hmm…”


      I hesitated, but she continued, like she knew why.


      “Of us all, you’re the kindest, Yua. So I want to hear it from you.”


      “Okay, but will you make it worth my while?”


      “I’ll repay the favor, for sure.”


      I exhaled.


      This sort of thing was definitely not my style, but maybe Asuka had always wanted to have this conversation with someone.


      If she’d chosen me, then, as her new friend and as her junior, I’d like to grant her this one modest request.


      I bit my lip and then said, almost as if I was chastising myself as well:


      “Asuka, the riverbed doesn’t belong to anyone.”


      “Ugh, right in the gut.”


      “One evening in August, Saku took me there, too.”


      “…I see. I never heard about that.”


      “That’s just the kind of person he is.”


      “Yeah, I know.”


      “He keeps our secrets.”


      “Hee-hee, that’s a nice way of putting it.”


      “So I have no intention of apologizing to you for that, Asuka.”


      “And I guess I have no right to ask for it in the first place.”


      “I don’t know what Kureha was thinking, but I know that Saku wasn’t waiting by the riverbank without a care in the world.”


      “Yeah, I think we can say that.”


      “I’m sure Kureha suggested that place. I’m also sure Saku tried suggesting somewhere else, at least once.”


      “I think so, too.”


      “But Kureha is a lot more perceptive than she looks. You hurt her more than you thought.”


      “Treated her like an outsider, I guess.”


      “Saku couldn’t exactly pretend like he didn’t see it.”


      “Saku’s a hero, after all.”


      “You shouldn’t think of it as him spending special time with Kureha at the riverbank but as him waiting to see you at the riverbank.”


      “…”


      “At least, that’s how I managed to come to terms with it.”


      Once I was done talking, Asuka giggled.


      “I guess it all makes sense when you look at it without any emotions.”


      I lowered my eyes, feeling a little awkward.


      “Sorry. I guess I was trying to lecture myself at the same time, but I went a bit too far.”


      Asuka looked at me, her gaze softer, as if she’d been liberated from some kind of darkness.


      “It’s okay. I did ask.” She stretched her arms and giggled, putting her head to one side. “Thanks, Yua.”


      I put my hands against the steps and scooched my butt a bit closer to her, then tugged playfully on her shirt.


      “Your turn now, Asuka.”


      She seemed to know what I meant. She batted her eyelashes humorously.


      “You sure?”


      “Of us all, you’re the most levelheaded, Asuka. So I want to hear it from you.”


      “I see,” Asuka said, closing her eyes for a second in understanding.


      After a moment of thoughtful silence, she grinned mischievously, like she was telling off a small child.


      *   *   *
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      “I hate to inform you of this, Yua, but you aren’t Saku’s wife.”


      “Hey! Don’t be mean about it!”


      Her words cut me more than I’d expected, and I ended up getting a little snippy with her. Asuka shook with silent laughter, her hair brushing her cheeks.


      “Sorry, my bad. That was a bit harsh.”


      I puffed out my cheeks.


      “Hmph. You’re just getting back at me for what I said before, after all, aren’t you?”


      I think I’m starting to understand why Saku acts a little childlike around her.


      She is really kinda unusual.


      Asuka coughed, then spoke again with more maturity about her.


      “Okay, from now on, I’ll return the favor properly.”


      I nodded, and she began to speak, like she was reciting some kind of melancholy poem.


      “I know that you’ve been helping Saku out with daily life stuff while he’s been living alone.”


      “I’m not really doing all that much…”


      “But that doesn’t mean you and he are living a life together.”


      “In other words, Saku’s daily life isn’t my daily life, you’re saying.”


      “Right. You have the right to enter his apartment, but not the right to kick others out.”


      “I know that. Or at least, I thought I did.”


      “Me, Nanase, Aomi, Hiiragi, Nozomi—none of us need your permission to be in Saku’s kitchen.”


      “I mean, of course not.”


      “Moreover, in this particular case, it was you, not Saku, who invited Nozomi over, and you who readily accepted her offer of cooking.”


      “…Right.”


      “So don’t you think it’s a bit much to get all bent out of shape over the fact that another girl knows how to cook a basic meal?”


      “…You have a point.”


      “The stool you got as a present… Saku got that especially for you, right, Yua?”


      “The plan was that I would make the usual meal prep dishes, so I was sitting there first. And I never expected Kureha to offer to be the one to cook.”


      “But of course Nozomi didn’t know anything about that.”


      “Of course.”


      “In which case, from her point of view, her senior at school who’s usually the picture of calm and kindness started screaming at her for absolutely no reason.”


      “I really have nothing to say to that.”


      “Well, then,” Asuka said after a pause, continuing in a slightly softer voice.


      “Do you know why Saku didn’t come after you?”


      I could answer that one without having to think about it.


      “Because if he came after me, then he’d be treating Kureha, who did nothing wrong, as the one at fault.”


      Asuka nodded sagely.


      Honestly, there was really no need for all this mutual analyzing. We were both the ones in the wrong.


      But if Saku had come after Asuka, or after me, then Kureha would have been left alone…and she would have felt absolutely awful.


      Looking only at the facts, it was Asuka and I who’d gotten all bent out of shape. Saku had been forced to make a quick and difficult decision.


      And he’d chosen the side of the person who’d been left crying.


      One reason for that was to avoid assigning fault to a girl who’d done nothing wrong.


      Another reason was that it gave us the chance to blame him instead of blaming ourselves.


      I don’t know if he did it on purpose or not, but Saku has that aspect to his personality.


      He tries to take responsibility for our weaknesses.


      As I was thinking about all this, Asuka said self-deprecatingly:


      “It was a small act of mercy toward us, and maybe the only one we can have right now.”


      “What do you mean…?”


      She frowned.


      “…Saku always puts other people’s needs before his own.”


      She sounded like a young girl talking about her hero.


      “Others’ needs… Before his own…”


      I repeated her words quietly, and she hastened to add:


      “By other people, I don’t mean just anyone. I’m not saying that Nozomi’s just some random stranger, okay?”


      “Yeah, I get that.”


      In other words, what Asuka wanted to say was that the current misunderstandings between us were something Saku still considered a personal concern of his.


      So he put his own feelings last and considered Kureha’s status and the way she must have been feeling first.


      After causing an unpleasant scene for Saku and hurting another girl’s feelings, I guess I can’t be too happy about it, but I do find it a relief, if Asuka’s right.


      Okay, I thought, taking a deep breath and letting the tension drain from my shoulders.


      It felt like I’d finally been able to tidy up the confused feelings I’d been wrestling with ever since that day.


      I looked to my side, at Asuka’s profile, and her own burden seemed to be lighter, too.


      I’m glad I asked her for this chat, I thought, clearing my throat.


      “Thank you, Asuka.”


      “I guess we’re even now, then, right?”


      “For sure!”


      “All right,” Asuka said, getting to her feet. “We really should get back soon.”


      I stood up, too.


      “Yeah.”


      We picked up a plastic bag each and were about to head down the stairs when Asuka suddenly spoke up, as if she’d just remembered something.


      “Can I ask you one last slightly embarrassing question?”


      I chuckled.


      “We’ve just finished one embarrassing conversation, you know.”


      “That’s right,” Asuka said, scratching her cheek.


      “So, Yua…”


      Her voice sounded somewhat mature, but it still unmistakably belonged to an ordinary high school girl.


      “Does Nozomi have feelings, do you think?”


      I didn’t need to ask “For who?”


      I mean, I didn’t exactly need it spelled out.


      “I don’t know.”


      “You’re right, sorry.”


      But, I thought, gazing at Asuka’s slender and graceful back as she walked ahead.


      “I’m sure Asuka’s been dealing with pent-up emotions, feelings she can’t explain, and things she can’t talk to Saku about, all by herself, same as me.”


      If that was the case for her, too…


      …then she, too, probably had a strong and noble heart somewhere deep inside.
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      It was good to be able to confide in Yua.


      I, Asuka Nishino, was still thinking about our conversation as I walked toward Ikuhisa Park.


      I could hear soft, graceful footsteps a few paces behind me.


      Until now, I’d never had anyone to share my Saku thoughts with.


      Yua, Hiiragi, Nanase, Aomi…


      Maybe they’d been having these kinds of conversations all this time.


      Like during the baseball practice, when I was the only one who wasn’t invited.


      Like that one night during the study camp, when I was the only one not sleeping in their room.


      Like that August, when I was the only one left out.


      Honestly, I’ve been feeling envious.


      A group of girl friends all liking the same guy, able to open up about their feelings for him to each other.


      Like secret conversations you might have in the park sandbox, like secretly holding hands inside a tunnel dug on both sides—a mixture of an unspoken sense of guilt and the excitement that comes with it.


      Suddenly, a memory of an overnight school trip from long ago came to mind.


      The Youth Nature House that I once told Saku about, back in the fifth year of elementary school.


      As I recall, we stayed in a room with four bunk beds all lined up facing each other.


      There were four of us in a group: me and three other girls.


      I remember us laughing and trying to decide who’d sleep on the top bunks and who’d sleep on the bottom ones.


      I didn’t understand it at the time, but looking back now, I think it was probably a way to stop precocious kids from getting up to mischief in secret.


      There was a rule that the door to our rooms had to be left open even during free time, except when we were sleeping.


      And as they sat talking on the bottom bunk, the three girls would suddenly get all excited and giggle.


      It always happened when a certain popular kid from class walked past the room.


      They all liked the same boy.


      He was a fast runner, had a cool vibe, and was kind and fun.


      He wasn’t like Saku when he was younger, but this boy did seem to have all the qualities that would make him popular in elementary school.


      I still remember wondering what was so fun about the three of them huddling together and stifling their squeals every time he passed by.


      To be clear, it’s not like I was sitting there judging my friends and sniping at them in my head.


      I’d already met Saku by that point, so I knew all too well what it’s like to get excited when you catch a glimpse of the boy you like.


      But I simply couldn’t understand the act of sharing it among close friends.


      It even seemed like the girls were deepening their friendship bond by basically wearing signs around their necks that said, “We love the same boy.”


      Only one of you could actually be with him, you know, I remember thinking.


      What was particularly strange was that it was pretty much common knowledge in class that the boy actually did have a crush on one of the three girls I was bunkmates with.


      So then why…?


      Even though they all liked the same boy, and he’d already chosen one among them…


      “He was definitely looking just now!”


      “Oh, no way!”


      “He’s totally walking past on purpose!”


      “He should just confess his feelings already!”


      “But we still don’t know if it’s true…”


      “It’s obvious! Everyone’s saying so!”


      …Even so, the three of them carried on, having fun together.


      I wondered what it was all about.


      I narrowed my eyes nostalgically, reliving the memory.


      Back when we were all just little girls.


      Maybe they were all just in love with the idea of being in love. Maybe they just loved loving the same boy together.


      Now that I’ve stopped being a little girl, I think I can understand, just a little, what it must have felt like to be huddled together under that soft pink comforter.


      …A secret that girls keep from the boys.


      But still, I thought, as I sensed the aura of Yua walking behind me.


      The time will come when we will have to let go of the hands that we held in the tunnels we made in the sandbox.


      It’s been fun, girls.


      Since I was always on the outside, whenever I thought of you, I didn’t need to involve other girls.


      In other words, I was able to roam free, like a capricious stray cat.


      I didn’t think about how getting what I wanted would mean other girls getting hurt.


      Of course, it makes sense in theory.


      In every story, when there’s a love that’s requited, there’s someone else out there with a love that goes unrequited.


      But because I wasn’t part of your circle, I was able to remain irresponsible and unaware.


      By listening, confiding, and giving advice, I started to feel my own affection, but I’m not so kind that I’d reel in my feelings just because of that.


      But now…


      “At last, my name has been added to your story.”


      …I’d become a character in this story, too.


      It was something I’d always wanted.


      How nice it would be if I were in the same grade as you guys, in the same class, in the same group, and we could all share the same story, I’d thought.


      If that wish comes true, even if only for a moment, then the relationships that we form here will never disappear, even after the school festival is over. Which is why I need to face reality.


      This isn’t just Asuka Nishino’s story anymore.


      I’d thought this was a first-person narrative the whole time.


      When the main character is Asuka Nishino, if her wish for love is granted, it’ll be an unequivocal happy ending.


      So what if there are people crying in the background? If they’re not mentioned in the story, then they don’t exist.


      But now that I’ve become a character in the drama you’ve been spinning…


      …I can’t help but imagine Yua’s tears.


      I think maybe…


      Yua, Nanase, Aomi, and of course Hiiragi, who’s already made her feelings explicit…


      …They already had this realization a long time ago. And despite that, they’re still earnestly facing up to their romantic desires and to the other girls involved.


      If that’s the case, then I’m the only one who’s been lagging behind.


      I was eager to take this step.


      I can’t undo it now, nor do I want to.


      I’m sure that in ten years I’ll look back fondly on the time I spent with everyone at the cheerleading camp and at the bond I’ve formed with Yua.


      But, I thought, placing a hand over my chest:


      Maybe I’ve just been naive and oblivious.


      If only I hadn’t been so enthusiastic about your invitation that day and hadn’t joined the cheerleading squad.


      What if that night I hadn’t become “Asuka” and had simply disappeared as the illusion that was Nishino?


      I could have gone all in and staked everything on my love.


      Suddenly, the words that had left my mouth earlier came back to me.


      “Does Nozomi have feelings, do you think?”


      Why did I ask Yua that question, knowing that I wouldn’t get an answer?


      It’s not like I’m convinced of it myself… Or like it’s something I hate to think of.


      Maybe, subconsciously, I was envious.


      For now, Nozomi was still in a sweet spot just outside of the inner circle, where she could do whatever she pleased.


      She was on the starting line, or maybe she’d already started running at love… And she didn’t have to consider anyone else’s feelings at all.


      Upperclassman, lowerclassman, whatever.


      It doesn’t matter. Nozomi’s still in possession of the right to be selfish, a right that I myself enjoyed up until just recently.


      Agh, now it’s come to this…


      I should have said how I felt back when I was still a naive young girl.


      I wonder what happened with those girls I was bunkmates with? What happened with that guy in the end…?
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      We finished the drinks that Yua and Asuka bought a while back, so now I, Saku Chitose, am standing in front of the vending machine located in the park.


      I got some coins out of my pocket and fed the slot. Then, after hesitating a moment, I pressed the button for Calpis.


      There were three vending machines and some trash cans lined up neatly here, next to a basic tin shed. The spot was reminiscent of a rural bus stop.


      The scenery, along with the sun beginning to sink in the west, reminded me of the twilight evenings of summers long gone. I took a sip of my drink, shaking my head a little at myself.


      Now that I was feeling more refreshed, I sat down on the bench that was nearby.


      I rubbed my arms and sides down, feeling the muscles strain in various places in my upper body.


      I’ve been working out even after quitting the baseball club, but I have a feeling I’ll be pretty stiff tomorrow. I smiled a little at the thought.


      Man, I never would have imagined Kenta coming up with such complex choreography.


      Grinning over sore muscles…reminds me of doing sports.


      Unlike things like baseball technique or endurance, which improve slowly, you can feel improvements in your muscles from the very next day.


      Injuries and sprains aside, the more it hurts, the more your muscles are growing. It’s a good feeling.


      While I was thinking about that…


      “Saaaku. Mind if I sit?”


      Yuuko had appeared and was now standing there, peering at me.


      “Sure, it’s been a long day.”


      “I’m not that tired. All I did was sing.”


      I brushed some fallen leaves off the bench.


      Yuuko giggled, her eyes softening.


      “Gee, thanks, Saku.”


      Then she quietly sat down beside me.


      I thought I’d started to get used to this new dynamic between us, but now I found myself looking away from her.


      I’d become familiar with her side profile over the last year and a half.


      Her long hair, glossy to the ends that flowed smoothly over her blouse. It shook when she laughed, fanning out softly and casting winglike shadows on sunny days.


      Each time I saw her, then, I saw something new in her, and new emotions kept popping up like rainbow-colored soap bubbles.


      But now…, I thought, stealing a glance at Yuuko’s side profile once more.


      Her medium-length, shortened hair fluttered lightly about her like the waters of a babbling stream. The twilight made it shine, sparkling like the first star of the evening.


      Each time I saw her now, she gave me a feeling of comfort and peace, like I was dozing off by the shores of an evening lake to the gentle sounds of lapping water.


      “Saku…?”


      Yuuko turned her head to me and stared at me quizzically as I sat there lost in my thoughts.


      I realized she’d been looking at me for a few seconds by now, so I put a smile on my face.


      “So was there something you needed?”


      She narrowed her eyes in amusement.


      “Yeah. Something I wanted to talk to you about, Saku.”


      “I see.”


      I nodded, and Yuuko gazed out at the park’s wide-open space as she began to talk.


      “It’s already October, huh?”


      “It came around fast.”


      “It feels like the school festival is finally approaching.”


      “I think we’ve got the banquet scene down. What about you?”


      “Perfect! Yuzuki and everyone else look like they’re having fun, too.”


      “I see. That’s good, then.”


      “We have to work hard on the class play, too.”


      “Think it’ll go okay, Snow White?”


      “It’ll be fine, Indecisive Prince.”


      “Aw, cut it out.”


      “But I looove the Indecisive Prince.”


      “I mean, in the script, he’s kind of a loser, though, isn’t he?”


      “I like how pathetic he is.”


      “Oh, so you agree he’s a loser…”


      “I mean, he’s kinda the opposite of kindness and sincerity.”


      “Yeah, I know that’s the artistic vision, but…”


      I paused for a second, then shot her a beseeching glance.


      She turned to me, too, and I could see myself reflected in her eyes, clear like water.


      Her medium-long hair swayed softly, like an invisible hand was softly stroking her head.


      As I started to succumb to her comfort, I cleared my throat.


      “You think the message will be clear?”


      “For sure.”


      “Am I gonna be able to choose?”


      “Absolutely.”


      “It’s just acting.”


      “Nobody’s feelings will get hurt.”


      “But what if…?”


      “It’ll be fine.”


      “I mean, it’s not real.”


      “I know.”


      “We’re just facing the choice.”


      “The choice is here, for sure.”


      “He really is a loser.”


      “Maybe a little bit of a loser.”


      “Do you hate him?”


      “No, I like him.”


      “What about now?”


      “Yeah, I’m good with it.”


      “I feel like I made you say that.”


      “I got to say it, thanks to you.”


      “Yuuko.”


      “Saku.”


      “Sorry, just felt like saying your name.”


      “Yeah, me too.”


      Just like the rabbit in the moon, I thought.


      Pounding mochi together, just the two of us.


      Smack, smack, just the two of us.


      I form a pure-white heart, and Yuuko skillfully shapes it with her hands.


      She said something to me once, on a walk home.


      “When you truly open up to me, I want to talk to you about all sorts of things. There’s so much more I want to say, to ask, and even complain about.”


      Ah yeah, I thought, smiling with nostalgia.


      At the time, I had fooled myself into thinking it was about Kenta, but maybe Yuuko had always wanted to talk to me like this.


      It’s odd, though.


      Once you truly open up to someone, it seems like words aren’t really necessary after all.


      Yuuko took a little breath, then spoke again.


      “But I feel a little bit sad.”


      “Why sad?”


      “I mean, isn’t preparing for these festivals the fun part?”


      “Ah, I know the feeling.”


      “Are we all going to do this again together next year?”


      “Hmm, I don’t know.”


      “You don’t?”


      “No.”


      “Hey, Saku, can I say something even more sad?”


      “As long as it’s not too sad.”


      “Doesn’t loneliness lead to sadness?”


      “Maybe loneliness is the lingering remnants of sadness.”


      “You’re weird, Saku.”


      “So are you, Yuuko.”


      “But I think this feeling is more like loneliness.”


      “Okay, I’m listening.”


      “I guess this is the last time.”


      “For what?”


      “Our last school festival.”


      Yeah. That’s sad, for sure.


      But I see what Yuuko’s getting at.


      Asuka’s going to graduate, and Kureha might be on a different color team next year.


      I’ve known that for a long time, but there’s more to it than that.


      I have this conviction that we won’t be the same next year.


      I don’t know what we’ll be like. What I do know is that we’ve reached a limit with this current state of relationships. Where everyone’s hearts are tied together by a single blue thread.


      Because we have to choose.


      Because we have to reach a conclusion.


      The blue thread is going to have to be untied, and a red one will be tied in its place.


      So this really is the end.


      I shrugged, trying not to let the loneliness and sadness drag me under.


      “I think so, too.”


      Yuuko spoke next in a bright voice, like she’d carefully folded up her loneliness and tucked it away in her pocket.


      “Let’s have fun, Saku.”


      “Let’s have fun, Yuuko.”


      At the very least.


      I wanted us all to stay blue…at least until our first and last festival together was over.


      Even though the redness of fall is approaching, with quick and steady footsteps.
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      We’d decided to take a longer-than-expected break, and Yuuko and I headed off to the athletic field.


      Ikuhisa Park’s main attraction, arguably speaking, had a full set of play equipment, including slides, ropes, and nets, and I remembered coming here occasionally as a child.


      We sat down on another bench and chatted back and forth. Then…


      “Senpai! Yuuko!”


      Kureha innocently came bouncing up behind us.


      Yuuko and I exchanged glances, then both lifted a hand in greeting.


      “’Sup?”


      “Hi, Kureha.”


      Kureha stopped in front of us, made a show of wiping the sweat from her forehead with the back of her hand, and then opened her mouth to speak.


      “I think I’ve had about enough talking with Kazuki! I thought I’d come and see Senpai for some less stimulating conversation!”


      “Hey!”


      I scowled in mock annoyance, while beside me, Yuuko’s shoulder-length hair shook.


      Kureha gulped. “Please don’t laugh, Yuuko! Kazuki really does make me nervous!”


      Yuuko covered her mouth, still giggling.


      “Oh, it’s not that.”


      Kureha tilted her head in confusion. “So what is it?”


      Yuuko’s eyes softened.


      “Kureha, I actually think you’re more nervous when you’re talking to Saku.”


      ““What…?””


      Kureha and I spoke in unison.


      “No way.”


      “No way!”


      When we both said the same thing again, Yuuko merely smiled faintly and patted the seat of the bench without explaining anything further.


      “Would you like to sit down, too, Kureha?”


      “…Sure!”


      And Kureha took a seat.


      “Have you two been chatting?”


      Yuuko answered that question. “Yeah. I haven’t had much time to spend with Saku lately.”


      “Sorry, am I intruding?”


      “Not at all. I’ve said too much already.”


      “Oh, then great!”


      Come to think of it…


      In the past, I often walked Yuuko home, and we would stop in the park on the way to chat about random things. But ever since the incident in August, we somehow hadn’t really had an actual conversation.


      We’d been hanging out with everyone on the cheerleading squad, but it had been a really long time since the two of us had time to talk at length like this.


      Despite that, it’s strange how I feel like we understand each other more than before.


      Kureha looked alternately at Yuuko and me, then said timidly, “Umm, don’t you two have a different vibe from before summer vacation…?”


      It was so on the nose, I ended up sounding evasive.


      “How’d you know what kind of vibe we had before summer vacation, Kureha?”


      Kureha answered without hesitation, as if to imply there was no need for explanation at all.


      “I told you, I’ve been keeping a close eye on you all!”


