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  Prologue


   


  “DOESN’T THAT RING GET IN THE WAY?”


  The six-year-old Sakuramori Akane tilted her head as she stood beside her mom, who was busy cooking. A silver wedding ring gleamed on her mom’s left ring finger. Whether doing housework, bathing, or playing with Akane, her mom always wore that ring.


  “Why do you ask?” her mom asked, narrowing her eyes gently.


  “It looks all bumpy and painful, and it must make it hard for you to put on gloves,” said little Akane.


  “The ring doesn’t hurt at all. At first, you notice it a bit, but it gradually fits your finger,” said Akane’s mom.


  “But you told me not to tie rubber bands around my fingers, right? You said it would cut off the blood circulation and make my fingers rot off. I don’t want your fingers to rot, Mom!” little Akane pleaded earnestly.


  Akane’s mom chuckled softly. “Wedding rings are properly measured, so they won’t cut off blood circu­lation.”


  “But still…” Little Akane puffed out her cheeks in frustration. She was being serious, but her mother just laughed and stroked Akane’s head.


  “Thank you. You’re very kind, Akane.”


  “No, I’m not!”


  “Yes, you are. You always take good care of your little sister, too. I’m sure you’ll make a wonderful bride someday,” her mom said.


  “I don’t want to get married! I’m going to stay in this house forever!” declared little Akane.


  Akane loved her mother dearly. Watching colorful dishes emerge from her mom’s hands was fascinating, and she never got tired of it. She also loved her dad, who never forgot family time, and her adorable three-year-old sister. Akane loved her whole family. Leaving this place behind was something little Akane couldn’t even imagine.


  Her mom set down the cooking utensils and sat on a chair, pulling Akane onto her lap.


  “You know, this ring holds someone’s feelings,” Akane’s mom explained.


  “Feelings?” Little Akane was puzzled.


  “Yes. The ring is a symbol that your dad cherishes me and chose me as his partner for life. It’s proof of our decision to stay together no matter what happens,” her mom answered.


  “Where can I find them?” asked Akane.


  Akane grabbed her mom’s hand and examined the ring from all angles. From its thin, simple exterior, she couldn’t imagine it hiding something so important.


  “Feelings aren’t something you can see. They’re something you feel,” her mom replied.


  “How?”


  “Well, when you think of someone important to you, your chest feels all warm and fuzzy,” she said.


  “Like when I think of you or Dad or my little sister?” asked Akane.


  “They’re important, but in a different way. Imagine someone even more special. Not someone who is already in your life, but someone you could choose to stay the rest of your life with because you desire to,” said Akane’s mom.


  “I only want to stay with you all, Mom,” little Akane said as she pouted and clung tightly to her mom.


  Her mom smiled and hugged her back. “Maybe that’s how it feels for you now. But Akane, you have such a kind heart—one day, someone special will come along who you’ll want by your side more than anyone,” she said.


  “…?”


  At that time, Akane didn’t really understand what her mom meant. She only knew that the ring her mother wore was exquisite—and she couldn’t take her eyes off its warm, gentle glow.


  Chapter 1:
Rival


   


  BEFORE GOING TO BED, HOUJOU SAITO ALWAYS tried to do some reading. Escaping from the noise of everyday life and quietly turning the pages, he would find himself sinking into a sea of words. It helped organize his thoughts and eased him into a pleasant sleep.


  Tonight, too, Saito read until he reached a good stopping point, then closed the book and placed it on the bedside table. Slipping under the blanket, he glanced at the girl lying next to him.


  Akane, the high school student he was married to, had brought her reference book into bed too. Propping herself up on her elbows and lying on her side, she stared intently at the tome resting on her pillow.


  “You’re not going to sleep yet?” asked Saito.


  “I made some mistakes in class today. I want to review. Go ahead and nod off first.”


  “You’ll collapse again if you stay up too late.”


  “That’s never happened before,” shot back Akane.


  “You have! Remember? You had a crazy high fever!”


  “Even if that’s true, I’m not the kind of person who makes the same mistake twice,” Akane declared proudly.


   


  “You’re literally making the same mistake right now! You’re the prime example of the folly of mankind!” Saito retorted.


  “How rude! The one calling others stupid is always the real idiot!”


  “That’s elementary school logic!”