      When I was at a loss for how to respond, she continued:


      “I mean, you were his de facto endgame wife, weren’t you? It was, like, known. The two of you were always walking together at school and on the way home, and even the first-years were saying how cute a match you were.”


      It’s not that I wasn’t aware of it, but I guess that’s how it appeared to others.


      But hearing it from a younger student directly made me feel strangely awkward.


      When I looked over at Yuuko, I saw that she, too, was scratching her cheek bashfully.


      I let out a short sigh.


      “So you’re saying there’s something different about us now?”


      “Yeah,” Kureha answered immediately. “I’m truly sorry if I’ve offended the two of you, but since I was the one who initiated this, I’ll give you my honest opinion.”


      Then, looking a little embarrassed, she scratched her cheek and continued:


      “How can I put it? Before, it looked too good to be true, but it also felt like a performance, like a bit fake…”


      She cut herself off and then hurried to add:


      “Oh, of course I mean that in a good way! I mean it was like a drama or a movie, it was so picture-perfect!”


      I see. I had to give her a small smile.


      “Like when she used to get all mad at me in that theatrical way?”


      I grinned at Yuuko.


      “Er, Saku?”


      “Yikes, sorry!”


      It’s been a while since Yuuko had given me her menacing look, and I found myself instantly apologizing.


      Still, this kind of thing puts me at ease.


      When I returned my attention to her, Kureha continued:


      “But recently, it’s like you’ve genuinely gotten closer, like you’re not trying to perform being a pair anymore. You’re just naturally more chill together…?”


      I felt my eyes widen as I realized that Kureha really had been watching us.


      Regardless of what Yuuko thought, that was exactly how I felt.


      We’re farther apart than before, but it also feels like we’re closer.


      If even the younger students can see it, only watching us from afar, then we really must have changed.


      It remains to be seen whether that change is ultimately good or bad.


      “Actually, there is something I’ve been wondering about for a while now,” Kureha began.


      “Did something happen during the summer holidays?”


      Hmm, a natural question to ask, considering the situation.


      I scratched the back of my neck, trying to prevaricate.


      Regardless of the other people who got dragged into this, it’s not something that should be so easily discussed, even with a cute younger student and fellow member of the cheerleading squad.


      As I was wondering how to respond, Yuuko looked my way and gave me a fragile sort of smile.


      “Saku, may I?”


      The response was unexpected…or maybe exactly what I predicted. I nodded without hesitation.


      “Sure, if you want to, Yuuko.”


      It’s not the kind of thing you write on a flyer and hand out to random passersby outside the station.


      But if Yuuko had decided she was okay with telling Kureha, then I had no right to stop her.


      No doubt Yua would feel the same, though she wasn’t currently here.


      Kureha was watching our conversation with some interest.


      Yuuko looked over at me as if to double-check, then blinked softly several times.


      “Thanks, Saku.”


      “Thank you, Yuuko.”


      Then I leaned my weight back against the bench and closed my eyes, listening to Yuuko’s story and reliving the August that had passed.


      I could hear the stomping of small feet as the children who’d been playing on the nearby swings and slides made their exit. Somewhere, a spring-loaded piece of playground equipment creaked, like a laugh in the wind.


      Here and there, the rustle of fallen leaves.


      “The thing is,” Yuuko said, tilting her head slightly toward Kureha.


      “I confessed to Saku this summer, but he rejected me.”


      “What…?”


      It happened during summer vacation.


      None of our gang would go around talking about it, of course, so no doubt Kureha really was hearing this for the first time.


      Kureha fidgeted with her skirt, then said, sounding guilty:


      “I shouldn’t have asked… I didn’t think…”


      “It’s okay,” Yuuko said, gently shaking the ends of her shoulder-length hair.


      “She took my hand, you see, so it doesn’t hurt anymore.”


      “Took your hand…?”


      Yuuko nodded and slowly began to talk.


      She began with how she was displeased with the special treatment she’d gotten ever since she was young.


      In high school, she’d wanted to make close friends that she could truly cherish, and find someone to genuinely fall in love with.


      Soon after she entered high school, there was a minor conflict over choosing the class representative, and that was the first time someone had properly told her off.


      That was the trigger that made her fall in love with me.


      She confessed her feelings in first year.


      At the time, she was asked to wait for my response.


      Plus, she was concerned about the arrival of Yua, who had become a close friend of ours in second year.


      She’d always felt bad about that.


      In second year, too, Yuuko became close friends with Nanase and Haru and realized that a line would need to be drawn somewhere.


      She’d worried that people she cared about wouldn’t be able to treasure what they held dear to them because of her.


      The confession of feelings wasn’t to start something, but to put an end to something.


      And in the end, Yua had taken Yuuko’s hand.


      Once she was done talking, Yuuko slowly opened her eyes.


      “And that was our August.”


      Partway through, Kureha’s eyes began to water.


      “Wow…”


      Then the floodgates opened, and her cheeks grew damp.


      “Um, uh, I…”


      She didn’t seem to have realized she’d started crying.


      As a tear dripped from the tip of her chin, Kureha suddenly opened her eyes wide.


      Yuuko, looking concerned, handed her a sunflower-yellow handkerchief.


      “Oh, Kureha. Why are you crying?”


      “You’ve got it wrong. I’m not crying because—”


      Kureha started to say something but stopped herself, clenching her fists above her skirt.


      Drops fell onto the backs of her hands like rain. Pitter, patter.


      “Thanks,” Kureha said, accepting the handkerchief. “I’ll wash it and give it back to you.”


      “You don’t have to do that.”


      Watching Kureha pat away her tears, trying not to dirty the handkerchief, Yuuko said gently:


      “Are you, uh, crying on my behalf…?”


      Kureha shook her head vehemently.


      “I know some things should be left as they are, but…I don’t want to.”


      Yuuko stroked the younger girl’s back very gently, like she was wiping away the tears of her soul.


      “Can you tell me more?”


      Kureha sniffled and turned her face away, like she was ashamed.


      She spoke in a hesitant, trembling voice, as if she was squeezing water from a stone.


      “…I even missed out on summer.”


      The sentimentality of summer, with nowhere to go, crashed into the onset of fall.


      Like the marble in a bottle of Ramune soda, an intangible transparency came bobbing up.


      And like the bubbles in the Ramune itself, it swayed, popped, and then disappeared.


      To be frank, I’m not even sure what she means.


      We’ve only been hanging out for a short time, but sometimes Kureha seems startlingly mature in her outlook on things.


      But this was the first time I’d ever seen her raw heart exposed.


      Watching her cry, I was reminded that she was a younger girl, and it made me think, somehow, of an untouchable spring.


      “Hey, Kureha?”


      Without hesitation, Yuuko spoke.


      “We can do it over.”


      Kureha’s eyes widened.


      “What…?”


      Yuuko smiled, like she was drawing the starting line in fine, powdery chalk, like the first snow of the season.


      “Like me. This summer, I ended one love and then fell in love again.”


      She smiled, her eyes so pure.


      “Yuuko…”


      Kureha bit her lip, as if she was biting back a fresh wave of tears.


      For some reason, I felt like I was going to start crying, too.


      So let’s start walking again.


      So let’s run once again.


      Right. That’s what was being suggested here.


      “Just one thing,” Kureha said, getting to her feet.


      She took one step forward and turned, skirt flaring.


      Her eyes, still glistening with tears, shone with the determination of accepting a new challenge.


      Something similar to the expression she had at the starting line of a sprint race, perhaps.


      “Yuuko, can I ask you just one thing?”


      Yuuko tilted her head with a soft smile.


      “Sure. What?”
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      Kureha clutched the handkerchief so tightly, it was a crumpled mess.


      “If we join hands…will we be able to let go?”


      “We don’t have to think of it as letting go. Let’s think of it as a high five.”


      Yuuko continued in a warm voice, showing no hesitation whatsoever.


      “The feelings filling our hearts, the days we spent together, the colors reflected in our eyes, the glances exchanged, the sound of voices lingering in our ears, the warmth of a hand, the scent of the walk home, the tears spilled, the heart I can never reach…”


      Yuuko paused, put both hands on her chest, and said:


      “I’ll entrust them all to you. So smile, okay?”


      And then Yuuko beamed, her smile like a bouquet of flowers.


      ““…””


      I was about to get up and say Yuuko’s name, but I stopped myself in the nick of time.


      How can she say that? How can she smile like that…? Like it’s a good-bye?


      How can she tell Kureha not to cry?


      You’re the one who made her cry.


      Kureha started to say something several times before falling silent, then shrugged her shoulders in a slightly exasperated manner and finally burst out laughing with a playful look on her face.


      “Yuuko, that’s a little too intense, don’t you think?”


      Yuuko tilted her head in confusion. “I guess?”


      Kureha’s expression was carefree.


      “Even if your love is finally returned…you can’t take on the responsibility of another girl’s heart, you know.”


      “I guess?” Yuuko said, repeating the same phrase she’d just used.


      “At least the girls I want to high-five will all still be there.”


      Then Kureha mumbled, almost as if she didn’t realize she was saying it.


      “One of them is…”


      Then she shook her head.


      “I mean, you’re all such top-tier girls!”


      “Yeah!”


      “I really want to have friendships where you can care for each other like that!”


      “Well, then you can become a friend who cares, Kureha!”


      “Hee-hee-hee.”


      At that exact moment:


      “There you are! It’s time to get back to practicing.”


      Nanase came jogging up behind us.


      I glanced at the time and saw that break time was long since over.


      The conversation had taken an unexpected turn, and I’d found myself completely engrossed in what was being said.


      Nanase rolled her eyes. “Really, all three of you here together?”


      Yuuko and I looked at each other, embarrassed.


      Kureha hurriedly opened her mouth to explain herself.


      “Sorry! I was listening to Yuuko talk about August.”


      Nanase raised her eyebrows slightly.


      “Oh, really?”


      Kureha continued in an innocent voice, “Oh, it was so inspiring!”


      Nanase shrugged her shoulders slightly and spoke with a relaxed smile, like an older girl should.


      “I see.”


      And so as the four of us started walking toward the open space:
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      Suddenly, Yuuko started humming the song that would play during the feast part of our show.


      “I love this song so much!”


      Nanase and I looked at each other and chuckled.


      “I love it, too.”


      “Me too!”


      Kureha joined in humming with Yuuko, and then Nanase joined, too.


      The clumsy melody melted into the sky, which was already darkening to dusk.


      It wasn’t bad at all—like yearning with both feet on the ground.
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      After finishing up the cheerleading practice and parting ways with the others at Ikuhisa Park, I, Yuzuki Nanase, headed back in the direction of Fuji High School. I parked my cross bike in the square at Tawaramachi Station and stood on a nearby pedestrian bridge.


      The darkness around was illuminated in neon purple.


      The nights are getting longer, I thought.


      It was like someone had rubbed away the pencil-drawn boundary between day and night with a toy eraser.


      The more time passes, the more the black band gradually spreads, betraying the owner’s wishes.


      The stain would spread, unnoticed, until it was too late to be undone. Similar to my current state of being, perhaps.


      While I was lost in these thoughts…


      “I love the view from the footbridge.”


      Kureha piped up from her position by my side.


      “Yeah, I kinda agree.”


      I gazed out at the night scenery spread out beneath me.


      On the wide Phoenix Avenue, cars with their headlights on flowed steadily along like a school of migrating fish below our spot on the pedestrian bridge.


      At the center of the area were the tracks that go to Tawaramachi Station, along with a tall tram that trundled along like a cruise ship slowly traversing the ocean.


      The lights from the streetlamps and vending machines reflected off the transparent bus stop partition, sparkling and flickering, and the row of traffic signals at the end of the straight road changed color alternately from red to green to yellow.


      The distinctive triangular roof of the Fukui City Gymnasium, looming vaguely on the left, seemed to meld with the hazy mountain range in the distance.


      “It’s been a while.”


      I found myself saying this as I leaned my weight against the railing of the footbridge.


      “Since what?”


      “Since I’ve been up here.”


      “No need to come here unless the whim strikes you.”


      “I think the last time was maybe back in elementary school.”


      “Heh, I just pictured that.”


      “Was I cute?”


      “Yeah, super cute.”


      As Kureha and I continued our casual conversation, I suddenly felt wistful for the past.


      Back in elementary school, I walked to school in a group with other kids from the same neighborhood.


      We all belonged to different grades, with the sixth-year students leading the way and bringing up the rear—or it was the fifth-year students if the sixth-years were absent?


      The leader had to wear an armband, and I remember that it seemed to me like a badge of maturity.


      On the way to school, there was a classic pedestrian bridge like this over a major road, and our group of about six students of all different heights crossed it in single file.


      There was a crosswalk, which the adults used, a little distance away, so the footbridge was only ever used by children.


      Come to think of it, I used to feel excited every time I crossed the pedestrian bridge back then.


      There was quite a bit of traffic during the morning rush hour, so even though I was just a child, I felt a strange sense of superiority as I marched right over the traffic.


      Whenever a large truck would pass underneath me at just the right time, I would feel the vibrations throbbing through me. I would often fantasize about taking the plunge and jumping onto its broad back and hitching a ride to some unknown town.


      On the way home with my friends, the footbridge seemed to us like playground equipment.


      We’d play Glico Janken, run up and down the steps playing tag, or just sit on them and chat.


      Once we sat side by side, quietly watching the sun sink behind the distant mountains.


      Odd. I wonder why I’d forgotten all about that.


      Back then, the pedestrian bridge was certainly a special place.


      We were still so little then. It felt like we were secretly peeking at the town through the gaps in the railing. It felt odd, somehow, like the cars and people passing by were unaware that they were being watched from up high.


      It was the closest thing we had to a secret hideout back then, I think. A place where grown-ups couldn’t watch us.


      I ran my hands over the railing in front of me, realizing how far I’d gone beyond those days.


      It was cool to the touch and much shorter than I was.


      Right, I thought.


      This was the perfect place for a girls’ chat.


      I gazed idly at the traffic going by and muttered…


      “I wonder if this kind of thing will disappear soon?”


      “What kind of thing?”


      “Like footbridges that have outlived their usefulness.”


      “You mean, like, its role is obsolete…?”


      “Never mind. I think I’m getting sentimental, since it’s evening.”


      I didn’t want to talk about the daytime world. How pedestrians need footbridges for safety. How school students no doubt still use them. I didn’t want to debate about how they weren’t user-friendly in the eyes of the elderly or people with mobility issues.


      Some things do become obsolete, though.


      For example, a public telephone sitting quietly on a street corner.


      For example, a mini component stereo system that sits between a Bluetooth speaker and a full-fledged audio system.


      Or even, putting love letters in someone’s shoe cubby.


      “And,” I muttered again.


      “Views that were once special and things that have been forgotten.”


      “Or…”


      Kureha unexpectedly jumped in.


      “Romances I was the one to end, things I chose not to see.”


      Hmph. She’s sharp. But I’ve stopped being surprised by it now.


      As we were leaving Ikuhisa Park, she’d asked me if I wanted to walk home together, and I’d accepted without any hesitation.


      So when Kureha suddenly announced that she wanted to go up onto the footbridge, as the two of us were pedaling our cross bikes, I didn’t bother to question her about the reason.


      Maybe she had something specific to talk about. If not, that was cool, too. It was that kind of night.


      “I heard what happened, Nana.” Kureha changed the subject, without any further reflection on what she’d just said. “You beat a strong team from another prefecture in a practice game, right?”


      “Hmm, yeah.”


      “My friends on the basketball team were all excited. They said you were amazing, Nana.”


      “Do you want me to say that someone lit a fire in me and woke me up?”


      “No way! Whatever the reason, your performance in a game speaks to your true ability.”


      I couldn’t help but laugh at that.


      “You really are an athlete.”


      “I totally am!”


      If only it were all fake. That was the answer I’d already arrived at myself, a long time ago. I sighed in disappointment at the result.


      Then, in a challenging, provoking manner:


      “For now, you’re still a higher rank than me.”


      “They’re totally different sports, so you can’t compare them. But if we’re talking results alone, then yeah, you have a long way to go.”


      “What a cheeky upstart.”


      I was honestly surprised when I heard that Kureha was competing in the National High School Athletic Meet in the one-hundred-meter dash.


      It’s the main event of track and field. And running is such a simple sport. You can’t get by on luck or momentum or incidental things like that.


      The fact that she was so successful in that sport shows she had genuine athletic prowess.


      Unlike team sports like basketball, track is an individual battleground, with no room for excuses like lack of team unity, injuries or illness on the part of your team members, or things like that.


      Kureha had come this far alone, relying on no one but herself.


      From her response just now, it was clear to see how seriously she took her sport.


      I had no choice but to acknowledge that.


      “Hee-hee-hee,” Kureha giggled, sounding tickled.


      “You’ve lost the right to talk about others, Nana.”


      “Indeed? And what do you mean by that?”


      When I pressed her, Kureha spun around and rested her back on the railing of the footbridge.


      As she looked up at the sky, she seemed kind of happy.


      “My friend who told me about the game said that you were playing different from usual.”


      “So?”


      “Usually, your passes would help Haru and the others score, but that day it seemed like you’d decided you were going to be the point-scorer yourself.”


      “…Semantics.”


      Sensing the pause before I spoke, Kureha crisply added:


      “Did you cut off Haru so you could reach your goal?”


      “I guess you could view it that way.”


      I don’t want to get rattled over something this insignificant, I thought. For my own sake, and for that of my partner.


      Kureha continued blithely:


      “Well, what does it matter? You got the result.”


      “That’s what I think.”


      “Your teammates were happy, too, weren’t they?”


      “Other than my partner, yeah.”


      “Well, that’s Haru’s problem. Not yours.”


      “Well, I wonder if she’ll get over it.”


      “Oh, you’re sure she will.”


      “Tsk,” I said, turning away and grinning.


      I turned and leaned back against the railing of the footbridge, just like Kureha. Our shoulders were almost at the same height as each other’s as we stood looking up at the sky.


      Even though we were in the middle of Fukui City, the stars were sparkling above in a way that was mind-blowingly beautiful.


      Apart from the constant traffic, there was no one else around.


      Just the two of us, in a place closer to the starry sky than usual.


      I was alone with a cheeky junior who I couldn’t quite like or dislike.


      I found myself thinking about what if we had met in a different way, or some other cheesy cliché that I avoided voicing. Then I scoffed at myself for getting so sentimental just ’cause it’s evening.


      If we were classmates.


      If we were teammates.


      If we hadn’t fallen in love with the same boy.


      Maybe she and I might have made a good pair. Still, that didn’t happen. So there’s no point in having regrets over what-ifs.


      Having thought that far, I found myself thinking about the words that had spilled out and fallen like rain that day…


      “Have you ever thought about what would happen if you’d met in a different order?”


      “Like if you’d been in the same class since the first year, if you’d been childhood friends…”


      “But when you fall for him, there’s already other girls present in his heart. And you wonder what would have happened if you’d met him first.”


      “I can only ever be myself. I can’t fight against circumstances like that.”


      “I want to rewind right back to spring and start over.”


      Right. Kureha is…


      The smallest trigger brought this helpless realization.


      When you like a guy, you can’t just drop it because the circumstances don’t all stack in your favor.


      So instead, you rewind.


      The only person who truly understands what those words mean is Kureha herself, but I feel like I’m beginning to get the gist of it.


      In other words, if there is such a thing as fate in this world, then she’s going to go ahead with it and try to win by brute force.


      Just like how I went up against Todo in the gym.


      Only, Kureha’s not competing on the track or on the court but on the public stage of love.


      So I, too, have to make up my mind and get on up there.


      Stand under the spotlights and prove myself the heroine of this story.


      Kureha smiled, like she was reading my thoughts.


      “So, you’ve chosen to be Nana instead of Yuzuki Nanase, right?”


      I replied with a relaxed smile:


      “No actor would go onstage using their real name, right?”


      Kureha chuckled at that.


      “I know I started this, but…you’re starting to seem like a little bit of a formidable opponent, Nana.”


      “Just a little bit, hmm?”


      “Yeah, but still not as much as Yuuko.”


      “Wow, you don’t mince words. That’s how you really feel?”


      “Yup!”


      Her brazen honesty made me laugh. I couldn’t even muster up any annoyance.


      Everything we’ve discussed so far had been just the opening act.


      Kureha said shamelessly:


      “Hang out with me tonight, will you? Right now, you’re the only person I can honestly talk to about this stuff, Yuzuki.”


      I was planning to, but…


      “So you’ve got feelings you can’t handle on your own, too, huh, Kureha?”


      “Well, duh! I’ve been shouldering them all alone for a while now.” Kureha shook her head, grinning, and continued. “Still, being a lone wolf is one of the few advantages I have, so there’s no way I’m just going to let it go.”


      “You’re right. I was a fool to ask.”


      “Yep!”


      “Wrong response.”


      I scowled at her, and then the two of us burst out laughing.


      Once I’d calmed down a little, I said, “Why’d you ask me to hang out?”


      “I dunno?”


      Kureha tilted her head to one side. A little sentimental.


      “I guess the night just has me feeling things, you know?”


      “Hmm. Unavoidable, perhaps.”


      Maybe I was being overly sentimental, too.


      Maybe because it was a night before a big event.


      Our performance, one that had started a little ahead of the school festival.


      Once the curtain rises, the play has to be performed to the end. Right now, it was the lull before the action.


      Perhaps we just wanted to chat it up as Yuzuki Nanase and Kureha Nozomi.


      I smiled and said, “So you want to talk about August?”


      “Yeah.” Kureha nodded. “Do you remember what I said about Yuuko?”


      “Of course.”


      The first blow she landed on the rooftop.


      “What’s your big plan, messing with us, anyway?”


      “Us?”


      “See, the reason Yuuko is so far ahead of you is because none of you can be honest.”


      I couldn’t forget it if I wanted to.


      Because I felt it more painfully than anyone else.


      “It’s odd, though.” Kureha sighed a little. “Up until summer vacation, I’d never thought of Yuuko that way when I was watching you all from afar. In fact, she seemed to me to be in the most precarious position out of all of you…”


      “I don’t mean to disparage Yuuko as she was then, but I understand what you’re trying to say.”


      If someone asked me if I’d had a similar thought in the back of my mind, I’d find it difficult to answer.


      The old Yuuko seemed too innocent—or to put it more directly—her romantic feelings seemed too much like puppy love.


      If we included that in the definition, the word love will become as commonplace as “good morning” or “good night.” Even if affection grows…it won’t be passionate love.


      Of course, I wasn’t actually analyzing the situation in a mean way or anything, but if I had to sum it up now, I think that’s about how I saw it.


      So if anything, I was more upset when I noticed Chitose getting closer to Nishino, Haru, and Ucchi.


      “But,” Kureha said, crossing her legs, “when I joined the cheerleading squad, Yuuko was, like, completely different. It wasn’t just because her hair was different. How can I phrase it…?”


      “She was more mature?” I offered, and Kureha nodded.


      “If I had to say it succinctly, that would work. I mean, before, it was like she was trying to make him do certain things, using her own feelings as an excuse. But now it seems like her feelings for him are really genuine… Like she’s become an actual ideal match for him.”


      “She’ll continue to love him all the same.”


      Kureha’s eyes widened in surprise.


      “What…?”


      I thought back to that gentle, dreamlike smile.


      “At the end of that summer, when I asked Yuuko what she was going to do now, that was her answer.”


      “I see…”


      Kureha narrowed her eyes somewhat sadly before continuing:


      “That’s why I wanted to ask her. You know, what happened between her and Senpai.”


      “And did you find out what you needed to know?”


      “Yup!”


      So? I thought, sighing. “I’m only asking out of politeness and ’cause we’re already discussing this, but what do you plan to do now?”


      I wasn’t expecting her to answer properly, but Kureha didn’t even pause.


      “Nana, do you remember what I said when I challenged you on the rooftop?”


      “I mean, you said a lot of things.”


      “Come on. The bit where I said, ‘I’m just as beautiful as you, Yuzuki.’”


      “Oh yeah.”


      I remembered those lines. They summed up the girl in front of me.


      “I’m just as beautiful as you, Yuzuki. I can cook as well as Yua. I’m just as sporty as Haru. And I can give pretty good advice, just like Asuka.”


      She’d said all that in a tone that sounded like she was simply listing facts.


      Kureha chuckled and placed her lightly clenched fist against her lips.


      “Do you think I was just bluffing?”


      “No, I guess it’s all true.”


      “Really?”


      “I told you. I’ve accepted you as a worthy challenger.”


      “Don’t try to woo me beneath the stars like this.”


      “You can go ahead and fall in love with me.”


      “Perhaps, if I’d only met you first, Nana.”


      “Aren’t you tired of using ‘I didn’t get there first’ as an excuse?”


      “That’s why I’m saying it.”


      “I see.”


      I paused for a moment and returned to my original point.


      “So, then, why’d you make such a big deal of throwing down the gauntlet?”


      “You don’t know?”


      “I mean, I can guess.”


      “Well, ultimately, I…”


      As she spoke, Kureha pushed off from the railing and turned to face me.


      Her hair was fluttering in the night breeze; she tucked it behind her ear and blinked slowly, taking her time.


      Then, with a certain maturity in her eyes, like a girl who’s been through a summer of growth, she said:


      “I can continue to love him all the same, just like Yuuko.”


      She smiled softly, like pure-white snow.


      “All right, then.”


      Here it is. A version of Kureha who matches Yuuko. And now I can be frank.


      “Indeed, you can do all the things that Yuuko, Ucchi, Haru, Nishino, and I can do.


      “But,” I said, stepping away from the railing and tucking my own hair behind my left ear:


      “Can I just do something real quick?”


      “Sure! What’s that?”


      I took several deliberate steps toward the girl who was always flaunting her cute younger status.


      Softly, I grazed her left thigh with my fingertips, over the skirt.


      “Er… Uh… Yuzuki?”


      Seeing that Kureha was actually rattled for once, I moistened my lips with the tip of my tongue.


      From there, I moved my fingertips gently from her thigh toward her butt in a lazy circle, more delicate than a brushing touch, more ephemeral than a caress.


      “Yeek!”


      I ignored Kureha’s reaction and slid my fingertips up.


      From the left hip bone, up the waist to the ribs, the collarbone, the neck, and around the contour of the jaw.


      “Uhh!”


      Kureha let out a little moan.


      “You’ve got a wicked tongue.”


      I gently stoppered her innocent lips with my thumb.


      As I slid my thumb across them, they stiffened up beneath my touch.


      I felt the tip of her tongue just behind them as she froze.


      “Don’t underestimate me.”


      I gently touched my nose to hers, and we blinked together.


      Her rapid breaths caressed my lips.


      Then I leaned forward, let my cheek slide against hers as I whispered softly in her ear, my lips brushing her earlobe, each syllable deliberately enunciated:


      “You’re not the only one who can act like that.”


      “…!”


      Kureha squirmed, as if she could no longer bear it.


      Satisfied with her reaction, I grinned.


      “Cute.”


      The younger girl grabbed her ear and turned her face away. I continued, in a sweet, melodic tone:


      “You were so cocky, and now you’re like an innocent virgin girl, being touched for the first time.”


      I could hear her harsh breathing. It seemed to fill the footbridge where we alone stood.


      “Yuzuki…”


      “It’s Nana right now.”


      Kureha looked at me, startled.


      Her cheeks were still slightly flushed, unable to hide her agitation.


      “I guess I finally landed a hit.”


      As I spoke, I grinned a little lopsidedly and allowed a resigned sigh to escape me.


      “I misspoke.” Kureha’s eyes were softer than usual, and she seemed meek and appropriately deferential as she said:


      “Right now, you look like a pretty formidable opponent yourself, Nana.”


      “Well, thanks.”


      I shrugged and grinned as Kureha bashfully continued:


      “Wow, Nana. Your womanly charms really get a girl going.”


      “It’s not too late to switch crushes to me, you know.”


      “I feel like you’d end up just literally crushing me. Anyway,” she said, a hint of excitement in her eyes. “I guess this means we’re finally getting serious, right?”


      “You look happy about it.”


      “Oh, I am! If I’m going to win, I want to beat you while you’re giving it your all, Nana!”


      I licked my lips suggestively and said:


      “It’s too late now for regrets.”


      “I’m used to facing regrets. It is what it is.”


      “Sorry I kept you waiting.”


      “I was on the edge of my seat!”


      Then we both burst out laughing.


      I think, now, we really understand each other.


      Enough of the opening-night frivolities.


      No doubt Kureha was going to go straight for the goal from now on.


      Just like she’d blasted through our state of deadlock, she would seek to pierce his heart with her tenacious desire.


      I appreciate it, Kureha.


      Without you, I would never have had the courage to go and meet the real Yuzuki Nanase, and I would never have been prepared to throw it all away for the man I loved.


      So I’ll show you, as a token of my appreciation.


      I’ll show you, the girl who hid my moon.


      I’ll show you the night of the witch Nana, with her shiny red poison apple.
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      Mirror, mirror, on the wall.


      What if I was, like her…an evening lake?
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      The next day after school, I, Saku Chitose, hung back in the classroom even after homeroom was over.


      Sitting around me were all the members of the cheer squad: Yuuko, Yua, Nanase, Haru, Kazuki, Kaito, Kenta, plus Nazuna, all clad in our Kura T-shirts.


      Today we had our first rehearsal—or rather, script reading—for the play we’d called Snow White, Dark Cloud, and the Indecisive Prince that we’d be performing at the school festival.


      Incidentally, this was the first time that all the cheer squad members (except me, Yuuko, and Nanase) were seeing it.


      We did a plain read-through, no acting, with everyone reciting their lines out loud through to the end. When we were done, Nazuna clapped her hands.


      “And that’s about it!”


      She looked around at everyone and narrowed her eyes mischievously.


      “By the way, the final part will be left to Chitose and the others to ad-lib.”


      Upon hearing that, Kazuki grinned sadistically.


      “Uh-oh…”


      Kaito was gnashing his teeth for some reason and saying:


      “Damn, I shouldn’t have given up the lead role.”


      Kenta, meanwhile, sounded deadpan:


      “But this character is just King all over.”


      Haru quickly followed suit:


      “Yikes, he’s an awful guy!”


      Yua was the last to speak, in tones of familiarity:


      “Now, now. Even Saku has his jerk moments.”


      “May I remind you all this is meant to be fiction?!”


      After the usual routine was completed and everyone was laughing, Nazuna spoke.


      “So do you have any questions?”


      The first-timers all looked at each other and nodded.


      Well, the dwarf roles—there were only six in this version—didn’t have many lines, so that shouldn’t be a problem.


      The narration was done by members of the cheerleading squad, and Nazuna provided the voice of the magic mirror.


      It seemed like the script was written with this in mind from the beginning, with her personality reflected quite strongly.


      And incidentally, the roles of the dwarves seemed to correlate to the actors’ personalities, too.


      I was surprised at first, but when I calmed down and read it again, I realized that many aspects, including the limited practice time, were well thought-out.


      Of course, I wanted to thank the members of the literature club who wrote the script, but it was clear that Nazuna had taken us all into consideration in many ways.


      It was easy to see why not only Yuuko, but also Nanase, with whom she once had a fierce rivalry, had really opened up to her.


      As I was musing on these things, Nazuna herself spoke up:


      “Great, no problems, then. Well then, for now, let’s start practicing while referring to the script.”


      Everyone nodded, and we were about to get to our feet, when…


      “Excuuuse me!!!”


      Yuuko’s hand shot up in the air.


      “Yeees, Yuuko?”


      Nazuna sounded a little bit excited.


      “Can you maybe try out the first scene with Dark Cloud and the Magic Mirror? I don’t know much about acting, so I thought if I saw you and Yuzuki doing it, I’d be able to get some ideas!”


      ““Ah…””


      Nazuna and Yuzuki both responded in unison.


      Ah, yeah, I thought.


      Nazuna has probably read the script more thoroughly than anyone else, and Nanase must have also memorized the basics by now.


      All that’s left is to improvise and put their own spin on it.


      Timidly, Yua raised her hand. “Um, I might want to watch, too.”


      Kenta chimed in quickly. “M-me too!”


      Nazuna shot Yuzuki a look.


      A look of trust, surely.


      Then, as casually as if she were suggesting heading to the cafeteria upon the chiming of the lunch bell, Nazuna said:


      “Shall we?”


      A sudden hush fell over the classroom.


      Yuuko’s voice tends to carry, so I’m pretty sure everyone heard what we were doing.


      The classmates who had been preparing the props and so on stopped what they were doing and watched, gulping, as the event unfolded.


      Since I’d noticed it, the person in question must have noticed it, too.


      Nanase casually got to her feet.


      “If that’s what the audience wants.”


      She took the hem of her skirt and did a curtsy.


      “““““Yeah!”””””


      Finally, unable to contain themselves any longer, my classmates erupted into cheers.


      “I’ve been working hard on all this boring stuff, just for today!”


      “Same over here!”


      “Man, that curtsy! I’m gonna die!”


      “It’s eye candy! And ear candy!”


      Typical Nanase.


      She could provide an example to follow for Yuuko, Yua, and Kenta. And, by providing an advance preview of the actual play, she could motivate our classmates who’d been doing all this hard work behind the scenes.


      Naturally, I was fully aware that Yuzuki Nanase would be performing the role.


      But I felt a sense of calmness, knowing I could rely on her…and then I was surprised by how relieved I actually was.


      Like that sensation of calm would soon be replaced by a heart-wrenching sentimentality. Feeling suddenly helpless, I grasped around for an anchor for my feelings.


      Suddenly, I noticed that Nanase was looking at me with a gaze that was somewhat serene.


      When our eyes met, the shadows under her eyelashes gently wavered, like she was initiating a secret conversation with me.


      That tiny, subtle signal was heartbreaking, and I gave a lopsided smile to hide that feeling.


      Nanase smiled a pure-white smile, like midnight in a land of snow.


      “Watch me, Saku.”


      “I will, Yuzuki.”


      Her gaze was pulling me in, and my lips answered for me, without my input.
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      In no time at all, Nanase had changed into her uniform and was standing at the podium, which we were using in place of a stage.


      She hadn’t tried on her actual costume yet, and even though this was sort of an off-the-cuff rehearsal, she probably thought that wearing her Kura T-shirt wasn’t really projecting the right vibes.


      This sort of fastidiousness was typical of Nanase.


      A magic mirror large enough to reflect Nanase’s entire body had already been prepared and installed behind the podium.


      I wondered where they got it from. The atmospheric antique frame had the perfect feel to it.


      Looking in the mirror, Nanase pushed her hair back behind her left ear and nodded to indicate that she was ready.


      Kazuki, serving as our narrator, broke into a smile.


      “Well then, let’s commence our demonstration of the opening scene of the play, Snow White, Dark Cloud, and the Indecisive Prince, performed by Year Two, Class Five.”


      “““““Yeah!”””””


      A thunderous applause echoed through the classroom.


      “Once upon a time, there was a beautiful princess called Dark Cloud.”


      Kazuki recited the speech by heart.


      “Princess Dark Cloud was proud of her beautiful appearance and had no doubt that she was more beautiful than anyone else. To be honest, she was prideful and looked down on others.”


      “Don’t you think you’re taking it a little far?”


      Nanase commented on the narration, and the classroom erupted in excitement.


      By the way, that line was not written in the script.


      Classic, I thought, shaking with laughter.


      Kazuki continued, his face relaxing. He was having a great time.


      “Princess Dark Cloud had a magic mirror.”


      Nanase stepped forward quickly.


      She glanced at herself in the mirror so that the audience could see her, then shifted her weight onto her right leg and lifted her left leg slightly, gently resting her toes on the ground in front.


      Then she placed her left hand on her hip to create a straighter stance and spoke.


      “Mirror, mirror, on the wall.”


      With that line as a signal, something like a panel slowly descended from above the mirror.


      The cut out, shoulders-up image appeared to be a deformed drawing of Nazuna.


      In short, I guess it was meant to represent something like a mirror spirit.


      In the illustration, Nazuna was wearing witchlike clothing.


      It had a handmade feel, very typical of a school festival.


      As Nazuna’s panel overlapped with the mirror, Nanase placed her right hand to her mouth with a somewhat dreamy look on her face.


      “Who is the fairest one of all…?”


      She paused for a moment, licked her lips in a seductive and alluring way, and then continued.


      “Well, that would obviously be me, but…”


      “You’re meant to be asking the mirror!”


      The magic mirror’s voice immediately cut in, causing our classmates to burst out laughing.


      This part made me laugh when I first read the script.


      The personalities of the people involved are well incorporated, making the audience immediately feel close to the action onstage.


      Nanase smiled an extra-perky smile.


      “And I, the most beautiful woman in the world, with the most wonderful prince in the world by my side, lived happily ever after. And…applause!”


      “You’re not even going to finish the play?!”


      Their chemistry was great. Maybe because they’ve become such good friends lately.


      Nanase’s acting was great, of course, but Nazuna’s snarky responses were also perfectly timed.


      “But the answer is so obvious. Why do I need to keep checking with you, Mirror?”


      “Because that’s my reason for existing!!!”


      With one foot in front of the other and her arms crossed, Nanase stared blankly at the mirror with a sulky look on her face.


      “Okay, who is the fairest of them all, then?”


      “Hey! You could be a little more respectful, you know? I’m a magic mirror!”


      “Just get on with it.”


      Ahem, Nazuna coughed, then spoke.


      “Princess Dark Cloud, setting aside your arrogant and unlovable personality, you are indeed beautiful.”


      “…Should I bury you in the hills?”


      “Wait! I’m getting to it!”


      Incidentally, all of my classmates, me included, had been cracking up throughout this scene.


      Yua seemed to be having some sort of spasm. She was banging her fist on the floor.


      Nazuna stopped corpsing and said:


      “But unfortunately, Snow White is the most beautiful girl in all the world. Not only is she more beautiful, her personality is the exact opposite of yours. As different as the moon and a turtle. Or a Hermes bag and a cheap sports duffle bag. I mean, she’s Snow White. And you’re just Dark Cloud. From the names alone, it’s obvious the battle’s done and dusted.”


      “Actually, I think I’ll just shatter you right here.”


      “Sorry! I went too far! In terms of looks, it might be a fifty-fifty split!”


      “Oh yeah?”


      “Also, she’s not rich, so your clothes are certainly nicer than hers!”


      “My clothes?”


      “Oh, enough of this,” Nanase went on, looking toward the audience. “Summon Lanky.”


      Lanky was one of the six dwarves, i.e., Kaito.


      I don’t think I need to explain this, but the name comes from the fact that he’s tall.


      Similarly, Yua was Meeky, Haru was Shrimpy, Kazuki was Chilly, Kenta was Speccy, and Nazuna was Gyaru.


      By the way, in our play, the six dwarves are servants to Dark Cloud.


      Nazuna laughed.


      “Here she is! The mean girl who sends assassins to kill Snow White! What a jerk!”


      “Are you insane?”


      “I mean, that’s your plan, isn’t it?”


      “If I did that, I wouldn’t be able to prove that I’m more beautiful, would I?”


      “So then, what is your plan?”


      “I’m going to invite Snow White to the castle, of course.”


      “Huh? For what purpose?”


      “There’s a ball coming up.”


      “Ah, the one your first love, the prince, is attending, right?”


      “How do you know that?”


      “I’m a magic mirror, duh.”


      “You pick odd moments to actually demonstrate competence.”


      “But wouldn’t it be better not to invite Snow White? If I were the prince, I’d choose her in a second and have myself a happy ending.”


      “Watch it.”


      “I’ve got it! You’re going to embarrass her in front of the prince!”


      “Listen…”


      After muttering this in an exasperated tone, Nanase stomped her foot heavily on the stage and narrowed her eyes coldly, in contrast to Kaito’s easy posture.


      Suddenly, the atmosphere became tense.


      All of us were silent, as if sensing that the slightest noise would set off the beautiful princess on the stage. Nobody moved.


      All of us, without realizing it, had frozen.


      We were listening intently for the next line.


      Just as the silence began to sting, Nanase’s gaze became seductive.


      She looked around the classroom, making eye contact with each student, the soothing that comes after the scolding.


      Then, turning to the well-behaved, waiting audience, she slowly nodded, as if to say, “Good boys/girls.”


      With a sigh like midnight, Nanase finally spoke:


      “I’ll dress Snow White in the most beautiful dress, give her beautiful makeup, and teach her the proper etiquette for social occasions.”


      She crossed her arms seductively, emphasizing the swell and dip of her chest and waist, and continued:


      “Then I shall go to the prince at the ball and ask him there.”


      She placed her right hand on her cheek and gently bit down on her pinkie finger.


      “Who is the fairest one of all…?”


      Her eyes were sultry and seductive.


      The classroom was enveloped in a momentary silence.


      I was captivated.


      She truly carried herself as the most beautiful princess in the world…an enchanting witch…or even a poisonous flower that easily captivates those who lay eyes on it.


      Someone gulped loudly.


      Even that sound seemed likely to disrupt the tension, and everyone held their breath in a panic.


      The worn-out podium in the old, weathered classroom seemed distant, like a stage lit by a spotlight.


      The panel in front of the mirror had been pulled up again, and the mirror vividly reflected the after-school sky.


      Nanase took a step back and tilted her hips back, every inch of her beautiful form on display.


      For a moment, I was so captivated by the seductive way she gazed into the mirror that I almost forgot how to breathe.


      My heart prickled deliciously.


      “Wow.”


      I felt like I’d been cut free of the present time and set adrift…until:


      “Um, are you kidding me right now? I could maybe excuse you saying that, but not the grin on your face when you said it! GROSS!”


      Nazuna’s voice was laced with sarcasm.


      “Hey! Don’t call me gross!”


      Nanase quickly retorted, and everyone burst out laughing, and it was like the spell had been broken.


      Nazuna’s cartoon panel had appeared on the mirror again.


      “You act like a cool girl, but you’re the type to become a stage-five clinger when you actually start dating a guy! Ugh!”


      “Not before I tie up this useless mirror with rope and shove it in a chest somewhere.”


      “Let me finish!”


      The Magic Mirror laughed.


      “I’m gonna be here to see this story through to the end, you know?”


      “There’s no guarantee that you’ll still be on display here until that day, you know?”


      And that was the end of the prologue scene.


      Nazuna popped out from behind the mirror.


      Then she and Nanase high-fived.


      ““Thank you very much!””


      The two of them took a bow to the audience.


      …Clap clap clap!


      CLAP CLAP CLAP CLAP!


      Yuuko was the first to start the applause, and it quickly spread until it engulfed the whole classroom.


      We were all on our feet giving a standing ovation like we’d just finished watching a Hollywood blockbuster.


      Every face was a mix of genuine surprise and excitement.


      “Wait, doesn’t this mean that Class Five is already guaranteed to win?”


      “I mean, I get the sentiment, but there’s no winners or losers at the school festival.”


      “But there’s always some kind of voting going on, right? I’d put all my votes on this!”


      “I had no idea Snow White was such an interesting story!”


      “Nazuna-chan’s mirror personality is so feisty! I’m obsessed with her.”


      “I might overdose on Nanase and die.”


      “And she’ll be wearing a dress for the actual performance, you know?!”


      “What’s it gonna be like when Hiiragi takes the stage, too?”


      My sentiments exactly, fellas, I thought, squaring my shoulders.


      The script that Nazuna and the others wrote was, of course, entertaining, but it was Nanase’s presence onstage that was just incredible.


      Considering how she usually acts, I knew she’d be able to put on an authentic performance onstage.


      But that was way beyond what I was expecting.


      I’ve never watched a proper play, but the volume and intonation of her voice, even her casual glances and gestures, all seem to be calculated with the audience in mind. I wouldn’t be surprised if she told me she’d actually studied extensively.


      At one point, I described Nanase as the type who could be an actress.


      I felt nostalgic for a time about six months ago and realized that I wasn’t wrong after all.


      Back then, we still used to act all carefree on the phone with each other.


      I looked around and noticed that everyone in the class was still in high spirits.


      “But are we really gonna accept Chitose as the prince…?”


      “I’d rather not, but… You wanna take his place?”


      “No way! The moment our eyes met, I’d totally choke!”


      “Still, Chitose’s super laid-back. Can he hold his own onstage against that amazing performance?”


      “It’s okay. He’s meant to be wishy-washy and indecisive, right?”


      “He looks the part of a prince until he opens his mouth.”


      “Hey! I can hear you, you know.”


      And yet I had to concede that they had a point.


      Since it’s a play for the school festival, I thought a little awkwardness would be part of the charm, but if Nanase was going at this guns blazing, I’d have to get serious about practicing, too, or I’d be left behind.


      Still, I didn’t have many scenes compared to the two princesses, who were the main characters of the story, so it wasn’t like I’d be dragging them down even if I sucked.


      Today we’d only seen the prologue, but what actually happened next was that the dwarves, at the command of Princess Dark Cloud, went to fetch Snow White while singing “Heigh-Ho.”


      The events that followed after the invitation to the castle were exactly as Nanase stated in her lines earlier.


      Incidentally, the prince’s role didn’t start until quite late in the play.


      I both read the Japanese translation of Snow White and watched the animated film in the hopes of being able to contribute in some way to Nazuna and her team’s script, but to put it bluntly, I feel like a sort of add-on.


      This time, the script has been rearranged so that the prince’s role was only really important at the end.


      Still, the main characters of this story were Snow White and the Queen, or in our play, Princess Dark Cloud, so I felt a bit out of sorts. A little sad to not be more involved, but also relieved, I guess?


      While I was thinking about this, Nanase, who was talking to Nazuna and Yuuko at the podium, suddenly looked in my direction. Then, as if she had just remembered something, she came running over to me.


      The alluring aura from before had vanished, and now she had a mature, but still somewhat pure, smile on her lips.


      She stood in front of me, clasping her hands together and tilting her head a little to one side.


      “Chitose, were you watching?”


      “I was watching, Nanase.”


      When I said that, she softly smiled.


      “Thanks, Chitose.”


      “What for, Nanase?”


      “For watching me carefully.”


      “Well, I couldn’t take my eyes off you.”


      “Really?”


      “Really.”


      The rhythm of our conversation, somehow different from our usual rapport, made me feel a little awkward.


      Usually, we’d engage in exaggerated, theatrical exchanges, but perhaps because Nanase had just come off the stage, she seemed more relaxed than usual.