  The two glared at each other from across the bed. Despite having just been relaxed from his reading, Saito felt this late-night squabble was ruining the peace.


  “Listen, just don’t push yourself. I’ll tutor you if it’s studies you’re worried about,” Saito offered.


  “No way! I’m always second best because of you! I’m not getting help from my enemy!” Akane hugged her reference book to her chest and puffed up in defiance.


  “I’m not your enemy. We’re married,” Saito reminded her.


  “You absolutely are! If this were a battlefield, you’d already be barbecued!”


  “Good thing this isn’t a battlefield, I guess…” Saito knew by now that Akane didn’t make idle threats.


  “Or maybe you already are barbecued… Maybe I’m talking to a barbecue right now…” Akane mused, pinching her chin in thought.


  “Pull yourself together. Have you gone crazy from overstudying?”


  “I’m perfectly fine, at least as compared to a slob like you.”


  “That’s not what I meant…” Saito was exasperated.


  Akane’s attitude hadn’t changed at all from the time they just started living together. He still didn’t understand what had happened the other day when Akane cried and stopped him from going on a mock date with Himari. Was it just his imagination, or had she seemed a little jealous?


  If he were honest, Saito didn’t even understand his own feelings, let alone anyone else’s. One thing he did know—Akane had seen Saito as a rival since their first year of high school, and that hadn’t changed. If they were going to have a peaceful married life, something had to give.


  Choosing his words carefully, Saito decided to persuade her.


  “Look…as I’ve said many times, I’m not trying to compete with you,” Saito said firmly.


  “Well, I am.”


  “Tests are meant to measure students’ abilities. Stretching yourself too thin defeats the whole purpose. If you listen in class and still get a bad score, that’s your real ability.”


  “What the heck?! Are you trying to pick a fight?!” Akane snapped.


  “No. I just think it’s fine to be satisfied with the score you can achieve without overdoing it. Being second in our year at this school is more than enough to get into most universities.”


  “You’re telling me to know my place, huh?! If you want a fight, bring it on! I’m as formidable as any pro wrestler!” Akane raised her hands sharply into what looked more like a stray cat ready to scrap than a pro wrestler about to wrestle.


  “Calm down! I try not to make a habit of wrestling girls at midnight!” exclaimed Saito.


  “You’re underestimating me, thinking you’d win easily! That’s an insult!”


  “How is that an insult?! Our physical strengths aren’t even comparable!”


  “I could crush a car with my bare hands!”


  “Are you a gorilla?!”


  Though, to be fair, even a gorilla crushing a car sounded questionable—with Akane’s slender arms, she probably couldn’t even squish an orange.


  “In any case, no matter how much you try to tutor me, it’s pointless! I’m not giving up until I beat you with my own strength!” Akane declared proudly.


  In classroom 3-A, as soon as fourth period ended, Ishikura Himari rushed over to Saito’s desk.


  “Saito-kun, Saito-kun! I made a boxed bento lunch for you today—would you like to eat it?” said Himari.


  “H-hold on…” said Saito, breaking out in a cold sweat.


  Lately, Himari had been getting bolder in her pursuit of Saito. While he was relieved the news about him turning down her date hadn’t spread, if she pulled something like this in front of everyone, it would definitely attract unwanted attention.


  Sure enough, their classmates were clamoring at the sight.


  “Himari-chan made a bento for Saito-kun…?”


  “No way, Himari-chan actually…”


  “Wait, you didn’t notice? It’s totally obvious.”


  “Go for it, Himarin!”


  The girls in the class buzzed with excitement, while the boys in the class muttered jealous curses.


  “Hey, Saito! You’ve got some explaining to do!”


  “I’m gonna kill him. Definitely.”


  The classroom was quickly engulfed in a chaotic atmosphere. Erasers and rubber bands flew toward Saito, adding to the annoyance.


  “I already brought my own lunch, though…” Saito calmly responded, pointing to his own lunchbox sitting on his desk. 


  “You’re a guy, right? You can totally eat, like…a hundred servings!” said Himari brightly.


  “Don’t overestimate a guy’s stomach. It’ll literally burst,” Saito retorted.


  “If it’s Ani-kun’s lunch, leave it to me, Shise,” a voice chimed in—it was Houjou “Shise” Shisei, Saito’s cousin and classmate.