      Perhaps I was feeling a little awkward in front of a girl who, only moments ago, had captured the attention of the audience with her spine-tingling sex appeal.


      Nanase tucked a loop of hair behind her ear that had stuck to her cheek and looked up at me as she said:


      “So how was it?”


      “It was amazing.”


      “Was I a princess?”


      “A very Nanase-like princess.”


      “That’s all?”


      “It was interesting…in a lot of ways.”


      “Chi. To. Se?”


      “Sorry.”


      “Then…?”


      “You were cute.”


      “And?”


      “And stunningly beautiful.”


      Wait, that’s not like me to say, I thought, and I was about to start in with one of my usual lighthearted jokes, when…


      “Mm-mm.”


      Like she’d sensed what was coming, Nanase pressed her index finger against my lips.


      The softness of her touch, and the subtle aroma of hand cream tickling my nostrils.


      Rattled, I opened my mouth to speak, but Nanase pressed her finger harder against my lips, as if to say, “Not now, Chitose.”


      Nanase moved her face a little closer and looked straight into my eyes.


      I could see myself reflected there, like on the surface of rippling water…


      “You just keep on looking at me like that.”


      Her laugh was like a bright bouquet of flowers.
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      Once they’d calmed down, the students of Year Two, Class Five seemed to have a renewed sense of motivation, and each of them returned to the work they had to do in preparation for the big day.


      It seemed like the production of props and stage equipment had progressed quite a bit, and around the classroom you could see bits and pieces of a fairy-tale world forming.


      The sight of people running all over in the sky-blue Kura T-shirts was sort of comical and removed from everyday life, and it really made me feel like the school festival was almost upon us.


      Haru, Kazuki, Kaito, and Kenta were practicing their acting under the supervision of Nazuna and the members of the literature club who’d written the script.


      Meanwhile, I headed to the dressing room area with Yuuko and Nanase to try on our costumes, which had been finished early.


      Incidentally, we’d need help getting in and out of the costumes, plus any extra measuring that needed doing, so it wasn’t the costuming department helping us but Yua instead.


      Yuuko and Nanase would feel more comfortable with someone they were familiar with.


      When I stepped inside the dressing room, having not been there in a while, I found that, like the other special classrooms, there were large tables arranged in an orderly fashion where students could work in groups.


      In one corner, there was a very old-looking dress form, which was out of place here, and along the wall were several similarly well-used sewing machines.


      It’s got that special classroom smell, I thought.


      The music room, the art room, the biology lab, the home ec room, and this dressing room…


      Each special classroom has its own unique scent that can only be smelled there.


      No doubt it was paint or chemicals that had seeped in over the years, or remnants of food cooked in class. Objectively speaking, it wasn’t what you’d call a pleasant smell, but I actually didn’t dislike it.


      I think that in the future, when I look back on my high school days as an adult, even if I’ve completely forgotten what went on in class, I’ll still get a nostalgic whiff of that designated classroom smell.


      While I was distracted with those kinds of thoughts, Yua stopped her solemn preparations and spoke up:


      “Well then, let’s get started. We’ll begin with Saku’s costume.”


      “All right.”


      I shrugged, and Yua handed me a large paper bag.


      “I think you can probably get dressed without help…”


      Now that I think about it, I wasn’t told anything about what kind of costume I would be wearing.


      Since I was going to be a prince, I pictured a cape or a crown, but… I decided to take a peek inside out of curiosity.


      “…Huh, seriously?”


      It wasn’t what I was expecting, and I couldn’t help making a noise of surprise aloud. Yua tilted her head quizzically.


      “I’m sorry, I didn’t consult you beforehand… You don’t like it?”


      “It’s not that I dislike it, but…”


      “You’ve got a great build, Saku, so I think it’ll suit you.”


      “That’s not the problem…”


      “It’ll be fine.” Eh, whatever. I shrugged. “Since everyone went to so much trouble, I guess I can at least try it on.”


      “Good!” Yua’s face brightened, and she quickly produced a piece of black fabric. “I’ll cover the door window, so just wait a sec, okay?”


      “You’re always so prepared, Yua.”


      The dressing room is on the first floor of the school building, so there’s a fair amount of foot traffic in the corridor and outside.


      Even if we closed the curtains, which we obviously would, I was wondering if Nanase and Yuuko would feel comfortable changing without that door window covered. Me too, I guess.


      Once the four of us had finished preparing the room, Yua spoke again.


      “Well, we’re going outside for now, so can you let me know when you’ve finished getting changed?”


      “It’ll only take me a minute. You don’t have to leave.”


      “Really?”


      “I feel like we’re comfortable enough with each other by now? Unless you’d rather not.”


      As I said this, I quickly took off my blazer and began to unbutton my shirt.


      I was in my undershirt and had my hands on my belt when I suddenly turned around.


      Yua seemed unfazed.


      Yuuko seemed a little embarrassed.


      Nanase was observing me coolly.


      The three of them stood side by side, staring intently at me.


      “Uh, actually, would you mind stepping out for a sec, after all?”


      After I finished getting changed, I popped my head around the dressing room door and said:


      “All done.”


      Yua, Yuuko, and Nanase entered one by one, and then they all stared.


      After a moment, Yua grinned softly.


      “I knew it. That looks great on you.”


      Yuuko followed suit with a soft laugh.


      “Saku, you really are like a prince.”


      Nanase also tilted her head nonchalantly.


      “Looking good, Chitose.”


      The frank compliments made me feel embarrassed, and I scratched my head.


      “Don’t I look a bit like a seedy nightclub host?”


      The costume that had been prepared for the prince was, simply put, a white tuxedo.


      I usually dress casually and comfortably, so an outfit this formal feels a bit strange.


      I suppose you could say it’s not much different from a blazer, but the idea of wearing all white feels a bit awkward.


      Yua chuckled, shoulders shaking. “The girls in charge of costuming said that if the three of us were going to perform together, it would be best if the prince and princesses didn’t look too cosplay-like.”


      “Oh, I see.”


      “How does it fit, though?”


      I gave my arms and legs an experimental shake. “Pretty good.”


      Yua nodded in satisfaction. “Okay, then it’s our turn. Saku, could you go wait outside for a while?”


      “All right. Should I keep this on for now?”


      “Yeah, I want to see what you all look like together. Oh, it might take a little while for Yuuko and Yuzuki to get changed into their costumes, though…”


      “That’s cool, I’ll go kill some time somewhere.”
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      I bought some mineral water from a nearby vending machine and went out to the courtyard.


      I was actually in the mood for coffee, but it would be bad news if I accidentally spilled it on my costume.


      I sat down on a nearby bench to quench my thirst and finally felt able to kick back and relax.


      The empty school pool among the buildings and walkways of the campus reflected a pleasant autumn day, with fishlike clouds swimming in it.


      I gently tugged at the collar of my suit, letting in a cool breeze.


      I’d thought I’d stand out if I went outside dressed like this, but the whole school was filled with a special energy: people running around in bright Kura T-shirts, members of the tea ceremony and koto club walking about dressed in yukata robes, and the juggling club practicing in their colorful stage costumes.


      Still, I thought, stretching my legs.


      As Yuuko and I had discussed that evening at Ikuhisa Park, I did feel a mix of excitement and sadness as the festival approached.


      It wouldn’t be long until this courtyard returned to its usual quiet state.


      Suddenly, I looked down at my feet and burst out laughing.


      It was funny to think that the only time I’d ever wear a tuxedo with school slippers would be when trying on a costume for the school festival.


      Here was a moment I’d never experience again.


      Maybe I should practice some cheer squad steps. Or go through the play script. Maybe even practice my acting as the prince.


      Waiting for the girls to get changed. Here I am, just killing time.


      While I was distracted with those thoughts…


      “Senpai?!”


      A now very familiar voice reached my ears.


      “Kureha?”


      I turned to look and saw Kureha running up to me.


      “What’s going on? Are you finally going to quit school and become a host?!”


      “Thanks for finally giving me the comment I was looking for.”


      I patted the spot beside me on the bench, and Kureha sat down, just the right distance away.


      “Just kidding. Is that your school festival costume?”


      “Hmm, you know about the play?”


      “Yeah! Yuuko’s gonna be playing Snow White, right?”


      I nodded.


      “Right now, I’m just waiting for Yuuko and Nanase to try on their costumes.”


      “You know,” Kureha said, “You look like a very frivolous prince.”


      “Leave it.”


      “It’s an adaptation of the original work, right? What’s the title?”


      “Snow White, Dark Cloud, and the Indecisive Prince.”


      She burst into laughter, gasping and clutching her sides as if she was in pain.


      “So that means Dark Cloud is Yuzuki-san, and the Indecisive Prince is you, right?”


      “Incidentally, our characters match our personalities.”


      “Aw, man. I wish I could see it…”


      Surprised by her reaction, I couldn’t help but steal a glance at her side profile.


      Kureha had her arms resting on the bench, and she appeared carefree and happy, but her eyes seemed to express a hint of worry and loneliness as she looked up at the distant sky.


      She was so excited to be included in the cheer squad.


      I’d figured she’d just go ahead and take a seat in the front row to watch a play with all of us in it, without having to wait to be invited.


      “What, aren’t you coming to see it?” I asked.


      Kureha dropped her gaze to the ground.


      Her expression was hidden by her hair. “Of course I’d love to catch it if I could.”


      “Sounds like you’re not going to be able to make it?”


      Her voice sounded anxious, lonely, and weaker than usual, so I tried to sound light and casual.


      “Is your class’s performance at the same time?” Kureha lifted her head and looked at me finally. “Nope, we go on before you guys!”


      The momentary wavering had vanished, and she was back to her usual perky younger girl act.


      Perhaps it was just my imagination, but maybe the girl in front of me was also feeling sentimental about the approaching festival.


      I relaxed my shoulders and shrugged.


      “So you’re doing a stage performance, too?”


      “Not really a performance, more like a participatory stage project.”


      “Oh, what are you doing?”


      “It seems to be a popular project from an old TV show, but you’ll have to wait until the day to find out more details. Senpai, you all have to come see it, okay?”


      “So we’re all being summoned, are we?”


      “If you guys come onstage, it’ll get the crowd fired up for sure!”


      “We have to be onstage after you, though, remember?”


      “Why not advertise your play at the same time? I’m sure the audience will stay in the gym to watch.”


      Well, I had no reason to refuse to come and see.


      Even without being asked, we’d been planning to go watch the other performances that our cheer squad buddies, like Asuka and Kureha, were in.


      I shrugged a little and let out a sigh. “Okay, I’ll let everyone know.”


      “Yes! If possible, I’d like everyone to come dressed in matching outfits, okay?”


      “Yes, yes, I got it,” I replied lightly, and Kureha suddenly gave me a solemn look.


      “Senpai, you promise, right?”


      “Don’t be dramatic.”


      “I want you to promise me.”


      “Okay, I promise. I’ll definitely come and see it.”


      “Yes! Thank you very much!”


      “Also…,” I said.


      And I handed her the piece of paper that I’d shoved in my pocket along with my change when I left the dressing room. Kureha took it from me curiously.


      “Senpai! How long have you been in love with me, hmm?”


      “It’s definitely not a love letter.”


      With an innocent smile on her face, she opened the piece of paper that’d been folded in four.


      “What? This…is…”


      Kureha’s eyes widened in surprise.


      I’d written down my shoulder width, height, waist circumference, et cetera…in other words, all the measurements needed to make clothes.


      Kureha seemed to have gotten the gist of it, so I elaborated:


      “Yua measured me when making the costumes for the play.”


      The performers needed their own costumes for the play, of course, but the cheer squad would also have to make our own costumes, too.


      I was actually planning to ask Yua, but during the training camp last month, Kureha had offered, so.


      I knew she’d need the info, so I’d had Yua jot it down for me.


      Still, it’s not like I’d been expecting to run into Kureha here. I’d just found it in the pocket of the suit when I’d shoved my vending machine coins in there.


      I waited for a while, but there was no response, so I looked over…


      “I was too late, again.”


      She clutched the note in both hands and muttered under her breath.


      “Kureha…?”


      “It’s…”


      As if nothing had happened, Kureha carefully folded the note and put it away in her pocket.


      Then, with a cheeky grin, she said, “I was planning to go to your house and measure every nook and cranny.”


      “Please don’t.”


      When I let out an exaggerated sigh, Kureha giggled, shoulders shaking. “I’m just kidding. I’ll do my best to make a costume for you!”


      “Sorry, I know this is a bit of a hassle, but I’ll be counting on you.”


      At that exact moment, Yua peeked her head out of the dressing room. “Saku! …Oh, hi, Kureha.”


      It seemed that Yuuko and Nanase had finished changing.


      I got up from the bench. “Shall we all go and see?”


      Kureha hesitated for a moment, then slowly shook her head. “No, I think I’ll save it for the real thing.”


      “Okay.”


      What she’d muttered earlier still didn’t make sense, but I wasn’t going to go forcing her to explain.


      Right now, there just wasn’t any reason for it.


      Kureha turned to Yua, gave her an innocent smile and a wave, and Yua said:


      “Stop by if you can, junior.”


      “I’ll stop by if I can, Senpai.”


      Then they both burst out laughing, nice and comfortable with each other.
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      Once we had gone our separate ways from Kureha, we found ourselves in front of the dressing room. Beside me, Yua chuckled.


      “Saku, prepare to be amazed. They’re both incredibly beautiful.”


      “Yeah, I’m mentally prepared.”


      “Yuuko suggested that we examine them in turn.”


      “What do you mean?”


      “Let’s start with Yuuko’s dress.”


      “Fine, but Nanase hasn’t gotten changed yet?”


      “No, Yuzuki’s waiting in the shadows of the curtains, so don’t go trying to sneak a peek at her yet.”


      “All right, I get it.”


      “So, can I open the door?”


      I nodded.


      Yua pulled away and gently opened the door with both hands so as not to obstruct my view.


      “…Nng!”


      Yuuko stood there in a pure-white dress, shy and pale.


      “What do you think, Saku?”


      I didn’t have a clever reply loaded in the chamber.


      “You look like the first snow.”


      So I ended up blurting out something like that.


      The upper part of the dress was made mostly of lace. A high neckline decorated with white bows, and long, soft, sheer sleeves. A modest design, but it suited Snow White—or I should say, this new elegant and mysterious version of Yuuko—very well.


      The skirt spread out like ripples on a lake, like powdery snow being blown across its surface by a gentle breeze.


      She must have chosen them to match the snowflake-shaped earrings dangling from her earlobes.


      Yuuko giggled.


      “Saku, would you mind standing next to me?”


      Taken aback, I nodded.


      I carefully stood beside her, making sure not to step on her skirt and leave footprints.


      Clatter, clatter… Yua rolled a full-length mirror on casters in front of us.


      Reflected in the mirror, we looked like…


      Yuuko, her cheeks slightly flushed, said something very brazen.


      “It looks like we’re getting married.”


      “…!”


      I’d been pretending not to notice the similarities, since I’d been waiting outside by myself, but now that Yuuko had pointed it out, I couldn’t hide that I was flustered.


      I knew that Yuuko had no ulterior motive here.


      Anyone looking at us would come to the same conclusion.


      So I should have just brushed it off as a lighthearted remark, as I’d always been able to, but…


      But right then, I couldn’t manufacture the right sort of smile.


      Of course Yuuko turned toward me with worry on her face.


      “Um, sorry, Saku? I don’t mean anything weird, you know?”


      “I know,” I said, trying to convince myself.


      I forced half my mouth into a smile.


      “It suits you very well, Madam Bride.”


      Instead of an apology, I offered her a lame joke.


      Yeah, she’d see right through it, but…


      “I want your thoughts as the groom in this situation, not wedding hall staff, hmph.”


      Yuuko smiled softly at me through the mirror and graciously chose to run with my joke.


      I forced my sentimentality down and spoke frankly:


      “You look amazing, Yuuko.”


      “So do you, Saku.”


      “Like a real princess.”


      “And you, like a prince.”


      “Looks like you’ll be taking your time on the day, too.”


      “The audience will wait.”


      “All right. Shall we wrap this up?”


      “Yeah, let’s leave it here for today.”


      “Honestly, you two,” Yua scoffed, having watched this entire exchange.


      “Yuuko, Saku. Yuzuki’s waiting, you know.”


      We both exchanged looks, scratching our cheeks awkwardly.


      “Hey, Saku, Yuzuki is really pretty, too.”


      “Yeah, I know.”


      Hearing these words, Yuuko smiled softly and called out toward the window.


      “Yuzuki, sorry to keep you waiting!”


      Swoosh.


      Those words were the signal for the curtains to open, and they flared out wide in the air currents.


      Backlit by the light, a rainbow-hued silhouette…


      Clomp, clomp… The sound of feet stomping on the floor echoed as night approached.


      It was as if the night was swaying, undulating before us.


      Then Yuzuki stood there, spinning around gracefully…


      “What do you think, Chitose?”


      Her lips, which seemed to be redder than usual, moved seductively.


      “Nng…!”


      I’d thought I’d calmed down now, after the shock of seeing Yuuko, but now I felt like I’d been shot through with a second arrow.


      I gathered myself together and managed to say:


      “You look like night itself.”


      Another spontaneous murmur of amazement.


      Yuzuki’s dress was made entirely from the darkest black fabric, and in contrast to Yuuko’s, it generously exposed the skin all around her shoulders.


      I’m not sure if it’s appropriate to use the term off-the-shoulder in reference to a dress, but about half of her back was bare, and you could see a generous glimpse of her deep cleavage.


      The design, which was almost completely devoid of any embellishments, seemed to assert that Nanase’s beautiful body itself was the ultimate work of art.


      “Are you sure you’re getting a good enough look?”


      I realized I was indeed staring, and I suddenly felt like I was struggling for air in the presence of so much of Nanase’s skin.


      Yua made her suggestion again.


      “Saku, why don’t you go and stand next to her?”


      Nanase’s skirt was a little shorter than Yuuko’s, and it swayed as she moved, just barely touching the ground.


      Since there was no need to worry about stepping on the hem of this dress, we could naturally stand a bit closer together.


      And so, once again, we stood side by side in front of the mirror.


      “It really does look like a wedding.”


      Nanase casually smoothed my hair with her fingers, then linked her arm through mine.


      I flinched and stiffened.


      “Watch it, Nanase.”


      “Isn’t the groom supposed to escort the bride?”


      I sighed, gave in, and crooked my arm.


      Nanase gently smiled at our reflection.


      The seductive charm from moments ago had faded away, and her cheeks were slightly flushed with an uncharacteristic awkwardness.


      “I’m so happy.”


      Nanase spoke quietly, then squeezed my arm with hers.


      “Do I really look good?”


      “Beautiful.”


      “At least on the surface.”


      “You did ask me to look.”


      “Tell me what you really think, though?”


      “I already told you.”


      “Yeah.”


      “We’re similar, aren’t we?”


      “A mirror image.”


      Ah, right, I thought, realizing.


      White and black.


      Moon and lake.


      This peaceful feeling, this relationship that doesn’t need words—it’s just like how I feel with Yuuko, after we made it through that August together.


      Seemingly distant, and yet so very intimate.


      Like how black is the other side of white.


      Like how the moon and the lake both have the ability to reflect.
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      *   *   *


      I can talk to Nanase just like this, too.


      But, I think, has Nanase changed, or have I changed, or is Nanase trying to change, or am I trying to change, or has Nanase changed for the worse, or have I changed for the worse, or perhaps…?


      …Am I the only one who hasn’t changed yet?


      I felt like I was lost and stagnating, alone and forgotten in a remote corner of fall, while the colors were already changing.
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      After the costume fitting, we returned to class and rejoined the play practice.


      Everyone seemed to be giving it their all. Maybe Nanase and Nazuna’s demonstration had given them a shot in the arm. Or maybe the cheer squad’s intense practicing had carried over to the school festival.


      We rehearsed on the podium, and the other classmates watched us while they continued their own work. Honestly, it was really sort of cozy.


      We carried on until the school day was basically done, then we all put down our tools and stopped practicing.


      We put away the props and stage equipment we’d been working on, returned the desks to their original positions, and changed the date written in the corner of the blackboard to tomorrow’s.


      It wasn’t because I was the class representative or anything, but I somehow felt reluctant to leave, so I waited until I was the last one left.


      Announcements encouraging the students to go home continued to broadcast softly from the speakers.


      Outside the window, there was silence, as if someone had hastily drawn a curtain.


      Instead of the familiar sports grounds, an identical classroom was reflected in the sky. I stood there, aimless, staring at my mirror self.


      When the lights were turned off, the outline of the night around me became more pronounced.


      School at this time of day is a bit hard to define, I thought as I started walking down the hallway.


      School’s a place usually associated with the daytime world, but as soon as the lights are turned off, the building begins to sleep, and the boundary between day and night becomes blurred.


      Locked special classrooms, deserted corridors, a silent gym.


      Ghost stories are common at schools at night, and I can certainly understand why; it feels like if you let your guard down, you could step out of your familiar everyday life and get lost.


      Thinking about that, I left the entrance hall and…


      “’Sup?”


      “Hey.”


      Nanase raised her hand slightly, leaning against the school gate.


      “You’re not heading home?”


      “Let’s walk home together.”


      It’s not like we made plans.


      We had no arrangement. No hunch to find each other here.


      I think it was best to just blame it all on the night.


      Day and night.


      The everyday and the unusual.


      The stage and the audience.


      Fake and genuine.


      It’s okay to fall asleep sometimes, while things are still undefined.


      
        
          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      


      We walked in silence for a while, and as we approached the banks of the Asukawa River, Nanase suddenly spoke:


      “Hey, Chitose?”


      “What is it, Nanase?”


      “How was I today?”


      “Which version of you?”


      “The bride.”


      “How about the witch?”


      “You didn’t like me in all black?”


      “I don’t like questions with only one answer.”


      She shrugged, holding her hand out.


      “I told you, it could become a bad habit.”


      “Maybe I want it to become a habit.”


      And we both smiled vaguely.


      “You’re the night.”


      “I’m your night.”


      I gently pushed away her hand and said:


      “Let’s leave it there.”


      “Yeah, that’s it for tonight.”


      And so we continued to wander aimlessly through the night, while even the meaning of the lines we were speaking were still unclear.


      Blinking slowly, like we were balling up our sentimentality and hiding it in the gaps between the stardust.


      Every now and then, I would look at the sky, as if I was trying to find a constellation that didn’t have a name.


      “Saku.”


      “Yuzuki.”


      A lie that had become familiar.


      “Chitose.”


      “Nanase.”


      A time in the past tense that may one day no longer be accessible to us.


      Huddling close to the girl in the mirror was another one not unlike her.


      …What kind of ending will we be able to weave beyond that?
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      The following week, one day after school, I opened the door to the roof for the first time in a long while.


      I was a regular there after I quit the baseball club, but I’d been busy with the cheer squad and class play lately, so I hadn’t visited in a long time.


      Today, I wasn’t doing cheer squad or class play stuff for once. I thought I’d read Fumio Yamamoto’s “Blue or Another Kind of Blue’’ for the fall vibes or just lie down and listen to some music.


      Then a complicated smile rose to my lips.


      I really needed some time to face my feelings, I guess.


      As I was thinking about this, I pushed open the door and was greeted by a smell that made me feel strangely nostalgic.


      When I walked out across the roof and looked up, I saw lazy puffs of smoke floating around the water tank.


      Ah, look who it is, I thought, my smile widening.


      I hadn’t smelled Lucky Strike cigarettes since the summer study camp.


      They say smells are directly linked to memories, but it’d be pretty unpleasant if I suddenly remembered Kura in an izakaya ten years from now.


      Or perhaps by that time even he would start to feel like a pleasant memory.


      If you think about it, remembering your high school teacher is kinda sentimental.


      As my mind wandered, I hauled myself up the ladder, and…


      “Hello, young high school lad.”


      Kura sat with his legs stretched out and lifted one hand slightly, a cigarette still wedged between his fingers.


      “Lad?” I laughed and sat down next to him. “Wow, you really like the Kura T-shirts.”


      Kura plucked at the chest of the Kura T-shirt he was wearing.


      “You’ve developed an eye for fashion, have you, lad?”


      “Why does that not sound like a compliment?”


      As I spoke, Kura narrowed his eyes and exhaled smoke, as if he was reminiscing about some distant time.


      “I like the Kura tees. They’ve got that youthful vibe.”


      “Oh yeah?”


      His comment caught me off guard, and I forgot to be snarky for a second.


      Kura lifted one corner of his mouth in a somewhat self-deprecating manner.


      “Getting to wear this once a year is one of the few times I feel like being a teacher isn’t so bad.”


      “Reminiscing about your youth, are you?”


      “Once you’re over thirty, you’ll understand whether you like it or not.”


      “Is that so?”


      I let out a short sigh.


      “So then, what was that before?”


      Kura responded to that question with amusement.


      “What are you talking about?”


      I knew he meant something by it.


      “Young high school lad.”


      Kura wouldn’t choose a phrase like that unconsciously.


      Now that he’d said it, there must be some kind of implication.


      Judging from his expression, I was right on the money.


      Kura made a popping noise with his lips, producing smoke rings.


      “You’ve been behaving yourself lately, haven’t you?”


      “The school festival is coming up. We’re just enjoying our youth and doing what’s expected of us.”


      When I said that, Kura said, in a voice laced with sarcasm:


      “Because you’ve just peeled off a layer of skin, right?”


      “When you say that, it sounds like some kind of bawdy double entendre.”


      So he wasn’t going to snark back at any of these flippant remarks?


      There was a pause, then another pop, and an exceptionally large donut-shaped smoke ring floated up.


      He continued, choosing his words carefully, like he was poking a finger through the smoke donut without breaking it.


      “Or maybe it’s because one whole summer has passed.”


      “What do you mean?”


      “Ah,” Kura said, frowning and appearing a bit conflicted.


      “So you can’t be everyone’s hero anymore?”


      “…?”


      It was like he could see through everything, and it made my stomach churn.


      It goes without saying that I didn’t report every detail of that summer to my homeroom teacher.


      So even though he knew nothing about our circumstances, his words pierced the ball of feelings in my heart right away.


      Before I could laugh it off or brush it off with a flippant remark, Kura said:


      “I can tell by looking at you guys.”


      He stubbed his shortened Lucky Strike against his portable ashtray.


      “That’s what summers are like when you’re seventeen.”


      Suddenly, a simple question left my mouth.


      “Did you have a summer like that when you were seventeen, too, Kura?”


      “Hmm, that’s a question.”


      It was basically a yes, and for some reason, I was a little embarrassed.


      I’d only known Kura as a full-fledged adult, a teacher, but he was once seventeen years old, too.


      I wondered if the summer skies he saw back then were as blue as ours.


      I wondered if the fall skies he saw back then changed the same way as ours.


      “…I think I’m scared.”


      Struck by a sudden sentimentality over adults and the kids they once were, I found myself saying the truth aloud.


      “Everyone is changing and leaving me behind.”


      Yuuko, Yua, Nanase, Haru, Asuka…


      The girls who were once walking side by side with me had now passed me by and grown up.


      Even if they turned to offer me a hand, my heart would keep failing to reach them.


      No matter how hard I rowed, I only became more frantic, and my boat never seemed to reach anyone’s shore.


      “Oh dear.”


      Kura shook his head and lit a second cigarette.


      “I thought you’d grown into a man, but you’re acting like a little virgin.”


      “…Hey, you take that back.”


      Kura took a puff with relish, then forced the smoke out into the air.


      “…You’re the one who’s changed more than anyone else…”


      “…right?” Kura said, looking at me with one eyebrow raised.


      “You stopped being everyone’s superhero, Chitose, and became a perfectly normal high school boy.”


      Oh right. I get it.


      Kura’s words finally put a finger on the source of the discomfort that had been building up deep in my chest.


      Saku Chitose. Not everyone’s hero—just a regular guy.


      It’s not that everyone else has changed.


      Well, of course everyone is changing, but besides that…


      Was I the first one to break the mold?


      If that’s the case…


      Then maybe I’m not just standing still. Maybe I’m foolishly taking a step back while everyone else is moving forward.


      “I’m not denying anything.”


      Kura muttered, like he was a few steps ahead in this conversation already.


      “Sometimes we call that growth.”


      Growth. That was an unfamiliar word. I rolled it around on my tongue.


      I tried chewing it a few times, but it tasted as bland as old gum.


      “You’re still incapable of understanding,” it seemed to say, and I felt an urge to spit it out.


      Suddenly, I remembered a meaningful conversation I’d once had with Kura right here on the roof.


      About believing whether something was right or not.


      “I think I…,” I started muttering, more to myself than to him.


      “I think I dropped my compass this summer.”


      Kura’s mouth quirked up in one corner.


      “A woman, then, is it?”


      “That kind of language will get you canceled these days, Teach.”


      “It depends on the time and the situation. Girl wouldn’t quite fit. Young lady, either.”


      “I know what you’re trying to say.”


      “There’s a certain sentimentality that can only come from a man using the word woman.”


      I breathed out loudly and said:


      “All right, I’ll play. So, Kura. Have you ever had…‘woman’ troubles?”


      Kura smiled, with some nostalgia in his eyes.


      “Maybe choosing a woman is like choosing the way you live your life.”


      The phrase “the way you live your life” bothered me a little, but for now, I decided to make myself the butt of the joke.


      “I recently got in trouble for acting like I was the only one who gets to make decisions.”


      “It’s just a figure of speech. Women choose their men, too.”


      I know there’s no point in telling my homeroom teacher this.


      My problems are solely my problems, and I don’t want someone to tell me the right answer.


      But I wanted to hear from the man in front of me, who was once seventeen years old.


      “So how do you think I should make up my mind?”


      “Well,” Kura said, lowering his gaze slightly. His voice was quiet, as if he was recalling a memory.


      “You just gotta scrape it all together and weigh it as a whole.”


      That appeared to be his answer. Then Kura elaborated, gazing at the cigarette as it grew ever shorter.


      “The things you said, the things you were told. The smiles you gave, and the smiles you got. The tears you shed, and the tears that were shed on your behalf. Similarities, differences. What you saw, what was seen in you. What you noticed, what was noticed in you. Who you were there for, and who was there for you. The scoldings you gave, and the scoldings you received. The things you were forgiven, the things you weren’t forgiven. The things you forgave, the things you couldn’t forgive.”


      His unusually verbose monologue sounded more for himself than for me.


      “I’d gather up all those memories in a big pile, and then I’d sift through them one by one.”


      He crushed his cigarette into his portable ashtray and stared blankly at the sky.


      “What kind of person you can be, and who you can be that person with, you mean?”


      “Nope,” Kura said, and then summed up his point.


      “Who do you want to stand beside, and what kind of person do you want to continue to be?”


      Suddenly, I opened my eyes wide.


      Choosing someone is the same as choosing how you live your life.


      Who do you want to be with, and what kind of person do you want to be?


      Clunk.


      Deep in my heart, I heard a familiar sound.


      I felt like I was about to remember something important.


      Or maybe like I was forgetting something important.


      For example, like the moon I saw that day.


      For example, like a marble sinking in a bottle of Ramune.


      “Kura,” I said, but I couldn’t continue, and as I was groping around for the right words…


      The door to the rooftop opened with a dull creak.


      “Chitose…?”


      Nanase had come looking for me.


      Kura shoved his cigarette and the portable ashtray into his pocket and got to his feet.


      “This ends the extracurricular banter session.”


      He glanced over at Nanase and smiled slightly.


      “A wise man makes up for what he’s lost over a woman, with a woman.”


      
        
          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      


      Mirror, mirror, on the wall.


      What if I was, like her, tomorrow’s breeze?
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      I watched as Kura climbed down from the water tank.


      “Did you need something?” I asked.


      “No,” she said, smiling faintly, like the cherry blossoms before they fall, and shook her head.


      “I had a feeling I’d see you if I came here today.”


      “I see,” I said, nodding slightly at those words, which sounded somehow familiar to me.


      “What about club practice?”


      “Miss Misaki has to do something for her homeroom class today, so we just had a lazy practice and called it early.”


      “The tournament is coming up soon, right?”


      “Yeah.”


      “How are you playing these days?”


      “Right now, I’d say…amazing.”


      “Well, if you say so, Nanase, then it must be true.”


      I thought back to the gym in May.


      That day, during the practice game, that jerk hid Nanase’s basketball shoes.


      Miss Misaki said…


      “But then sometimes…she goes wild.”


      Nanase’s game after that was so good, it gave me, a basketball outsider, the shivers.


      I remember the first time I saw Mai Todo, and I immediately noticed she was a talented player.


      Even the simple way she handled the ball, her running, her dribbling, it all told me she’s skilled.


      To be honest, I’ve had the exact same impression of Nanase since our first year.


      So I remember feeling like it all made sense when I saw those consecutive three-pointers.


      I honestly felt that it was only natural that someone like Yuzuki Nanase could do that.


      At the time, it had seemed like a bit of a fluke, but if she could learn to break out of her shell, it wouldn’t be surprising if she matched Todo one day.


      Still thinking about that, I went to the rooftop fence and took hold of it.


      In the walkways and parking lot between the sports grounds and the school building, preparations were steadily underway for the arch that would be used to decorate the school gate during the school festival. They were also working on various other structures for the sports festival.


      I realized that I’d been chatting with Kura for quite a long time.


      The sky was filled with the colors of dusk.


      The mountain ranges in the distance were a hazy, soft peony color, which then changed beautifully to a violet that delineated the beginning of night.


      The very air that hung over the town seemed to be dyed a pale pink.


      Maybe Nanase was having similar thoughts to mine.


      Standing shoulder to shoulder with me, she muttered softly:


      “I love fall evenings. This is the most beautiful of the seasons.”


      “I know. Maybe it’s because the air is so clear.”


      “Maybe it’s because our minds are clear.”


      “I don’t think so.”


      “Why not?”


      “Because I can still see the beauty in the aesthetic.”


      “That’s not like you to say.”


      “Maybe it’s because I had a conversation earlier that wasn’t like me, either.”


      I shrugged slightly, almost mocking myself.


      Maybe it was the blush to the air.


      But the words Kura had said still seemed stuck in my mind.


      Just as I was about to make a joke to change the mood, I suddenly noticed that Nanase was watching me, propped against the fence with her cheek in her hand.


      When our eyes met, she narrowed hers in a grown-up way, and in the next moment, she spoke in a voice that made me think of a fall wind sweeping away fallen leaves.


      “Your mind is clear.”


      “Huh…?”


      “It’s clearer than anyone else’s, which is why even the slightest bit of sludge stands out.”


      “Er, Nanase…?”


      She continued, her eyes like mirrors, reflecting the pinkness of the sunset.


      “People might see it and make light of it.”


      Her choice of words and tone of voice made me think of someone else as I gazed at her.


      “‘There’s sludge in your mind,’ you say, but you’re ignoring the sludge in your own.”


      And Nanase smiled gently.


      “You may be the one who worries about the sludge more than anyone else.”


      “It’s not that big of a deal.”


      “But I know.”


      As she said this, Nanase came gently closer and placed her hand on my chest.


      “It’s not sediment at the bottom of the water—it’s a Ramune marble.”


      “…”


      It was like she’d made direct contact with my heart, and I felt my pulse quicken.


      Nanase spun around and rested her back against the railing.


      “Hey, look.”


      As she spoke, she looked up at the sky, which was changing moment by moment.


      I looked up, too, and she gave me a playful nudge.


      “It’s like we’re connected to the sky.”


      For a moment, I felt as if I was suddenly enveloped in it.


      The fusion in the colors became a translucent curtain that obscured everything around us.


      The breeze, playful like a first love, blew Nanase’s hair to the side, and it tickled my throat in a maddening way.


      The scent of her shampoo seeped in, like the sound of a radio playing at midnight.


      Then, while we were drifting together at the bottom of the sky, Nanase spoke. Gently, like scooping up some specks of sediment from the bottom of a river.


      “Can I ask what you two were talking about?”


      *   *   *
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      I cleared my throat, careful not to go leaning on my classmate too much.


      “It’s not something I can discuss with you, Nanase.”


      “Nana.”


      “What?”


      “Right now, I’m not Nanase, or Yuzuki, or Yuzuki Nanase. I’m just Nana. Does that change anything?”


      Maybe, I thought.


      This might be some kind of excuse that Nanase had prepared just for me.


      Like how, onstage, we became the prince and princess.


      Something I couldn’t tell Nanase, Yuzuki, or Yuzuki Nanase. Then could I tell it to Nana?


      “…Nana.”


      Before I knew it, I was muttering, like I was calling out to that person on the riverbank…
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      So, using mental scissors, I carefully cut out the parts that were personal to me and told Nanase about what Kura and I discussed, making it sound like it was about someone else.


      I need to draw the line in my mind, you see, whether or not this convoluted explanation ends up being ridiculous in the end. And even if it is Twilight Nana I’m talking to right now.


      Once I was done telling her the story, Nanase muttered:


      “Choosing how to live, huh…?”


      Her voice had a hint of self-deprecation, self-reflection, even self-blame.


      Before I could backpedal, Nanase smiled, like she was concealing the moon with one hand.


      “I think I get what Kura was saying.”


      She started walking, trailing her hand along the roof fence as she continued:


      “I think it’s a beautiful excuse for love…asking yourself who you want by your side, and how you want to be.”


      “Is it an excuse…?”


      I moved to walk beside her.


      “Sorry, Nana was being rude just now.”


      Nanase tilted her head, looking somewhat troubled.


      “Yuzuki Nanase would have been more sympathetic.”


      Little by little, the twilight faded, and night drew nearer.


      “But right now, I think there could be a more grounded, more human reason.”


      “But…”


      I was midsentence when Nanase stopped in her tracks and gently stroked my cheek, saying:


      “You need to choose someone you can show the other side of yourself—who you don’t want to be.”


      Her answer was almost the exact opposite of Kura’s.


      “No one can be beautiful all the time, and no one can be a hero all the time.”


      Pursing her lips a little sadly, Nanase looked at me and smiled softly.


      “Even in the clearest heart, you’ll find sediment and sludge.”


      “So,” she said, placing her hand on my cheek:


      “So I want you to be able to show your true self, at least to whomever you choose to be with.”


      Her fingertips gently brushed my lips.


      “The version of you that’s cowardly, that’s indecisive, the part of you that can’t be Saku Chitose all the time.”


      “Nana…”


      Nanase put a finger to my lips, stopping my words, and finished her piece:


      “Let your body and mind drown in this night and find peace in sleep.”


      And so we continued to stare at each other in silence for a long time, until the reluctant gradation of our memories melted into the treacherous blue of the evening.
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      It was after school on a Friday. The school festival was just around the corner, only next week.


      Rehearsals for the cheerleading squad and the play were reaching their apex.


      Today, as part of the final touches to the play, we’d rented out the stage in Gym 1 and were conducting a full dress rehearsal.


      We practiced until we were satisfied, and by the time we heard the announcement that we needed to go home, we were able to wrap up practice feeling confident.


      Nanase was great. Yuuko was great. I did my best, and the others did, too.


      Despite the short rehearsal period, our performances were in great shape.


      So much fuss and reluctance, but once we actually got on with it, the performance whizzed by.


      And so as the whole Class Five group walked down the hallway toward our classroom, Yuuko spoke.


      “I’m really looking forward to the school festival!”


      Haru smiled.


      “I wasn’t too worried, but I think the class play will be okay, after all.”


      Yua smiled and nodded.


      “And we got the feast scene down for the cheer squad, too.”


      Kenta snorted a little pompously.


      “Yeah, Mizushino and company finally managed to get to grips with the choreo for the feast scene.”


      Kazuki chuckled as we all shot him glances.


      “My apologies, Instructor.”


      Kaito put his hands behind his head and said:


      “But it’s a bit sad. The pre-festival excitement is all going to disappear next week.”


      Nazuna laughed and covered her mouth with her hand.


      “But that’s what makes it special, isn’t it? It has to end.”


      Nanase nodded, gazing into the distance.


      “…I agree.”


      No one spoke for a while, so I said:


      “…Atomu, you want to comment?”


      “…Can it.”


      We all snorted with laughter.


      Kazuki started teasing Atomu, Kaito joined in with relish, while Kenta and the others watched in amusement.


      How many more nights were there until it was over?


      While I was counting, Yua sidled up to me.


      She scratched her cheek a little apologetically.


      “Sorry, Saku, I might not be able to come by for meal prep this weekend.”


      “All right. Brass band performance?”


      “Yeah, we have to practice longer than usual because of the school festival performance.”


      “Well, give it your all. I’m looking forward to seeing you onstage.”


      While we were chatting, Nanase leaned in.


      “Ucchi, if it’s okay, can I take your place just for this weekend?”


      I guess she overheard.


      I laughed and tried to make a joke of it. “Hey, why are you asking Yua and not me?”


      Nanase shrugged, as if to say, “Duh.”


      “Because it’s only right. Anyway, if I asked you, you’d just be like, ‘Oh, I can prep my own meals.’”


      “Yeah, that’s exactly what I was going to say…”


      “So what do you think, Ucchi?”


      Nanase looked at Yua, seeking her opinion.


      Yua smiled, looking a bit worried.


      “Saku’s cooking is mostly carbs and meat… He doesn’t do much in the way of fish or vegetables…”


      “I knew it!” Nanase said, raising a brow at me.


      “I’m not good at making fiddly side dishes…”


      When I said that, Nanase looked at Yua again.


      “I was just thinking I’d like to practice prepping side dishes. So what do you think?”


      For just a moment, I thought about Kureha.


      She, too, had cooked in my kitchen after asking Yua’s permission.


      This was an almost identical situation… How could Nanase, who was there at the time, not be aware of that…?


      Yua shrugged.


      “All right,” she said, and I heard no tension in her voice. “Then would you mind, Yuzuki? That would be great.”


      Nanase folded her arms in front of her chest and smiled gently.


      “All right. You can count on me.”


      “Um… Are you supposed to be doing an impression of me right now…?” Yua asked.


      They both burst out laughing together.


      I sighed, realizing that I’d been worrying unnecessarily.


      Those two had a friendship that wouldn’t be disrupted by something like this.


      And Nanase knew it, which was why she asked.


      Yua sighed, rubbing her chin. “Since you’re taking over, I can make bento lunches for you and Saku for the sports festival, if that’s okay.”


      “Really? Whoo-hoo! Thanks!”


      “Sure!”


      And so, once again, I was left behind as the girls moved on. All I could do was stare blankly as they walked off ahead of me…
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      Mirror, mirror, on the wall.


      What if I was, like her, a gentle sky?
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      The next day, Saturday, just before dusk.


      After cleaning my room, doing laundry, going for my daily run, and practicing my batting swing, I was just dozing on the sofa when the doorbell chimed quietly.


      “It’s open!”


      I sat up, calling out.


      “Hello! Here I am.”


      With a click, Nanase carefully opened the door and peeked her head in.


      “What’s the matter? Why are you acting like a stranger now?”


      My exasperated laugh was met with an oddly modest smile.


      Nanase stepped inside wearing an ice-blue cardigan and a long pleated blue-green skirt, which was a slightly different outfit from her usual look.


      There was little skin on show, making her appear elegant and demure.


      As I was admiring her, Nanase noticed and tilted her head curiously.


      “What?”


      “Nothing—it’s just your outfit’s a bit unusual.”


      “Is it?”


      “You usually dress a bit more boyish, don’t you?”


      “I felt like a change for once… You don’t like it?”


      “No way,” I said, shrugging dramatically. “I was just thinking that you look good in that kind of style, too.”


      Nanase’s expression grew serene, and the corners of her eyes crinkled.


      “Thanks, Chitose.”


      And she laughed, just like a dandelion.


      Tsk, I thought, smiling a little at her reaction.


      Nanase has been acting a bit off lately.
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      I keep getting flashes of a side of her I’ve never seen before, and each time, it really strikes me.


      I still haven’t fully digested the seductive and alluring Nanase that I saw during drama rehearsal, or the mature and refined Nanase in her dress, or the Nanase who appeared on the rooftop at dusk, or even the meaning of the interactions that followed.


      While I was thinking about that…


      I heard a rustle. An everyday sort of noise.


      Then I finally noticed the plastic bags Nanase was holding in both hands.


      We’d planned to go together, but I guess she went shopping first.


      Leeks and spring onions poked out of the tops of the bags in an unwieldy way, at odds with this impression of Nanase being more feminine today.


      The mismatch filled me with relief, and I quickly said, “Sorry, I should have helped.”


      “It’s okay. Can you take these?”


      Nanase handed me the bags, which were heavier than I’d expected. The plastic dug into my fingers, and I felt kinda guilty.


      I put them down on the table. “I would’ve come with you if you’d let me know you were going.”


      Nanase was squatting down and carefully lining up her pumps in the entry hall, and then she turned her face toward me.


      “It’s okay. I wanted to just chill out and hang when I got here.”


      She said this with a look of relief on her face, as if she’d just returned home.


      “I see.”


      I, too, was enjoying the normal weekend atmosphere, and I grinned widely, to try to distract myself from other thoughts.


      “Nanase, what about club practice?”


      “I had practice in the morning.”


      “So, do you want to take a shower first?”


      “No, I went home after club, so I don’t need to. I guess I’ll shower again after dinner.”


      “Well, I suppose that makes sense, since you changed your clothes. So you went home and came right out again?”


      “That was a daytime shower. Later, I’ll have a nighttime bath.”


      “Which reminds me,” Nanase went on, taking out a fancy-looking bottle from her unusually stuffed bag and holding it up.


      “I brought you some bath salts.”


      Oh yeah, we discussed something like that the last time she visited here by herself.


      A whole month had gone by since then.


      Recently, it felt like fall had started in earnest.


      It was about that time of year when you crave a hot bath, rather than a shower.


      I accepted the bath salts from Nanase and said:


      “Well then, I guess I’ll go run the bath.”


      “Okay!”


      “But when it comes to bath salts, I think of those cheap fizzy powders. I can’t go using fancy-looking bath salts like this just for me.”


      “Really? Then let’s use it together.”


      “Watch it,” I muttered under my breath.


      I’d prefer it if she hammed up the seductive routine. When she’s this casual, it gets really hard for me to respond normally.


      This wasn’t like when Yua came by with a stock of special seasonings and spices.


      Apparently unaware of my agitation, Nanase went into the bathroom and began washing her hands.


      I chuckled in exasperation and turned on the Tivoli Audio.