  “Yay for help!” Himari gave a thumbs-up.


  Shisei and Himari exchanged a high five.


  “Don’t just decide without asking me!” Saito protested.


  “I read Ani-kun’s mind,” said Shisei. “He’s thinking, ‘I want to eat Himari’s bento. And while I’m at it, I also want to eat Himari.’”


  “Whoa, Saito-kun…” Himari blushed, cradling her cheeks in her palms.


  “Stop putting words in my mouth!” Saito barked.


  “I, Shise, know everything about you, Ani-kun. I can channel your spirit and know even the things you don’t know about yourself. Trust Shise,” she declared.


  “I trust you!” said Himari, grinning. 


  Another high five between Shisei and Himari.


  “Stop it! You’ll strip me of everything—land, savings, all my belongings!” Saito protested.


  He tried to restrain Shisei the wicked medium, but she took advantage of her small frame to slip through and take refuge behind the wall of girls—the fervent Shisei-chan Fan Club of the class. There was no way they’d hand her over. 


  Himari leaned over the desk and looked up at Saito with sad eyes. “Could you at least have one bite…? I worked really hard because I wanted to make you happy…”


  “Ugh…”


  The classmates joined in to support Himari. 


  “Houjou-kun! Honor Himari-chan’s feelings!”


  “You better not run away now!”


  “Be a man, Saito!”


  “Get happiness for all of us too!”


  The classmates shouted while closing in on Saito. Amid the cheering, a murderous intent scattered through the air, and Saito realized how hard it would be for him to escape from this situation. More importantly, Saito didn’t want to reject Himari so harshly that it would hurt her. He had refused her date invitation, sure, but he liked her as a person and wanted to stay on good terms.


  “…Fine. I’ll have some.”


  “Yay, thank you!” Himari did a little hop in excitement.


  “Not really something you need to thank me for…” Saito gave a wry smile at her unwavering kindness.


  Despite her flashy appearance, Himari had a gentle personality, and she didn’t seem to have any major flaws. Turning down a girl as charming as Himari definitely made Saito feel guilty.


  At the very least, I should try to finish her lunch.


  While Saito was steeling himself, Himari opened the bento box on the desk.


  “Ta-da! This is the Himari Special Raw Meat Bento!”


  “…?!”


  Saito froze, speechless.


  Right before his eyes sat a huge bento box crammed to the brim with raw meat and raw garlic. There wasn’t even a compromise like plain white rice in sight.


  “What…is this…?” asked Saito.


  “It’s raw meat bento, just like I said!” said Himari, beaming her brightest smile.


  “You…made this…?”


  “Yup! I worked really hard on it!”


  “Um…no, you didn’t. There’s no sign of it being cooked at all! You just stuffed it in there raw!”


  Although Saito had no qualms about picking wild plants off the roadside and eating them, he didn’t possess the degree of wildness needed to gladly devour raw meat. He wasn’t a lion from the savannah, after all.


  “Uh…well… I heard that you like raw meat and garlic, Saito-kun…” Himari cupped her hand near her mouth, flustered.


  “Who told you that?!” Saito asked, stunned.


  “Um…” For a moment, Himari’s eyes flicked toward Akane.


  Akane, you traitor! Are you trying to kill me?!


  Saito glared at Akane. But she quickly averted her eyes, clutching her own bento box tightly and slipping past the crowd of students, trying to leave the classroom.


  Wait! Don’t run away! Take responsibility!


  Saito sent a mental wave after her. Akane firmly shook her head. Meanwhile, Himari, smiling, pushed the raw meat bento closer to Saito.


  “Saito-kun? Have some!” said Himari.


  “So, this is how my story ends…”


  Saito was having a full-blown crisis. He never would have expected that Himari, so full of goodwill, could be more dangerous than Akane with her blatant hostility.


  “Don’t be silly; you won’t die…! If Saito-kun disappears, I’ll be sad. Here, open your mouth and say aah—!” 


  Himari picked up a piece of raw meat with her chopsticks and brought it toward Saito’s mouth.


  The male students around them murmured excitedly.


  “Saito! Eat it! Eat it!”


  “You can do this!”


  “If you’re going to eat poison, might as well go all the way with meat!”


  “Getting fed by Himari like that—that’s the El Dorado countless guys have dreamed of!”