      I set my phone music to play at random, and Bump of Chicken’s “Small World” started playing.
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      A little while later, Nanase returned to the living room wearing the same blue vertical-striped apron she wore when she made me the katsudon last time.


      At the time, she’d seemed somewhat awkward, but before I knew it, she’d become comfortable cooking here, like it was just part of a familiar everyday routine.


      Nanase put a hair tie in her mouth and, with her back to me, gathered her hair up in a ponytail.


      The sight of her smooth nape caught my eye, and I instinctively turned my face away.


      She was wearing less revealing clothing than usual, which drew the eye to what small amount of skin was visible.


      Once her preparations were complete, Nanase began efficiently sorting through the ingredients she’d bought.


      Some things needed to be put in the refrigerator, some could be stored at room temperature, and some were to be used immediately.


      Knowing Nanase, she’d probably studied Yua’s soft mannerisms at some point.


      She worked efficiently, and it was just like the usual weekend cooking I’d grown used to.


      After sorting the ingredients, Nanase got out the knife and cutting board and looked at me.


      “Chitose, just to check, is there anything you want to eat?”


      “Hmm. I’m pretty hungry. Meat would be good.”


      “The reason Yua asked me to help out was…”


      “I wanna eat your katsudon again, Nanase.”


      “Hee-hee, thanks. But today, you’re getting fish.”


      “Aw, man.”


      “Don’t worry. I shared my recipe with Ucchi.”


      “Huh…?”


      Wasn’t expecting her to say that.


      So Yua asked Nanase for the recipe? And Nanase gave it to Yua?


      But it made sense. Nothing weird here.


      Like how, even after witnessing the incident with Kureha, Nanase had smoothly suggested she take over cooking today.


      But I felt a little pang of loneliness or sadness.


      It sounds obvious, maybe, but there’s the Nanase and Yua that I know, and there’s a Yua that only Nanase knows, as well as a Nanase that only Yua knows…


      So if the time comes when a relationship has to make a big change, it will have a domino effect, and other relationships will have to change as well.


      Suddenly, I recalled that conversation at Ikuhisa Park.


      “I guess this is the last time.”


      “For what?”


      “Our last school festival.”


      Because Yuuko took a step forward before anyone else—no, because she put an end to an ambiguous relationship before anyone else…


      That meant that she was prepared for the outcome.


      To choose someone means that someone else won’t be chosen.


      To choose to live one way is to choose not to live another way.


      And Nanase has been acting so odd recently…


      I was deep in thought, and I must have started frowning.


      “Chitose…?”


      Nanase gave me a worried look.


      Nope, can’t go doing that, I thought, giving my head a shake.


      I had to change my mindset and focus on this girl in front of me.


      “By the way, what fish did you buy?”


      “Saury and yellowtail.”


      “Since it’s saury season, let’s have saury tonight.”


      “I was thinking a steamed rice dish or carpaccio.”


      “No, I think I just want it grilled with salt, with grated daikon radish, ponzu, and white rice.”


      “Pfft, where’s the fun in that…?”


      Nanase smiled and rolled her eyes.


      “I have to work on the sides, too, so it’s gonna take a while. Chitose, why don’t you go ahead and take a bath?”


      “Is that cool?”


      “Sure, go enjoy.”


      “Well, I guess I’ll take you up on that.”


      “Use the bath salts.”


      “All right. If you need help with something, I’ll do it after my bath.”


      “Thank you. Could you just wash the rice while the bath is filling up?”


      “All right.”


      “I bought some rolled barley. Can I mix it in?”


      “Oh, I like barley rice.”


      “I was thinking of making school-lunch-style seaweed rice today.”


      “Now I’m getting hungry!”


      The casual back-and-forth of this conversation tickled me, and I had to roll my eyes at myself.


      During my daily life, when Yua’s there, Nanase’s not.


      When Nanase’s there on my weekends, Yua isn’t.


      That’s how it is, I realized, with fresh perspective.


      Looking at Nanase’s back as she stood in the kitchen, I felt a sense of helplessness.
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      When I came out of the bath, the living room was filled with an appetizing aroma.


      I didn’t think I was soaking in the tub all that long, but there were already several prepared dishes packed into Tupperwares and Ziploc bags lined up on the table.


      Meat tofu with ginger pork, braised yellowtail, bansansu salad, celery mixed with tuna mayonnaise, lightly pickled cucumber, Chinese cabbage, and komatsuna greens…


      Amazing how much she accomplished in such a short amount of time, I thought. I was honestly impressed.


      “Quite a spread.”


      “Really? The only thing that takes a little bit of time is the thinly sliced omelet for the bansansu. The rest are pretty simple dishes that only require boiling, frying, or mixing. I’m lazy and just reused the stock for the lightly pickled vegetables. Oh, this one won’t keep well, so eat it by tomorrow.”


      “All right, but…it’s amazing you were able to make all of this.”


      “Well, unlike Ucchi, I actually read the recipes.”


      “What’s this?”


      I picked up one of the plastic containers.


      Inside was something that looked like slightly reddish sliced daikon radish.


      “Turnips were cheap, so I mixed pickled plum and bonito flakes with mayonnaise. Sorry for the double mayo.”


      “Oh, turnips.”


      “Want to try some?”


      I grabbed the small plate Nanase handed to me and took some turnip with my chopsticks.


      I took a bite. The turnips were naturally sweet, and the acidity of the pickled plum was enhanced by the bonito flakes and mayo. I could eat a whole plate of this with just rice and be satisfied.


      “This is seriously freaking good.”


      “Hee-hee. Well, glad to hear it.”


      I’d never think of reaching for turnips at the supermarket.


      I’m the type of person who doesn’t mind eating the same things every day, so when I’m short on time, I just eat hot pot through all of fall and winter.


      It’s easy enough to just chop some meat and veggies and shove them in a hot pot. But when Nanase and Yua prepare dishes that I don’t normally eat, it makes me think about how having someone cook for you is really kinda special.


      While I was thinking about this, Nanase was checking how the fried food was progressing.


      “I’ll make some more side dishes, but for the main course, we’ve got fried chicken wings and chicken salad. Will that be enough?” She didn’t sound confident.


      “More than enough. Thanks so much.”


      When I replied, she relaxed her shoulders, as if relieved.


      “I don’t know how much Ucchi usually makes…”


      “You don’t have to worry about that.”


      But she wasn’t so easy to convince. She narrowed her eyes at me, as if weighing up my reaction.


      “But I’m not a seasoned meal prepper like Ucchi.”


      “You’ll get the hang of it.”


      “Are you sure you don’t mind if I do it?”


      “Couldn’t be happier.”


      “I don’t want you thinking, ‘Oh, Nanase just isn’t up to standards…’”


      “…Are we still talking about meal prepping?”


      Unable to contain myself any longer, I blurted out a joke. But unlike usual, Nanase just seemed confused.


      After a while, she finally seemed to understand what I meant. She blushed a little and lightly whacked me on the chest.


      “Oh come on! I was being sincere here.”


      “Er, sorry?! I thought you were expecting me to make a sarcastic joke, as is my style!”


      Whack!


      “Now THAT was SINCERE!”


      “Hold on! I’m starting to get embarrassed here!”


      Whack!


      “Now I understand what kind of woman you think I am.”


      “I mean, that’s how we usually joke, isn’t it?!”


      “You’re on thin ice, you know that?!”


      Then we looked at each other and burst out laughing.


      There’s always a certain tension when I’m with Nanase.


      Of course, I’m not saying there’s still a wall between us or anything. It’s actually because she’s so similar to me. I feel like I have to behave right, and I need to be as skilled and graceful as she is when we talk, not to mention making sure my personal grooming and behavior is on point.


      But sometimes it’s nice to have casual conversations like this, as if we were family.


      Nanase pouted.


      “I was thinking of letting you taste some freshly fried chicken wings, but perhaps I’ll just take them home with me instead.”


      “Yeek! Sorry!”


      “You need to work on yourself, Chitose!”


      “I’ll do anything you want, so please don’t leave me wingless!”


      “Hmm, am I feeling generous or not…?”


      But she couldn’t hide her grin.


      Nanase drained the oil from the chicken wings over a wire rack, then placed them one by one into another frying pan where the sauce was already prepared.


      She swirled the wings around with tongs to thoroughly coat them in sauce, then took one out.


      She blew on it a few times before handing it over to me.


      “Here. It’s really hot, so don’t burn your tongue.”


      “Thanks.”


      I accepted it and took a bite without any hesitation.


      “Hot hot hot!!!”


      Whoops, I forgot about the not-burning-my-tongue part.


      “For crying out loud… I did warn you!


      “Here,” Nanase said, rolling her eyes and grinning as she handed me a glass of water.


      “Mmph!”


      I grabbed it and stuck my tongue in it.


      Nanase sounded like she was scolding her little brother as she said:


      “Remember to blow on it, okay?”


      “Yes, yes, blowing, blowing.”


      I took another bite of chicken wing, and…


      “That’s so good!”


      …I practically yelped.


      The sweet sauce, which I thought was probably mostly soy sauce and mirin, had a subtle garlic aroma. I could eat about ten of these in one go.


      Best of all, the skin was incredibly crispy, probably because it was lightly coated with potato starch.


      I approached the frying pan and reached for a second one, but Nanase scratched her cheek.


      She smiled, as if to say, “Glad you like it, but…”


      “We aren’t supposed to eat them all now, though.”


      “Just one more—no, just two more.”


      “Hmph! You have to save room for dinner, you know!”


      “I’ve got plenty of room. And why don’t you eat some, too, Nanase? Since it’s freshly fried right now?”


      “Hmm, I don’t think I will.”


      “Why not?”


      “Well, I put a bunch of garlic in there…”


      “It’s really subtle, kind of like a hidden ingredient. Honestly, it’s hard to notice unless you get up close.”


      When I said that, the composure of Yuzuki Nanase that I was so used to seeing disappeared.


      “…Look, a woman has her preferences.”


      Well, obviously. And yet there was something so suggestive about the way she said that.


      “Is that so?”


      Without delving too deeply into the matter, I bit into my second wing.
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      By the time Nanase had finished preparing all the food, I could see from my spot on the sofa that the sky had turned completely to dusk.


      Today, the sky was a sentimental gradation of color, like peach blossom and irises gently layered over a blue wisteria base.


      The warm sunlight streaming in through the window gave the living room a blush-like red hue.


      “Can I sit next to you?”


      Nanase stood there, holding two mugs in her hands, and I sat up.


      “Isn’t coffee supposed to be served after meals?”


      I joked with a smile, but her response lacked the zing I was expecting.


      “Sorry, all that’s left is to grill the saury, but can I take a short break?”


      Oh, right, I thought, and I patted the spot next to the sofa.


      “I was just kidding. Take a load off.”


      It must be tough to prepare a large amount of food after having club practice in the early morning.


      Even Nanase was probably stretched thin.


      I was sorry for teasing her.


      Nanase placed the mugs on the low table and sat next to me.


      Then she dropped her head onto my shoulder.


      Before I could say anything…


      “Can I just borrow your shoulder for a minute?”


      She mumbled faintly.


      Hearing her sigh of relief, I didn’t have the heart to push her away.


      The smell of cooking mingled with the smell of shampoo, and the contrast was oddly comforting.


      I relaxed my shoulder gently, so as not to make her uncomfortable, and said:


      “What’s up?”


      “Hmm, charging and discharging.”


      “What’s that mean?”


      “Just like taking a nice deep breath.”


      “I see.”


      Nanase squirmed as if she was ticklish, then said:


      “This kind of thing isn’t so bad, is it?”


      “What kind of thing?”


      “This moment of time in the evening, before dinner, drinking coffee side by side.”


      “It’s more like I’m being used as a pillow, though?”


      “Don’t make fun of everything, idiot.”


      She gave me a light, playful headbutt.


      “If we’d met before you and Ucchi, I wonder if our lives would be like this every day…”


      “Let’s not go down that route.”


      “If we go to the same university and live together someday, then maybe we really can live this sort of life.”


      “Who was it who said she might stop cooking altogether if we lived together?”


      “I’ll cook. As long as you sleep beside me every night.”


      “Sure. I’ll tell you fairy tales when you can’t sleep.”


      “I’d like to hear a fairy tale now. About you and me, alone together all night.”


      We were having a sort of twilight-daylight conversation here, on the border between day and night.


      An ambiguous time.


      An ambiguous relationship.


      Ambiguous distance.


      Ambiguous words.


      An ambiguous future.


      Ambiguous hearts.


      Like we’re trying not to see any of it and just sneak this opportunity.


      Lock it up in a box, where no one could touch it, until tomorrow morning.


      And then, as the surroundings turned black and even our outlines became unclear…


      “It’s nighttime.”


      And Nanase summed it up, as if she’d been waiting to say those words for some time.
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      Mirror, mirror, on the wall.


      What if I was the witch with a poisoned apple?
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      Afterward, we ate the grilled, salted saury that Nanase had prepared, plus the lightly pickled cucumber, Chinese cabbage, and komatsuna, the stir-fried baby shrimp and cabbage with salted kelp, the school-lunch-style barley and wakame seaweed rice, and the sardine fish ball soup.


      The menu was unpretentious and deeply filling.


      Everything was delicious, but the wakame rice in particular had an exquisite salty taste that reminded me of childhood, and I ended up having seconds.


      Apparently, it’s quite easy to make, and Nanase said she’d teach me the recipe later.


      Naturally, I took charge of the washing up, while Nanase headed to the bathroom to brush her teeth before taking a bath.


      I assumed the sink would be full of pots and pans, since she’d prepared so much food, but I was surprised to see that it was mostly just the dishes we’d used for dinner.


      The last time she made me katsudon, there were still some bowls and cutting boards left over. I smiled, noting Nanase’s ability to quickly learn new things.


      After I finished washing the dishes, I plopped down on the sofa.


      On a normal weekend, this would be the point when Yua and I would have an after-dinner coffee before she headed home, so this really threw me off-balance.


      However, since Nanase said she wanted to take a bath here, I couldn’t just eat her food and then send her away.


      While I was thinking about this, I heard the sound of the door leading to the bathroom opening up from the sink room, so I turned up the volume of my Tivoli a little.


      The first time she’d stayed over, back in May, the sound of running water had gotten me all flustered, but now her taking a bath here had started to seem almost normal.


      I guess it’s because it’s Nanase.


      Except for Yua staying over in the first year and in August this year, Nanase was the only girl who showered or used the bath at my place.


      I said something once, when a certain person asked me to be her fake boyfriend:


      “To look at this from a different angle, you chose me specifically because I’m not the kind of guy who’s going to get the wrong idea and fall for you.”


      Perhaps the same could be said about the current situation.


      I accept Nanase’s behavior because she’s not the kind of person who would misunderstand and overstep my bounds.


      Even if she brings her own towels and keeps them in the closet.


      Even if she no longer has any specific reason to come to my place.


      Even if we both smell of the same brand of shampoo.


      Even if there are special bath salts we only use when we’re together.


      Even if we might have a future together one day.


      …None of that would be an excuse for sleeping together tonight.


      We both understand this, so we’re able to draw a clear line in the sand while still leaving some room for error.


      I think I’ll stop here, he says. I think I’ll stop here, too, she says.


      Leaving room for interpretation, we’re still only close enough to touch fingertips if we really stretch.


      We can both feign ignorance if we’re not feeling it, and both Nanase and I make good use of that.


      I could hear the roar of the blow-dryer.


      I put my arms behind my head to serve as a pillow and closed my eyes. It felt like I was home and a family member was taking a bath next door.


      Of course, when I was living with my family, I would also suddenly find myself enveloped in this kind of atmosphere while walking around town at dusk.


      The smell of shampoo, conditioner, body soap, and bath salts wafting through the night air on warm steam. You can’t help feeling relaxed in that moment.


      Perhaps somewhere deep down, there was a sense of relief and security in the knowledge that someone I felt comfortable with had their guard down around me.


      With my mind ruminating on that, I started to doze off.


      Then the bathroom curtain slid open…


      …and with a snap, the lights in the living room went out.


      The light from Nanase’s crescent moon lamp spread mildly through the room. She’d brought it in from the bedroom at dinnertime earlier.


      “Chitose. I’m all done.”


      Her voice was inviting, and I had to smile, wondering if this was another one of her usual games.


      “Sadly, Madam, there will be no cheek to cheek at our ball dance tonight.”


      I got up from the sofa, and…


      “Guh!”


      …I gasped.


      In stark contrast to the less revealing outfit she’d been wearing earlier, Nanase was wearing a wine-red one-shoulder negligee made of smooth, silklike fabric.


      One side of her collarbone and décolletage were exposed and defenseless, with a faint glimpse of the skin tone of her waist showing through the gauzy silk.


      The long black skirt part featured a long length of ribbon hanging from her left hip and a deep slit up to her thigh, generously showing off her long, slender leg.


      A flickering of light came from the glamorous, delicate gold bracelet on her wrist and the earrings dangling from her ears, which were exposed by her half-up hairstyle.


      Nanase’s lips, which seemed to be redder than usual, moved slowly.


      “Hey, Chitose?”


      “N-Nanase.”


      At a loss for words, I simply stammered her name.


      I’d been captivated when she’d tried on the dress, yes, but it was still something out of the ordinary, a costume, and I was able to come to grips with it in that context.


      But seeing Nanase dressed like this, in my apartment, on a weekend night, fresh from a bath—I was filled with an indescribable, guilty sense of pleasure.


      Her body, dimly lit, was alarmingly sensual and seductive.


      I’d always known that Nanase was beautiful, but this—this was different.


      Suddenly, I remembered something she’d said while we were fake-dating:


      “Huh, I could have sworn that Saku Chitose didn’t care for the kind of girl who’d get too excited dressing up for a hot guy.”


      “Besides, doesn’t this kind of outfit actually get your motor running more? It’s a boyish choice of clothing at first glance, yet it hugs the body in all the right places. And when I cross my legs like this, you get a glimpse of thigh, see?”


      Just typical Nanase banter, I’d thought at the time, but in hindsight, that was back before we’d revealed our true selves to each other.


      Maybe it was Nanase’s way of wearing armor, and surely it wasn’t just limited to me but something she deployed against all men.


      She was more than hot enough in her boyish clothes, so I’d never really realized this before.


      Nanase, in other words, had always worn her sense of aesthetics on her body.


      …While hiding the woman within.


      I swallowed hard.


      Nanase slightly raised the corner of her mouth, as if she was enjoying my reaction.


      I sought clarity in that slight gesture.


      Then why was Nanase doing this?


      I guess she’d decided to lift the veil tonight.


      Like, Tonight, I’ll show you I’m a real woman.


      Meanwhile, Nanase was extending the silence, teasing me and making a meal of this.


      She blinked slowly, narrowed her eyes meaningfully, and occasionally moved her lips.


      Then, after enjoying her own power for a long moment, she said:


      “Hey, Chitose?”


      She purred my name again and took a step forward.


      Her toenails were painted wine-red, the same color as the one-shoulder negligee, and they shone in the light.


      The slit opened wide, revealing even more of her knees and thighs, still hot from the bath.


      “It’s nighttime.”


      “It is indeed.”


      I was grasping for calm, but it slipped out of my hands and disappeared out the window.


      As Nanase got closer, I got spooked and stepped back, my calves bumping the sofa. There was nowhere to retreat to.


      Why am I getting so freaked out? I thought, giving my head a shake.


      She’d played with me like this many times before.


      Tonight was just another excellent performance.


      And all I had to do was keep things vague—a brush of the fingertips was well within the lines we’ve already drawn.


      With a giggle, and with my fluttering heart in her hand, Nanase said:


      “I like the night.”


      Her voice was like a gentle caress against my earlobe.


      “It’s private, closed off. And still undefined.”


      She moved in on me, step-by-step.


      “I like the night.”


      Like she was reciting a poem upon which the ink hadn’t yet dried.


      “It’s our own secret world, and we can talk about secrets without anyone else being able to hear.”


      Then Nanase stood in front of me, took my right hand with her left, and gently placed her other hand on my shoulder.


      I found myself putting my arms around her waist.


      Because her arms were raised, the hem of her top had ridden up, and I was touching her bare skin.


      The smoothness of her, her heat, made my brain go numb. I felt like I was about to go crazy.


      Perhaps sensing I was about to let go, she pressed herself against me insistently.


      Nanase’s breasts were pressed against my chest, her lower belly flush with mine.


      Suddenly, I was aware of the blood rushing through me.


      “Nanase, that’s enough…”


      But she leaned in, her cheeks flushed, to interrupt me.


      Her hot, passionate breath flowed over my ear.


      Somewhere way in the back of my mind, I found myself having the insane thought that I was so glad I’d brushed my teeth.


      Nanase let go of my hand and shoulder and slid both of her hands down my back to my waist.


      We were pressed tight together, holding each other, as if our bodies were yearning to become one…


      So, just for this one night, Nanase whispered, like it was a secret pact:


      “You can drown in it, and in me.”


      Then she slowly pulled away, her cheek brushing mine.


      Oh, we’re done here, I thought, feeling a fleeting relief that the line, though pushed further than ever, was apparently still in place… But that relief only lasted a moment.


      Mwah.


      A pair of sticky, sweet, lustrous, and seductive lips touched my left cheek.


      It was a kiss, poisonous and provocative, like a red spider lily in fall.


      “Gah…!”


      But before I could panic and push her away…


      Squeeze.


      …Nanase leaned into me, putting her weight on me.


      I stiffened up, my calves pressed against the edge of the sofa, and with a push from her, we both went down as my knees buckled.


      Thump, thump, thump.


      Nanase’s breasts were pressed heavily against my chest, and the pounding of our hearts was in sync, resonating through my entire body.


      Hah, hah, hah.


      Hot, excited, lust-filled breath rushed against my earlobe in an eager rhythm.


      The base of my right leg was tightly wrapped around Nanase’s thigh, and I couldn’t move a muscle because I felt that if I tried to resist, it would cause a reaction that would be irreversible.


      Creak. Creak.


      The springs of the well-worn sofa creaked slowly in time with our breathing.


      Even the familiar, everyday sounds now sounded lasciviously sweet.


      The seat cushion sank in deeply, supporting the weight of us both.


      Squeeze.


      Nanase, on top, put her hands on my shoulders and pushed her upper body up.


      “Hey, Chitose?”


      Then, impatiently, she spread her legs and straddled my lower abdomen.


      I felt the raw, mild heat emanating from beneath her skirt and the soft, melting sensation of her through the thin fabric. I felt like I’d gone numb, my neck stiff.


      “Uhhh…”


      I bit my lip and held my breath, trying to suppress both my voice and my feelings.


      “It’s nighttime.”


      Her slit skirt had ridden up, almost revealing the tender flesh over her hip bone.


      “A secret time just for the two of us.”


      She moved her hips anxiously.


      “What if, for just one night, Chitose and Nanase could be just any other man and woman?”


      Her negligee was a little bit wet with sweat along her side.


      “Even if we don’t have a good excuse…”


      The single strap slid down over her shoulder, exposing the upper mounds of her breasts.


      “Even if tonight we can no longer keep up our pretense of aesthetic beauty.”


      Her earrings swung mysteriously, like hypnotizing pendulums.


      “No one’s watching. No one’s listening. No one will ever know.”


      Nanase’s fingernails scraped my collarbone.