  “Then you guys eat it!” Saito shouted.


  “No way!”


  The onlookers all backed off at once. Even if they admired the class idol Himari, none of them had the courage to be a sacrificial lamb. Or in this case, a sacrificial lion.


  Shisei quietly looked up at Saito. “Ani-kun, do you have any last words?”


  “‘Always cook your meat thoroughly,’ they say, but…bottoms up.” 


  Saito recited his final, parting words and steeled himself, sinking his teeth into the raw meat.


  “Whoa…!”


  Saito’s eyes widened.


  Despite how it looked, this was not mere raw meat thrown into a box straight from a supermarket pack. The meat actually had been prepared. From the slight firmness of the flesh, he realized it had been cooked tataki-style, marinated and seared so that the outside was cooked and the inside was raw. The texture was close to meat sushi, still rich with the vibrant energy of life. There was a tanginess in the meat…a refreshing acidity, suggesting that the meat had been marinated in a mix of citrus and vinegar, though he couldn’t be sure. The surface was dusted with a piquant spice that completely masked any gamey odor, bringing out only the savory flavor.


  From Saito’s trembling lips, the word “delicious” slipped out.


  “Saito-kun?! What’s wrong?!” Himari asked, panicking.


  “Himari…you’ve really honed your skills… There’s…nothing more to teach you…”


  Saito slumped dramatically over his desk.


  “Saito-kun?! Why are you dying?! Don’t die if it tastes good!” Himari exclaimed, shaking Saito’s body frantically until he eventually raised his upper body.


  “I was just so surprised I lost myself. It’s actually decent food for humans.”


  “Of course it is! I’d never feed you something weird, Saito-kun!” Himari puffed her cheeks in protest.


  “This meat—was it pickled in vinegar?” Saito asked.


  Himari nodded. “I soaked low-and-slow cooked meat in a mixture of balsamic vinegar, lemon, and yuzu.”


  “I see… That explains the refreshing aroma. And this seasoning on the surface…is it wasabi?” asked Saito, examining the meat closely.


  “It’s mustard. I got some of the special house mustard from the café where I work part-time. When I told the manager, ‘I’m making lunch for a guy in my class,’ he cried with happiness and said, ‘Take the whole jar!’”


  Apparently, Himari was beloved even outside of school. Given her cheerful, easygoing personality, it wasn’t hard to believe. She was the complete opposite of Akane, who somehow managed to make enemies wherever she went.


  “You work part-time?” asked Saito.


  “Yup! It’s a super stylish café. Sometimes I go there after school for tea with Akane. You should come too, Saito-kun!”


  “I’m not really into cafés…” Saito scratched his head.


  “Then I’ll teach you all about them! All the different kinds of tea and all the super yummy sweets!” said Himari excitedly.


  “I’m more of a cola and potato chips kind of guy,” Saito replied bluntly.


  “Boo. You’d have way more fun if you tried new things! Well, anyway, try the rest too! I didn’t just pack mustard flavor—there’s a whole variety!” said Himari, picking up another piece of meat with her chopsticks and offering it to Saito.


  “I can eat it myself.”


  “Don’t worry, don’t worry. Leave it to your big sister here,” Himari teased, resting her elbows on his desk and smiling mischievously.


  “You’re younger than me,” Saito pointed out.


  They were in the same grade, but Saito was eighteen, and Himari was seventeen.


  “Oh, so you know my birthday?! Does that mean you like me?” Himari grinned.


  “Nice try. I just happened to overhear you and Akane talking about birthdays back in first year,” Saito said.


  “And you still remember? You do like me, don’t you?” Himari leaned closer, whispering sweetly into Saito’s ear.


  “That’s not what I said.”


  “I know, I’m teasing. Still, though, it really does make me happy you remembered,” Himari said, her voice soft.


  “…”


  Seeing Himari blush and shyly avert her gaze, Saito felt the back of his neck heat up.


  “Gotcha!”


  Catching him off guard, Himari quickly popped another piece of meat into Saito’s half-open mouth.


  “Mgh,” Saito chewed.


  “Mm, yuzu pepper flavor…not bad,” Saito admitted.


  “Hee hee. Right? Have more, eat it all!”


  Himari beamed and continued feeding him meat, one bite after another.


  “So, how does it feel being fed lunch by one of your classmates?” Himari teased.