      “Morning, noon, and evening.”


      The nerves in my back were firing, making me want to writhe beneath her.


      I caught a glimpse of the smoothness of her armpit in the gap between the flared sleeves, and I felt guilty for looking, then embarrassed, and then a tingling sensation began to spread around my navel.


      “In the daytime world, where everyone has their roles, I’m willing to behave.”


      “Therefore,” Nanase said, her eyes burning into mine:


      “Would you give me this undefined night as my own?”


      I felt like I was melting beneath her, her sensuality swallowing me whole.


      “Hey, Chitose. Don’t you think we’re a lot alike?”


      Nanase hit me with a line that seemed to have been taken verbatim from last May.


      “You know…how we’ve always been good at knowing where to draw the line?”


      She ran her fingertips along my collarbone.


      “Just this one night.”


      “If it’s you and me,” she said, blinking her lustrous eyes slowly:


      “Don’t you think we can draw the line where we want?”


      “…I…”


      I didn’t want her to say any more, and I tried to squirm out from beneath her, but…


      “Mmm!”


      As our lower bodies rubbed against each other, Nanase’s hips twitched sensitively, and she let out a sweet, high-pitched sigh that sounded nothing like her usually cool demeanor.


      “…S-sorry, I…”


      An addictive sense of guilt, like a needle being stuck directly into my brain and moved in a circle, began to tingle up from the tips of my toes.


      “…It’s okay…”


      Nanase’s expression was a translucent mix of shyness and bliss.


      “You can move any way you like.”


      As she spoke, she shifted impatiently, gently rubbing her inner thighs against my outer ones.


      That warm, raw heat from within her skirt filled the air.


      “Hey, Prince?”


      Then she continued, cupping my cheeks like gathering flower petals:


      “This is a stage known as night.”


      She dragged her hand slowly down my neck.


      “We’re just acting. When the curtain comes down, everything will be just as it was before.”


      She went past my collarbone, her fingers now tracing probing circles around my chest.


      Sliding through the T-shirt, the circles growing wider, fingers opening and closing, clockwise, counterclockwise.


      Teasing me, letting me dangle, taking a deliberate detour.


      A shiver ran down my spine, and I was filled with a sense of frustration that made me want to rip my chest open as the shiver climbed to my neck.


      Eventually, Nanase’s fingers stopped, and…


      …she dug her claws in.


      “Sssst!”


      A sensation of pain mingled with euphoria shot through to my core, and I fought to swallow a cry.


      “So you can have me, if you want?”


      Entreatingly, she cradled my head and pressed her body against mine, saying:


      “You can have the poison apple woman I’ve been hiding.”


      Her voice was like honey being dripped into my ear.


      “Nanase, that’s seriously…”


      “It’s Nana now.”


      Smooch. Her luscious, seductive lips once again made contact with my cheek.
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      “It’s Nana now.”


      I gave Chitose a soft kiss on his left cheek.


      A birthday present for you, the one who offered me a helping hand in that fake May.


      A farewell gift to me, as I sacrifice myself in the month of the poison apple—October.


      Twitch. The body I was pinning down beneath me jerked stiffly.


      The last dregs of rationality and consideration for the guy I was crazy about had me lift my hips and release his lower half.


      Smooch, smooch.


      But I continued to move my lips along, getting closer and closer to Chitose’s mouth.


      “…”


      The way he desperately tried to turn his face away was so adorable, I…


      Smooch.


      I kissed him again in the same spot.


      I wondered if he was nervous. If he was still caught up in complicated thoughts. Or if he was just as hot for this moment as I was…


      I want you to really feel me.


      I want to make you melt, to make you incapable of thinking about anything else.


      I want to fill you up with me.


      A bead of sweat slid from Chitose’s temple.


      Slurp.


      *   *   *
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      I lapped it up tidily with the tip of my tongue.


      A spicy saltiness in my mouth.


      “Tastes like Chitose.”


      I said, savoring the flavor.


      “Ngh…”


      Smooch, smooch, smooch.


      Working my way down from the temple, I carefully traced the outline of his lower jaw.


      Smooch, smooch, smooch.


      At the bottom, I stuck out my tongue and licked the underside of his chin.


      “Nana…”


      I stopped Chitose’s panicked lips with my fingertips.


      His lips are very plump for a boy’s.


      Then I slipped my index finger into his mouth and traced the inside of his lips.


      Just the feeling of his neat, straight teeth and my finger rubbing against the sticky, moist mucous membranes made the area below my belly button feel all warm and tingly.


      Chitose’s tongue reflexively poked out and lightly stroked the pads of my fingers.


      “Mmn…”


      I instinctively pulled my hand away, feeling a tingling go down my arm to my shoulder.


      …Slorp.


      A string of clear spittle hung from his lips to my fingers.


      “S-sorry.”


      Chitose looked away, an apologetic expression in his face, but:


      “It’s not dirty.”


      I pressed my fingers against his lips again, then put my finger in my mouth.


      “Wh…?!”


      Your lips, your tongue… I’ve imagined them so many times in bed…


      They had a slightly bitter, minty taste, probably because he’d brushed his teeth after eating.


      Then, to stop him from saying anything else…


      Smooch, smooch, smooch.


      …I continued kissing from the underside of his jawline down.


      “Mmm, ahh…”


      I was determined, and I was trying to do this calmly, but a high-pitched moaning noise escaped my mouth unconsciously, and the embarrassment began to feel deliciously masochistic. My body was getting hotter and hotter.


      I was having trouble breathing; my hips were stiff; my head was on the brink of exploding.


      So this is the kind of noise I make with you… I’d had no idea.


      “Mm, ahh…”


      I was the one seducing him right now, but my heart was so filled with adoration, it hurt.


      I took short, steadying breaths, and each time, my head filled with a flush of red.


      Chitose’s body, Chitose’s body temperature, Chitose’s breathing, Chitose’s voice.


      Since that day, I’ve often comforted myself at night with thoughts of you.


      I’ve always wanted to kiss you like this.


      I’ve wanted to give you my all.


      I’ve wanted to touch all of you.


      A secret between the two us that could only come true in dreams.


      Happiness, sadness, craziness.


      Smooch, smooch, smooch.


      And then, when I placed my lips on his rough throat…


      …Chitose shuddered, giving me more of a reaction than before.


      “Here?”


      I gently stroked my fingertips in circles around his Adam’s apple.


      “Does it feel good?”


      “No, that’s not what…”


      “Hmph.”


      His suddenly lucid way of speaking, his rush to cover up his reaction, his soberness… It all pissed me off.


      Nip. Smooch.


      I kissed Chitose again, around the Adam’s apple.


      I sucked hard enough to leave a mark.


      I sucked and sucked, then removed my lips, to confirm that my mark had been left in red on his skin. Then I gently licked it from bottom to top, as if to praise him for his patience. Good boy.


      “Mmm…!”


      For the first time, Chitose let out a cry.


      At that moment, more tingling below my belly button.


      He was usually so unserious, so jokey and flippant and stoic and manly, but now I could hear him desperately trying to resist his desires, trying to suppress his urges, and he was ashamed of himself. But, he couldn’t contain himself, and his voice spilled out, almost pathetically feeble.


      “Cute.”


      I want to hear more. Spill more. Reveal more.


      I gently put my mouth close to his ear.


      “Don’t hold back your moans.”


      I whispered right into his ear.


      “Mmn…”


      But Chitose kept his lips stubbornly together.


      “No, no.”


      I bit tenderly down on his earlobe.


      I scraped it with my teeth, then sucked firmly with my lips.


      “Mmn…”


      This time, I slowly ran my tongue along the outline of his ear and…


      Slurp.


      …gently inserted the tip of it into his earhole.


      “Nnnguhhh!”


      That loud, muffled moan made me feel like I was melting.


      “Let me hear more…?”


      Slurp, suck, nibble, smooch.


      Suck, bite, lick, kiss.


      “Mmn, uh…”


      “Nng… Hah…”


      “Ah, ah…”


      “Mm, mm…”


      In the dim light, there was the sound of our distinct breathing, indistinguishable and intermingling.


      I relentlessly caressed Chitose’s left ear with my mouth while gently stroking his head with my left hand.


      “It’s okay. Let it out.”


      As I spoke, I slid my free right hand up inside the hem of his T-shirt.


      He tensed up, desperately trying to hold back.


      I could make out his well-trained abdominal muscles, tensing just beneath my fingertips.


      “Chitose, you’re getting all hard.”


      I moved my hand softly, muttering suggestive things into his ear.


      Smooch, smooch, smooch.


      Slowly, barely even touching, I brushed my fingers along the outlines of his abdominal muscles, down his sides, along his ribs and the lower part of his chest.


      Along the way, my finger snagged in his belly button, and I wriggled it around.


      “S-stop…”


      Suddenly, Chitose grabbed my arm and pulled it back out from under his T-shirt.


      “Does that tickle? Too much for you?”


      “Please, Nanase.”


      “You want more?”


      “You know what I mean.”


      “Sorry, I do know.”


      His face was still turned away, his expression obscured by his messed-up hair as he spoke.


      I exhaled, letting the tension drain from me.


      Feeling a little relieved, perhaps, Chitose loosened his hold on my arm.


      Sorry, I understand.


      Even in a moment like this, you always care the most about kindness.


      Nip. Smooch.


      I gently nipped his collarbone and ran my tongue over it.


      “Why…? You… Uh…”


      Ignoring Chitose’s fretting, I reached down between us.


      Even though the nights had been getting cooler recently, it was still hot, and he was still wearing shorts as loungewear.


      I rubbed his thigh through the fabric, then gathered my five fingertips around the center of his exposed kneecap, rubbing and sliding.


      Smooch. Nip. Nibble.


      All the while, I was slowly memorizing the contours of his collarbone with my lips and tongue.


      Sorry for taking advantage.


      Sorry for using you.


      But a crimson girl knocked some sense into me.


      Tonight, Nana’s hidden the moon.


      Smooch.


      I kissed his neck and slid my right hand up the bottom of his shorts.


      The insides of his tensed thighs were damp with sweat, and the air was suddenly hot from Chitose’s body heat.


      The skin under my fingertips was much smoother than I would have imagined and felt like uncharted territory.


      Then, as I stroked the area just above his knee and nuzzled behind his ear, the scent of Chitose filled my nose, making me dizzy.


      “Hah… Uh… Mm… Hah…”


      I’d already lost all control, and now I reached for his neck with my tongue entreatingly.


      “Mm, Chitose…”


      Then I slowly ran my fingers up from his knee until I felt the smooth fabric of his boxer shorts…


      “Stop.”


      Chitose grabbed my arm again.


      Then he sat up forcefully and said, with tears swimming in his eyes:


      “Stop here, Nanase.”


      “Please,” he added weakly, taking my hand off his cheek.


      Slurp.


      I took Chitose’s index finger deep into my mouth.


      “Nnn!”


      I sucked it with my lips, careful not to use teeth, and bobbed my head slowly up and down.


      After doing that a few times, I removed my mouth and slowly licked from the base of his finger to the tip.


      Slurp. Smooch.


      After kissing it all over, I took just the tip into my mouth and flicked my tongue between his nail and finger.


      “Mm, Chitose, Chitose…”


      I moaned your name, but you still wouldn’t look at me.


      So I…


      “Can I?”


      And I touched Chitose’s chest.


      Thump. Thump. Thump.


      Deciding that his rapid heartbeat constituted consent, I slipped my hand down.


      Tracing his ribs, stroking his stomach, slipping my fingers into the waistband of his shorts. The question I’d been afraid to ask, the question I’d been avoiding, was on my lips, when…


      “Nanase.”


      Chitose said my name harshly.


      He grabbed my shoulders forcefully, like he was about to fling me away, and…


      …Squeeze.


      …before I knew it, I was being held so tightly, it hurt, and so tenderly, it was heartbreaking.


      “Chi…to…se?”


      “You know this isn’t right.”


      Chitose continued, rubbing his cheek against mine, and his voice almost sounded like a prayer.


      “I’m sorry. I’m sorry I made you do this, Nanase.”


      “Why are you apologizing, Chitose?”


      He didn’t reply. He just gripped me even tighter.


      As if begging for him to continue, I stuck out my tongue and licked the tip of his nape.


      “You like my body, don’t you?”


      “You know I do.”


      Smooch.


      “I’ll do anything you want me to do.”


      “Then I want you to stop here for today.”


      Smooch.


      “You don’t want to sleep with me?”


      “I can’t sleep with you.”


      Nip.


      “You don’t have to love me with all your heart just yet.”


      “…Seriously, let’s stop.”


      Smooch, smooch.


      “But at least for one night, love me with your body.”


      “I’m about to get angry. You shouldn’t be saying this, Nanase.”


      “Grrr!”


      Growing impatient, I pushed Chitose’s shoulders away with all my might.


      “Right now, I don’t want to hear any of your pretentious good-guy crap!”


      Then I cupped his cheeks with both hands and released a sweet sigh.


      “Hey, Chitose, let’s kiss properly, okay? Make love to my body, okay? Lick it, touch it all over, okay? Let me have you inside of me?”


      As I spoke, I took Chitose’s hand and led it to my breasts.


      “A girl’s gone out on a limb here. Please, don’t embarrass me.”


      His fingertips were centimeters from my skin, but…


      “No.”


      He replied clearly, clenching his fist tight.


      That fist represented Chitose’s iron will. I could try and try, but he would get no closer.


      We were almost there. I couldn’t turn back now.


      My mind and body were ready to receive him.


      Chitose gently and carefully, but without giving me any chance to say anything, peeled my fingers off his fist.


      With each finger, I felt more distance between us. My heart felt like it was going to burst from misery and anxiety.


      …One, two, three, four.


      Then he placed his hand on my cheek and looked right at me.


      No, he mouthed silently again.


      His eyes were as clear as the marble we looked through on the night of the festival.


      “If I said yes to this now, Yuzuki Nanase would lose her honor.”


      What a heroic Saku Chitose thing to say.


      “But… I…”


      Then, in that moment…


      The days we spent together, the conversations we shared, the nights you spent by my side, the name that was now past tense, the fake relationship, the real feelings of romance, the heart in the vase, my very own azalea pattern, the distant moon I saw that night…


      You never laid a finger on my body. Only ever on my heart.


      All of those images, like a slideshow in my mind.


      I felt ashamed.


      A large tear trickled down my cheek.


      “I’m about to get angry. You shouldn’t be saying this, Nanase.”


      Earlier, I’d dismissed that line as Chitose doing the right thing, but… That’s not the truth.


      There was genuine anger and frustration in his voice.


      Just like that day on this sofa in this room when you scolded me.


      Only now do I finally realize…


      Seeking a physical, not emotional, connection.


      Imposing my desires without asking for prior consent.


      Taking advantage of our relationship, of the friendship we’d cultivated…


      Wasn’t that the exact same thing done to me by that guy who I hated so much, he still haunted my dreams?


      Oh. I see. I get it now, all of it.


      This is me getting serious?


      This is me using my feminine charms?


      This is Nana?


      A magic mirror?


      A poison apple witch?


      Right now, I’m just like the queen who committed a heinous act out of pure jealousy.


      Death is no different from an unbeautiful life.


      This girl, this Yuzuki Nanase, who loved so much she went out of her mind…


      …She has died here tonight.


      “Oh… Oh…”


      How pathetic and ugly, I thought, hugging myself as I started to shake.


      My heart, which had been burning hot just a moment ago, had now gone freezing cold.


      Selfish tears just kept spilling out, one after another, and wouldn’t stop.


      As my vision blurred, I suddenly caught sight of you, your eyes soft and kind.


      The poisonous red I’d left behind on your neck had turned a painful fake purple, and your cheeks, ears, and other parts were wet and slimy with saliva.


      “…Ugh.”


      I grunted without realizing it and began groping for something, anything.


      What should I do? I have to wipe it off quickly.


      I unsteadily reached out my hands and rubbed Chitose’s cheeks, neck, and ears with my fingertips.


      “I made you dirty.”


      Like I was desperately trying to erase my traces, to atone for my sins.


      “Nanase…”


      But the more I scrubbed, the more my filthiness seemed to spread and smear all over.


      “Oh… Oh… I’m so sorry…”


      I couldn’t look you in the face.


      “I’m sorry, you’re so beautiful, and I—”


      Sniff, sniff, I sucked snot back as I sobbed like a child, my hands frantic.


      “Gah! Waah!”


      “Nanase.”


      I shook my head vigorously, afraid of what he’d say next.


      “I’ll clean you up.”


      “Nanase.”


      Plop, plop, plop. The droplets made dark stains on my uncomfortable negligee skirt.


      “Hey, Chitose… I think you need another bath, okay?”


      “Nanase.”


      I was afraid that the moment Chitose said anything more, it would all be over.


      “I’ll scrub you nice and clean, okay?”


      “Nanase.”


      I was terrified, terrified, terrified…


      “…I’m sorry! I didn’t mean it like that…”


      “Nanase.”


      I kept rambling, saying anything.


      “I, I’ll do anything I can, I…”


      “Nanase.”


      As I wiped Chitose’s cheeks with trembling fingertips, I said:


      “If you tell me not to talk to you for a while, then I’ll leave you alone.”


      “Nanase.”


      I murmured, pleading:


      “I’ll ask Haru or Ucchi to take my place in the play.”


      “Nanase.”


      I know I no longer have any right to say this.


      “Until the day you forgive me, I will never come to this apartment again.”


      “Nanase.”


      But you’re too important to me for me to just pull back now.


      “So please.”


      Guh, ah, I choked and sobbed, but I still clung to a shred of hope…


      “Please don’t hate me.”


      Without any shame or dignity left, I buried my face in your chest and clung to you.


      “Please don’t erase me from your life just yet.”


      Then I sobbed and moaned and said:


      “Don’t… Don’t hate me.”


      “…Yuzuki Nanase!!!”


      Chitose’s voice was like a slap in the face.


      Ah. It’s all over.


      Hearing the rejection in his voice, I steeled myself.


      It’s not like we’ve spent a bunch of time together since first year. It’s not like we’ve been super close on a daily level. We don’t have a strong bond through sports. It’s not like I’m a cool older girl you’ve admired since you were a kid.


      Still, the reason I was able to get close to Chitose was because he saw us as being the same kind of person.


      He let me into his house because he trusted that I was someone who wouldn’t misunderstand and cross his boundaries.


      Two similar people.


      And yet this night I gave up the one excuse I had to be by your side.


      Right now, I was a nameless side character who, despite having no special connection or anything to offer, got excited over a bit of kindness and threw herself selfishly at the hero Saku Chitose.


      Just one of many people you’ve met in your life in the past, present, and future who would fade away and be forgotten by you.


      Where did I get it so wrong?


      I just wanted to have the relationship I wanted.


      Was it when I was challenged by her on the rooftop?


      Was it when I decided to use the secret woman within me that I’d been hiding?


      Was it when I turned my back on beautiful aesthetics?


      Or had I simply misunderstood what that meant?


      At some point, I think I must have realized.


      In the end, this, too, turned out to be fake.


      Confronted with a well-practiced resolve, I became impatient and used whatever tricks I had in my bag to put on the performance of a seductress.


      This borrowed crimson…wasn’t enough to dye your heart.


      But I… I closed my eyes as large tears rolled down my cheeks.


      …I don’t want it to end like this.


      I loved the you who was beautiful.


      I wanted to be beautiful enough to earn the right to stand beside you.


      I was proud of being a mirror image.


      But for you to think I’m dirty…for that to be the last impression you have of me…
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      *   *   *


      “I don’t…want that…”


      “You’re not dirty.”


      Gently, Chitose’s warm fingertips touched my cheek.


      “…What?”


      I timidly raised my head, trying to figure out what he actually meant, and I heard:


      “You’re not dirty.”


      He repeated this once more, giving me an eternally gentle yet troubled smile.


      “So please, don’t say such sad things.”


      Chitose gently wiped away my tears with his thumb, as if tracing the line of fate.


      Then suddenly, he touched my lower lip.


      “Mmn.”


      He gently stroked inside.


      Ashamed of the moan I’d unleashed, I parted my lips in panic, muttering:


      “S-sorry, I…”


      Slorp.


      Without hesitation, Chitose brought his wet thumb into his own mouth.


      “Guh!”


      I gasped and grabbed his hand instinctively.


      His fingers glistened with my tears and spit.


      And my eyes began to spill with tears again, even though he’d only just wiped them away.


      “Stop, Chitose…”


      I yanked on his hand, but it wouldn’t budge, as stubborn as Chitose himself.


      “Please, it’s dirty.”


      Slurp. Sluuurp.


      Then he gave his thumb another slurp, like it was a Papiko popsicle or something.


      “Silly.”


      He grinned through embarrassment.


      “I told you, it’s not.”


      Chitose smiled softly and continued in a calm voice:


      “I’ve never thought of you as dirty, Nanase.”


      He wiped away my tears again with the other thumb, the one he hadn’t put in his mouth, and…


      “Not your body, and not your soul.”


      …he spoke as if he could see right through me.


      “Ah… Oh…”


      Again, I thought.


      Here he is, trying to be the hero Saku Chitose again, true feelings ignored.


      He even took on the burden of my weakness and tried to pass it off like nothing happened.


      Before, I would have been annoyed that he was protecting me at his own expense.


      But this time, I was the one who wound up hurting you.


      In the same way that horrible guy hurt me.


      Now, that kindness was painful. I wanted to disappear right into the darkness.


      “I’m…sorry.”


      I bowed my head low again and climbed off the sofa, almost falling.


      My knees jarred against the sofa, and my thighs and calves had gone numb.


      At some point, the deep slit of my skirt had opened up in an unsightly way.


      The straps of the one-shoulder dress had slipped down off my shoulders, leaving the cleavage of my unfondled breasts looking lonely and exposed.


      A deep sense of shame and embarrassment began to well up inside me. I realized that I’d behaved shamefully in front of the guy I loved.


      I straightened my skirt, adjusted my straps, and stood up, but tears began to well up again at the realization that I’d lost my place here and was completely out in the cold.


      I’m…such an idiot.


      Then another true feeling welled up, along with fresh tears.


      Oh, right, I thought, biting my lip.


      To be honest…I had a faint hope.


      That I could put on a resigned expression and tell myself that I was only using my womanly wiles in order to get close to your heart. That even if it went wrong, I could claim that it would still be worth it if I got your attention. That I could pass it all off by using the excuse that it was Nana, not me.


      Thinking maybe there was a chance he’d willingly go along with my seduction…


      So I bought new underwear in your favorite blue color, trimmed my nails on my fingers and toes, scrubbed the nape of my neck carefully, washed every inch of my body, took my time brushing my teeth, put perfume I’d been wearing around my waist onto my wrists and neck as well, put on a richer lip color than usual, and got ready to stay over, thinking that if I woke up before you, I’d make coffee and fry some crispy bacon and eggs.


      It wasn’t supposed to be like this, I thought. I wanted to rip my heart out.


      Okay, so even if that was my plan in coming here tonight, surely I could have gone about it in a more sophisticated manner?


      I could have backed off, passed it off as another one of my Nanase games, after carefully gauging Chitose’s reaction.


      I mean, everyone knows I like to flirt.


      And yet once I crossed the line, I was driven by lust, and like a beast in heat, I got overexcited and pounced.