  “Like a baby swallow being fed by its mother.”


  “So now I’m your mom?! Hmm, that doesn’t sound too bad either!” Himari laughed.


  “Yeah, no, it is, it’s very bad,” Saito retorted.


  Despite his good-natured protestations, it didn’t feel unpleasant. He really had wanted to make up for turning her down, and if Himari was having fun, he had no complaints.


  Just then, Akane suddenly appeared by his desk, flipping open the lunchbox Saito brought himself.


  “Y-you’ve got your own lunch too, don’t you? Eat that as well!” said Akane.


  She jabbed her chopsticks into a hamburger patty with the ferocity of a predator and practically jammed it into his mouth.


  “Gahgg—” Saito jerked back, barely avoiding having the chopsticks pierce his throat.


  This wasn’t lunch anymore—it was a combat sport requiring defensive techniques.


  “Wh-what do you think you’re doing?” Saito scolded.


  “How is it, huh?! How does it feel to be fed lunch by one of your classmates?!” Akane glared at him, her cheeks puffed out in frustration and her hands on her hips.


  “Like a death row inmate.”


  “Exactly. You’re about to die—stuffed to the brim with bento boxes!” Akane declared.


  “Wait, not bento, but bento boxes?! What kind of sin would lead to such a cruel punishment?!” Saito quickly reflected on his life but couldn’t recall doing anything to deserve such torture.


  “Akane, could it be…you’re jealous?” Himari murmured, covering her mouth with a hand.


  “Huh? Wh-wh-what are you talking about?! I-I-I’m not-not-not j-jealous, not jealous at all!” Akane’s words turned into a panicked echo, and she started sweating profusely.


  The classmates buzzed with excitement.


  “Is Sakuramori-san…jealous?”


  “Well, she’s been challenged right in the middle of their husband-and-wife routine…”


  “This is it…a showdown.”


  “A full-blown dramatic showdown…!”


  Face flushed bright red, Akane shouted at the entire class.


  “I! am! not! jealous!” 


  Himari gave Akane a kind, light pat on the shoulder and said, “It’s okay. I get it.”


  “Aw, Himari.” Akane’s expression softened. The two girls hugged tightly.


  “I’ve been getting too close to Saito-kun and you feel left out, right? That’s why you’re jealous. Don’t worry, I love you too, Akane!” Himari declared cheerfully.


  “Aaagh, fine, whatever!” Akane gave in, sounding completely defeated.


  Himari, holding a piece of rolled omelet with her chopsticks, moved it toward Akane’s mouth.


  “Come on, Akane…open wide…”


  She gently lifted Akane’s chin with her fingers and whispered sweetly.


  “W-wait a second…feeding me in front of everyone is… It’s embarrassing…” Akane weakly protested, but she didn’t try to pull away.


  Tamagoyaki slipped gently between her lips, and her pale throat moved with a soft gulp.


  Himari smiled, wiping the corner of Akane’s mouth with her finger.


  “Huff… Akane, was it tasty?”


  “Hunn…” Akane murmured softly.


  An alluring atmosphere hung between the two beautiful girls. Most of the boys erupted into wild cheers, some even breaking into a spontaneous celebratory dance—a ritualistic offering to whatever gods had blessed them with this sight.


  “What…exactly am I looking at here…?” Saito sat bewildered at the scene of the girls’ dazzling display.


  To make matters worse, the tamagoyaki was pilfered from Saito’s own bento box. Technically, Akane was just eating the food she had made for herself and Saito, so there were no legal grounds for complaint.


  “Yummy…meat…”


  While everyone else was absorbed by Akane and Himari’s blossoming affection, Shisei had stealthily polished off the entire meat-filled bento Himari had given to Saito.
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  Fifth period ended. As soon as the bell rang, Himari staggered over to Saito’s desk and collapsed onto it.


  “Ughhh, today’s math class was brutal… My head’s pounding…” she moaned, draping herself limply over his desk, completely zonked.


  The way Himari’s pale arms, adorned with a bracelet, sprawled across the desk was almost indecent for the sacred halls of learning.


  “Don’t sleep on my desk. Go nap in the school infirmary,” said Saito.


  “Nah, I’ll get better faster if I’m near you.”


  “Absolutely shameless…” Saito couldn’t get used to her making such bold comments. Being rather clueless about romance, he wasn’t equipped to deal with this level of straightforwardness.


  “Maybe we don’t need to study math at all… I mean, it’s not like I’ll use it once I’m an adult.” Himari sighed.


  “That’s a pretty typical excuse for people who hate studying. You actually use math a lot in your adult life.”


  “Hmm, but for the kind of jobs I’m likely to get, wouldn’t I only need basic addition and subtraction?”


  “Don’t give up already! Dream a little bigger, would you?!” Saito scolded. Himari’s middle-aged-level resignation at only eighteen years old left him genuinely concerned.


  “If you say so… Okay, I’ll become an astronaut!” Himari declared.


  “Well, uh, maybe that’s a little too ambitious…” To him, being an astronaut was better suited for someone who could be a good representative of earthlings.


  Recharged, Himari sat up straight on the desk. “Okay, maybe not astronaut, but seriously, I do need to get my grades up. I flunked every subject on the last achievement test,” she said.


  “That’s actually pretty worrying…”


  “My teacher even praised me! Said it was amazing that my scores are lower than someone would get if they just randomly guessed,” added Himari in a bright tone.


  “That’s not praise,” Saito corrected matter-of-factly.


  “You’ve been top of the class since our first year, right, Saito-kun? Could you tutor me?”


  “I don’t mind, but…”


  Before he could finish, Himari grabbed his hand excitedly.


  “Okay! So let’s have a study session at my house after school!” she suggested eagerly. “My parents aren’t home today, so it’ll just be the two of us. It’ll be awesome!” 


  “I’m not sure what’s supposed to be ‘awesome’ about that. By the way, are you actually planning to study?”


  “Who knows, maybe we’ll get into some extracurricular activities!” said Himari with a carefree laugh.


  “Spare me. Don’t tease like that.”


  “I’m not teasing. I’m serious,” said Himari, leaning in and staring right into his eyes. The heat on her cheeks and the subtle scent of her perfume made Saito feel unsteady.


  “…Didn’t I already turn down the date?”


  “And didn’t I tell you? I’ll make you fall for me.” Her tone was more daring than usual. The boldness she showed up close was overwhelming for Saito.


  “Are you scared of me, Saito-kun? Afraid you’ll fall for me if I come on too strong?” Himari teased, narrowing her eyes and curling her lips into a smile.


  “Scared? Not a chance,” Saito shot back reflexively.


  “Really? I bet your heart’s racing right now.”


  “Trust me, it’s not.”


  “Then let me listen to it,” she replied playfully, leaning toward his chest.


  “Stop.” Saito pushed her back with his hand before she could put her ear to his chest—if she did that, he really wouldn’t be able to stay calm.


  “If my house is the problem, how about the library after school? We can meet there,” she offered.


  Saito considered it. “The library, huh…not many people there, but it’s still on school grounds…”


  As if sensing his wavering, Himari threw in a final offer. “I promise! No touching! Total no-contact rule!”


  “What are you even talking about?”


  “Oh, if you’re the one who touches me, that’s totally fine!” she added.


  “Again, what the hell are you talking about?!”


  For Saito, Himari’s image as the kind, flawless, and wholesome girl was crumbling fast. Still, even her mischievous side was incredibly charming in its own way. Saito wasn’t so heartless that he could flatly turn down her wholehearted invitation.


  “Well, if it’s the library, I guess it’s fine.”


  “Yay! A library date with Saito-kun!” Himari cheered.


  “It’s not a date,” Saito denied immediately.


  “It is! At least, to me!” Himari grinned.


  As the two bickered, Akane suddenly barged in between them.


  “What’s up?” asked Himari innocently, tilting her head.


  “Uh, um…well…” Akane shifted awkwardly, looking unusually hesitant, her eyes darting around as if trying to avoid their gazes. “I-I just think it’s dangerous for you to be alone with Saito. He’ll definitely do something weird!”


  I’ve never done anything weird! Saito protested inwardly. Living under the same roof with a model-tier beauty like Akane and having zero impure thoughts should’ve earned him some kind of award. Honestly, the fear of facing Akane’s hellish consequences kept him in line more than anything else.


  “Really? I mean… I’d actually be kind of happy if he tried something,” Himari said, blushing and clasping her hands together.