      It was self-gratification in every way.


      He must think I’m a complete slut.


      He was probably disgusted by the fact that I couldn’t control my libido.


      While I was moaning and gasping…


      …were you not even reacting and just frozen?


      Did you have your eyes wide open in horror?


      I’m…such an idiot.


      I shut my eyes tightly, clenched my fists so hard, it hurt, and thought:


      Okay, so even though my hopes were faint and dreamlike…my rational mind knew that there was almost zero chance we’d sleep together tonight.


      No matter how much I hit him with the seductress routine, a guy as complicated as him would never get swept up in the moment before he’d even been able to define his own feelings.


      So sooner or later, he’d talk me down or tell me off, and I was prepared for the fact that we wouldn’t be going all the way.


      But I never thought it would be so painful to be rejected by the man I loved.


      He was basically saying, “You’re not attractive to me.”


      Basically saying, “I don’t see you that way.”


      Basically saying, “You just don’t do it for me.”


      All the pride I’d built in myself as a woman up to this point seemed to crumble beneath me.


      And yet I’m still thinking about my feelings instead of Chitose’s.


      Yuzuki Nanase died tonight.


      This is the end of my performance in this play.


      “Ghk…”


      And then, turning away from the unbearable silence, I made to run toward the entrance hall, and…


      “Nanase!”


      …he grabbed me by the arm and stopped me.


      “Don’t go yet.”


      And he hugged me tightly from behind.


      For just a moment, I felt relieved that he’d stopped me, but then I felt worthless again, like I’d forced him to come after me out of obligation.


      “Let go!”


      I screamed and writhed in his arms.


      “Calm down, Nanase.”


      Chitose spoke softly into my ear.


      “No!”


      I shook my head violently in refusal.


      “Why? After I did such a horrible thing to you…”


      I knew I had no right to be yelling, that I should accept his kindness and beg for his forgiveness, but my emotions were too raw, and I’d lost self-control.


      “You won’t even sleep with me! So don’t touch me with your half-hearted kindness!!!”


      I spat out those vile words, and the arms enveloping me stiffened in shock.


      “I-I’m sorry, but…”


      Chitose squeezed me in his arms again.


      “I can’t sleep with Nana. But I can hug Yuzuki Nanase.”


      His voice seemed to say, “I forgive everything.”


      “Ch…Chitose…”


      Then guilt and shame came flooding back to me.


      I must seem insane. Emotionally unstable, dramatic, crazy. A hysterical woman.


      “…I’m sorry, I’m sorry.”


      I grasped the hands that were tight around me and lifted them to press them to my forehead in remorse.


      “I’m sorry I defiled you in such a terrible way.”


      Then I felt Chitose smile against my ear.


      “I’m not defiled. See, want me to prove it again?”


      And I saw his finger approaching my lips…which made me shake my head violently, clinging to his arms.


      “…But now… Now I’m just as bad as that horrible guy.”


      Chitose gently placed one hand on my head.


      “It’s not the same.”


      Then he lovingly combed my hair with his fingertips.


      “Nanase, up until now, you’ve only ever touched my heart.”


      He spoke, as if to replace the moon I’d hidden in the night sky.


      My chest ached.


      “R-really? It’s not the same? Haven’t I hurt you? There’s no coming back from this.”


      “You really are being silly tonight, Nanase.”


      Chitose propped his chin on my shoulder.


      “What man would be hurt by a woman showing her feelings?”


      “Ch…Chitose…”


      Taking that line at face value, it would be easy to get the wrong idea.


      But this was me he was talking to.


      He said it precisely because he knew I’d understand.


      He deliberately phrased it that way for my sake.


      The trust that remained between us was still warm.


      I felt my knees buckle, and I crumpled to the floor.


      Chitose turned off the crescent moon light and sat there with me, back leaning against the wall.


      Since he was still hugging me from behind, I ended up leaning against his chest.


      Your nose butted my hair, tickling me a bit.


      Your legs, slightly bent at the knee, surrounded mine.


      The warmth of your arms, wrapped around me like a scarf, seemed to slowly seep into my heart.


      Thump. Thump. Thump. My heartbeat became gentle, more rhythmic.


      In the living room, lit only by moonlight, Norah Jones’s “Shoot the Moon” was playing quietly from the Tivoli speakers.


      I sighed weakly.


      “How am I going to face you tomorrow, Chitose? And the others?”


      Chitose laughed softly, his breath gently tickling my hair.


      “I thought you said this night was closed off?”


      I felt a little embarrassed by the lines I’d spoken in my passionate frenzy, so I just nodded silently.


      “…Yeah.”


      “In which case,” Chitose said ironically:


      “It’ll be our little secret.”


      “I see,” I replied, laughing at myself.


      “The part about the vulgar slutty woman?”


      “And even the pathetic man.”


      This is how he does it, I thought, the painful clenching in my heart releasing.


      This is how you end up turning my problem into our problem.


      Chitose tightened his arms around me.


      “So can I ask you something?”


      I didn’t need to ask what.


      I pulled Chitose’s arm over my mouth like it was a comforting scarf and said:


      “Yes, sometimes women have nights where they just really want to sleep with a guy.”


      “Like how, sometimes, guys want to, too.”


      Could we still go on as this very similar pair?


      But when he picked up what I said and ran with it, I felt myself smiling in relief.


      And so we giggled together, once again Saku Chitose and Yuzuki Nanase.


      Our bodies shook together in laughter, our scents mingling in the night.


      Our heartbeats slowly beat together like side-by-side second hands ticking.


      “Hey,” I blurted out, almost without realizing it.


      “Can I ask you a mean sort of question, too?”


      “Not too mean, please.”


      I stroked Chitose’s arm and continued:


      “Why didn’t you refuse me sooner?”


      I sensed him flinch a little behind me.


      “That is a mean question.”


      I giggled, grinning.


      “The response won’t leave this night, I swear.”


      He sighed in resignation.


      “The thing is, Nanase… You look amazing in that.”


      “You’re only telling me this now?”


      “Well, I was trying to look away the whole time.”


      “I bought it for you.”


      “Okay, well.”


      Chitose loosened his arms a little and rested his cheek against the nape of my neck, in an innocent show of affection.


      “I’m a guy, too, and, I mean, it’s you, Nanase.”


      The tip of his nose touched my skin, and I had the insane thought that I was glad I’d scrubbed and perfumed my neck.


      “I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t tempted.”


      He continued calmly, like he was talking to himself.


      “I mean, how could anyone keep their cool completely in a situation like that?”


      A pause. Then Chitose snorted.


      “…There were a couple of moments I almost lost control there.”


      Oh, I thought, and I was a little relieved.


      “I did think about just drowning myself in the night.”


      Chitose said it with a somewhat embarrassed look on his face.


      “Like Nanase said, maybe if it’s us, we could still draw the line.”


      The boundary between day and night, mind and body.


      “I wondered if it would be easier.


      “But,” he said, exhaling slowly, and his chest rose and fell heavily behind me.


      “It would hurt too much. For me, and for you.”


      Then he muttered in a weak, frightened voice:


      “We’d join our bodies physically, but the love would fade away.”


      The sound of clothes rustling quietly filled the room.


      “And to be honest, it seemed like even you didn’t want this to happen.”


      “Huh…?”


      I was surprised, but Chitose didn’t seem to notice.


      “So you left me an escape route to the very end, right? Even if we’d be left with anxieties after we found our answer.”


      “…”


      “Mostly, though,” Chitose continued sadly:


      “I felt that if I said yes to this night, my beloved Yuzuki Nanase would never be able to come back and would be stuck as Nana forever.”


      And Chitose said, like he was clinging to something:


      “It’s always been Yuzuki Nanase in my heart since that day.”


      He held me tight, tighter than ever.


      “Chito…se?”


      When I instinctively tried to turn around, he gently placed his cheek against mine to stop me.


      As if to say, “Don’t look at me right now.”


      I knew that Yuuko was in Chitose’s heart.


      And Ucchi and Haru and Nishino and me, of course…


      I’d believed in it as a hope.


      I’d realized it as a prayer.


      I knew as much as I wanted.


      But like this…


      My beloved… That’s what you said.


      You said I’m in your heart.


      Tears, warmer than before, spilled from my eyes.


      A small puddle formed where our cheeks met, and then the liquid overflowed and trickled down between us.


      No matter how strong I tried to act, I was always insecure.


      Maybe, with no special connection and nothing to give in return, the woman he’d saved might not have a place in his heart. That’s how I felt.


      So…


      The words that came from your lips brought me more joy than any kiss could.


      I’m there, too.


      I have a place within you.


      You told me so clearly.


      I want to define it with you.


      “Hey, Nanase?”


      “…Yeah?”


      Hearing my name on his lips made me respond in a higher voice.


      Chitose loosened his arms from around me and cupped my cheeks.


      “You’re a catch, you know that? You’re Yuzuki Nanase.”


      “…!”


      Words meant to give you an encouraging push when you felt lost.


      “Even though recently you’ve been more like Yuuko, like Asuka, like Yua…”


      Ah, I knew it.


      So you saw through it all, did you?


      Chitose continued, gently wiping away my tears with both hands.


      “But you’re not Yuuko or Asuka or Yua. And you’re not Haru or even Nana.”


      No matter where you go, a mirror is a mirror.


      “So please, don’t try to be like anyone else.”


      “But,” I started to say, then bit my lip.


      I sniffed, and it sounded pathetic.


      Then, in a tearful, whiny voice, I said:


      “I know that, but…”


      And I squeezed your arm tight.


      “But if I stay Yuzuki Nanase, I can never reach you. As long as I’m trying to live beautifully, I can’t stake it all on you. What’s right for Yuzuki Nanase isn’t right for me. I’m going to have regrets otherwise. So I shouldn’t care about what the others think. I shouldn’t be so scared to hurt them. I shouldn’t have hesitated to steal the advantage. I should have just reached out and claimed you, without leaving an escape route.”


      Once I said that, I was filled with regrets for everything I’d been thinking, for the mental steps I’d had to take to get to this point today.


      I’d sworn to abandon friendships, sympathy, warmth, sadness, and even Yuzuki Nanase.


      I’d taken this step now, but if I retraced my steps and retreated, wouldn’t the same thing just happen again?


      I was scared that soon I’d be unable to resist the whims of fate.


      “Nanase…”


      “Hey, Chitose?”


      Tears dropped onto Chitose’s arm, and I said in a broken voice:


      “If you’re saying my actions tonight were wrong. If you’re saying you still want to just hug Yuzuki Nanase. If you really don’t want things to change at all…”


      I paused, cleared my throat, and continued:


      “Can you tell me what to do now?”


      “Sorry,” he mumbled.


      “I don’t know if the Nanase before me is right or wrong. I’m sure someone would find beauty in her. All I can do is tell you what I feel.”


      Letting out a short, hiccup-like sob, I repeated the words:


      “What you feel.”


      “One thing I do know…”


      Chitose put his arms gently around me again.


      “I fell in love with the Yuzuki Nanase who was trying to keep on being Yuzuki Nanase.”


      Squeeze. He held me tight, so we wouldn’t be separated in the ocean of night.


      Drip, drip. Pure tears welled up and spilled over.


      Oh. That heart of yours.


      To me, it’s the surest moonlit guide.


      If you want it from me, then…


      …Then that will be Yuzuki Nanase’s reason for being.


      “So I think…,” Chitose said, tears in his voice.


      “…I’m the one who needs to change.”


      When I gently placed my hand on his, he squeezed back tightly.


      “I’m sorry for making you do this, Nanase. For forcing your beautiful life into this situation. I know it’s all my fault.”


      I could feel his sincerity in his pained sigh.


      “Even so, at the very end, I do want to define this feeling.”


      Trickle. A single drop ran down the nape of my neck.


      “I want to go over the time we’ve spent together, view it from every angle, imagine a future for us together, think about the future we might not share… Then lock all that up and consider the possibility that maybe it’s not right after all, and I want to face that concept every night and bring it out fresh every morning, and then after agonizing over it like that, I want to scoop it all up in its entirety and swear to eternity…”


      His voice was so sincere as he said:


      “Because once I define it, once I name it, it can never be overwritten.”


      And Chitose said, like petals blowing away in the wind:


      “Before the next cherry blossoms bloom, I will give you my answer.”


      It was said like a rehearsal for a final good-bye.


      “So please, just wait a little longer.”


      And in response, as if I was tracing over the name I had already given to this feeling, I said…


      “Okay.”


      And I said it like it was the beginning…of my last ever love.


      Our two hearts tumbled around together.


      The night air escaped like a whoosh, like a Ramune marble sinking into soda.


      At some point, Chitose released me from his embrace, and my tears dried.


      A burst of laughter, like soda foam, erupted from us both.


      And I said teasingly, toeing the line we’d so tidily redrawn together:


      “Hey, Chitose?”


      Chitose’s shoulders twitched.
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      *   *   *


      “You know, it’s getting a bit scary the way you keep saying that.”


      Of course he’d noticed I was probing the line again.


      He was behind me, so I couldn’t see, but no doubt the corner of his mouth was twitching.


      I’d continue to live up to expectations.


      “Can I ask you one last thing?”


      Chitose laughed and sighed.


      “Please, be gentle.”


      In a sweet, girly voice, I said:


      “Did your body…respond to me?”


      Chitose poked my knee, where my leg was casually flung out.


      “Watch it.”


      His response was dry sarcasm.


      “Nana really made a fool of herself tonight. Can’t you at least tell her that much?”


      “Then let Nana be the one to ask.”


      Back to our regularly scheduled Saku Chitose and Yuzuki Nanase games.


      Even if a drop of true feelings started seeping out… Ah, but they were always seeping out…


      Tsk, I heard Chitose griping, and I could feel him scratching his head.


      “See? You’re going to accept my invitation, after all.”


      After an awkward silence with several false starts, Chitose spoke in an incredibly serious tone.


      “Nanase, then I have one request to make of you, too. Will you do one thing for me?”


      “I will if you ask.”


      I nodded, and Chitose took a deep breath, as if he was about to reveal a huge secret.


      “Can you stop pushing your butt against me?! My reputation as Saku Chitose is on the line here!”


      He said this all in a rush, in a slightly goofy way.


      Understanding his intentions, I remained silent, trying to hold back the urge to burst out laughing.


      One second, two seconds, three seconds…


      Unable to stand the silence any longer, Chitose tapped me on the shoulder.


      “…Um, could you please say something?”


      After making him wait, revenge for his earlier awkward silence, I said:


      “…Hee-hee, nicely done.”


      Without turning around, I reached out an arm and gently stroked his head.


      “Phew,” Chitose exhaled, as if he’d just received a perfect score on his answer sheet.


      “Tsk. You’re spoiling such a nice time.”


      “We need a bad joke to end a night like this, right?”


      “Bad manners. Vulgarity. That’s what I call it.”


      “Maybe…,” I said, grinning.


      Or maybe you’re just acting the fool right now, out of consideration for me.


      Lowering yourself to lift me up.


      Still, it’s okay, at least for now, I think.


      If you were me…


      What if Saku Chitose and Yuzuki Nanase really were mirror images?


      I’d never be able to lie and hurt him.


      A drop of true feelings would seep out first.


      “Hup,” I said, wriggling around and shifting my position.


      Chitose grunted.


      “Hey, jerk, were you listening to me?”


      “I just turned my body to the side.”


      “Semantics.”


      “I guessed the heat has died down now anyway.”


      “The spark’s still hot, I tell you.”


      “How about I rub some sticks together and blow on it?”


      “Spare me the double entendres.”


      “Light the embers!”


      “Enough, now.”


      And we both burst out laughing at this dumb exchange.


      Fluttering and spinning, we overlap and sway, as if dancing in a corner of the night.


      Beautiful breath, beautiful voice, beautiful smile, beautiful you.


      Yes, here’s the thing I was about to lose. This time, I held it close in my heart, careful not to defile it.


      And for a moment, I leaned silently against Chitose’s chest.


      Then I rubbed his cheek against mine, seeking a comfy position.


      Chitose made no more complaints. He put his arms around me, a tender embrace more meaningful than any other.


      Any way you looked at it, this night was one where we couldn’t return to being just any man and any woman.


      Listening to the steady beat of his heartbeat, I opened my mouth to speak.


      “Our school festival is about to begin, isn’t it?”


      “Our first and last one ever.”


      “Will you go around the cultural festival with me?”


      “Sure. We can try to find some candy apples that aren’t poisoned.”


      Gently, I placed my hand on Chitose’s chest.


      “Before we go defining it.”


      “So that we can define it. Eventually.”


      As I felt the warmth of his body against my fingertips, I suddenly remembered the story of Kura’s that Chitose told me.


      “Choosing how to live, huh…?”


      “I think it’s a beautiful excuse for love…asking yourself who you want by your side, and how you want to be.”


      Now that I’ve gone back to being Yuzuki Nanase, I could definitely empathize with those words.


      If choosing a man meant choosing your way of life…


      …then what kind of life did Yuzuki Nanase want to live with Saku Chitose?


      I took Chitose’s shirt in my fingers and thought of it another way.


      Then what kind of life did Saku Chitose want to live with Yuzuki Nanase?


      The closed-off night grew deeper.


      The moonlight streaming in through the window reflected our close shadows like silver nitrate.


      The two similar figures blinked together, in almost perfect sync.


      As you gently ran your fingers through my hair, the darkness murmured around us.


      As your chest expanded in rhythm with your breathing, it rocked me like a cradle.


      The fake purple mark on your neck had turned to a sad indigo color. The blue of you mixed with the red of me.


      Our fingers sought one another, like a fumbled kiss behind a curtain, but they did not intertwine.


      I turned my back on the night I hadn’t managed to sink into. And instead, I sank into the night that had actually embraced me.


      It felt like I was peeling the skin off a poisoned apple in one go, like I was watching the stars crawl off into the night, like I was taking the new line you’d drawn in the sand and dyeing it bright red.


      Mirror, mirror, on the wall.


      What if I was, like me, a distant moon?
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      Long time, everyone. Hiromu here.


      There are some mild spoilers here from the middle of the book, so I recommend reading the afterword after the main story.


      First, let’s talk about Kono Light Novel ga Sugoi! 2023, which was mentioned in the afterword of Volume 7.


      Chiramune came in second place by a very narrow margin, but at the same time, it became the first work without an anime adaptation to be inducted into the Light Novel Hall of Fame.


      I’m genuinely disappointed to have missed out on a third consecutive victory, but I’m proud of the fact that I was able to write Volumes 6.5 and 7 in the best way I could, without any regrets about things I could or should have done differently.


      Thank you very much to everyone who supported me.


      For now, the challenge of the Kono Light Novel ga Sugoi! stage is over, and going forward, I’d like to continue writing Chiramune with the same passion as before, as I face the second half of the series.


      Now, those of you who’ve read to the end may have noticed (or those with good intuition may have just looked at the table of contents), but this is the first time that Chiramune has been structured into two-parter volumes, i.e., Volumes 8 and 9.


      Some people may think, “Aren’t Volumes 5 and 6 also considered to be two-parter volumes?” or “Doesn’t Volume 7 also count in there, making it a three-parter?” But, at least in my opinion, there’s a clear difference.


      Volumes 5, 6, and 7 are each their own volumes and are composed of four chapters that I was satisfied with right until their conclusions. However, as you can see, Volume 8 only has two chapters. To put it simply, with this number of pages in Chapter 2, and with the school festival not even starting yet (I was surprised myself; this was meant to be the school festival arc, so why hasn’t it started yet?)—if I tried to write it all the way to the end, it would end up being an incredibly long volume, so I was forced to split the story that I originally wanted to fit into one volume, which became Volumes 8 and 9.


      To be honest, I had a lot of internal conflict and turmoil about it.


      As I mentioned in the afterword of the seventh volume, Chiramune has always been very focused on the sense of satisfaction gained upon finishing a volume. Naturally, the satisfaction I’m aiming for is only complete when you read up to the conclusion of the full arc—the introduction, the development, the twist, and the conclusion—so it’s true that I was quite reluctant to have people stop reading midway through the arc. However, it’s also true that I was concerned about the increasing number of pages with each volume.


      The reason is that when a series is displayed on shelves in a bookstore and its visual impact (i.e., the thickness of the books) is too much, it creates a high barrier to entry for new readers.


      This is something I’m keenly aware of myself, and I’m sure you can all understand as well, but when you head to the bookstore to start reading a new series and you see how the books get thicker as you go on, don’t you find it a little daunting to pick up the series…?


      Even Volumes 6 and 7 are quite thick for light novels. (I understand that there are other thicker-volumed series out there, and I have no intention of commenting on those. Just to be clear, I’m only talking about Chiramune itself as a youth romantic comedy, which is the genre I’m writing.) So if the page numbers continue to increase indefinitely, I think that even as a reader who prides myself on being a booklover, I would be hesitant to read any more.


      Of course, I can imagine that some die-hard fans would say, “We don’t care how thick the volumes are, we just want to be able to read a book’s arc all the way to the end in one go.” However, from around Volume 6, I began to hear comments from readers who love Chiramune and have been following the series, saying things such as, “I bought it, but it was so thick that I couldn’t get started, so I let it sit for six months.”


      I’d hate for my personal preferences to alienate my readers.


      In addition, if each volume ends up being eight hundred or one thousand pages long (this is just an example; I don’t yet know how long Volume 9 will be), then at my current writing speed, I might only be able to publish one new book a year.


      So I came to the conclusion that, ultimately, everyone would be happier if we split the arc into two books. Also, this way, you get twice as many illustrations.


      Going forward, I’d like to use the number of pages in Volume 6, the longest in the series, as a guideline, and once a book exceeds that number of pages, I’ll simply split the arc into separate volumes and use that as my rule of thumb.


      And so, since I think of Volumes 8 and 9 as one single story, it is this author’s humble hope that people will continue reading after Volume 8 and go and pick up a copy of Volume 9, too.


      This may turn out to be unfounded, but the second half of the season might well continue as sets of two volumes (though, since I’m terrible at managing page counts, I can’t say this for sure). Also, since it would be a big burden on the production team, I don’t plan to release two volumes simultaneously in the future, either.


      I hope that you might find that waiting for the next installment is one of the joys to be found in following this series.


      I think I’ll be able to deliver Volume 9 without making you wait this long again… And this time, it will be the school festival arc for sure!


      Now, let’s move on to the acknowledgments.


      Thank you, illustrator raemz, for creating the best Yuzuki Nanase I could have ever imagined! The cover illustration gave me goose bumps, and the color illustrations at the beginning of the book were so precious, it almost moved me to tears.


      I’d like to thank Iwaasa, the editor in charge, for supporting my decision to divide up the series. I’ll use this opportunity to aim for a working style that won’t stress out the production team’s minds and bodies too much.


      I would also like to express my sincere gratitude to everyone who has been involved with Chiramune, including those who helped with promotion and proofreading, and above all to all the readers who have led me to the result of having Chiramune inducted into the Light Novel Hall of Fame.


      May you find all the answers you desire in the mirror.


      HIROMU

    
  


  
    
      Thank you for buying this ebook, published by Yen On.


      To get news about the latest manga, graphic novels, and light novels from Yen Press, along with special offers and exclusive content, sign up for the Yen Press newsletter.


      Sign Up


      Or visit us at yenpress.com/newsletter-signup
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