  “You need to value yourself a little more highly.” Saito sighed in exasperation.


  “Exactly! You can’t let yourself get tricked by him! If you let your guard down even a little, before you know it, you’ll be trapped in an irreversible mess—like a miserable high school marriage!” Akane declared.


  What the hell, Akane?! Saito thought, breaking into a cold sweat.


  “Getting married in high school? No waaay. Everyone in class would totally freak out if they found out. It sounds super indecent,” said Himari casually.


  “I-indecent?!” Akane turned red all the way to her ears.


  “I mean, it would be, right? If you’re married, that means you’d be sleeping in the same bed every night, and then you’d come to school carrying each other’s scent or something,” Himari said, placing a finger thoughtfully against her chin and tilting her head.


  “E-each other’s scent?”


  Akane trembled slightly as she brought her nose close to her uniform, probably checking if Saito’s scent had rubbed off on her. Saito silently prayed she wouldn’t do something so obvious in front of everyone. Akane straightened up and pointed her finger assertively.


  “A-anyway! The two of you being alone is no good! It’s indecent!”


  “Then why don’t you study with us too, Akane?” Himari suggested cheerfully.


  “Wait, huh?” Akane blinked in surprise as Himari grabbed her hand.


  “If I study with the school’s number one and number two students, I think I can become number three! One plus two is three, see? My calculation is correct, right?” Himari beamed.


  “What kind of math is that…” Saito muttered.


  “The math checks out, but absolutely nothing else does,” said Akane.


  As Saito and Akane expressed their doubt, they heard a voice.


  “A challenger aiming for the number three spot, huh.”


  Peeking out from between Saito’s knees was Shisei. Saito hadn’t sensed her presence until that moment, so he was caught totally off guard.


  “When did you even get there…?” asked Saito.


  “Of course you didn’t notice. I, Shise, was hiding inside your body, Ani-kun.”


  Saito grimaced. “Stop with the horror movie stuff already.” 


  “Somewhere around the middle, between your liver and your pancreas,” she added.


  “Oh, so now you can scale yourself up and down at will?”


  Even if Shisei was practically family, Saito drew the line at having someone inside him. No matter how close you were, there were boundaries that shouldn’t be crossed.


  “Oh yeah, Shisei-chan’s always been number three in our grade! If I get her to help me too, one plus two plus three equals six, and so I can become number six!” said Himari.


  “Um, you’re dropping in the ranks, though. Are you sure about this?” asked Saito. 


  “I’m totally sure!” she replied proudly, puffing out her chest. “I might not look it, but I can do basic addition!” 


  That wasn’t really the concern here, Saito thought.


  “You know what? Let’s just have a study group—all four of us—at Akane’s house!” Himari proposed.


  “My house?!” Akane was visibly startled. 


  Saito, though hiding it better, was equally alarmed.


  “No objections here,” Shisei chimed in. “A study group at Akane’s house…with lots of delicious food…yum…”


  “It’s not a dinner party,” Saito muttered.


  As Shisei drooled a waterfall from her mouth, Saito hurriedly wiped it away with her own handkerchief. The desk was dangerously close to being completely soaked.


  “Got it. I, Shise, will bring my own spoon and fork.”


  “You don’t get it at all.”


  Like Saito, Shisei was the type to score well at exams just by listening in class, so she didn’t particularly need a study group in the first place.


  “What do you think, Akane? Is it okay if we come to your house?” Himari asked carefully.


  “Um…well…”


  Akane shot a quick glance at Saito, but he pretended not to notice. If they exchanged looks now and anyone caught on, it would be a disaster.


  “If Akane says no, I guess it’ll just be me and Saito-kun at the library, huh?” Himari said with a slight tease in her voice.


  The very next moment, Akane found herself saying, “Leave it to me! As a master of self-study, I’ll provide the perfect study environment!”


  She stood tall, pounding her chest with confidence.


   


  During break time, as Akane passed by Saito’s desk, she whispered to him.


  “Come by the empty classroom. I need to talk to you.”


  Saito nodded. Even though he knew it wasn’t the time for such feelings, his heart fluttered a little, like he was playing at being in an espionage movie. Secret strategy meetings in empty rooms were a spy film staple.


  Saito slipped out of Class 3-A’s room unseen and walked down the hallway, staying wary of anyone following him. If there were any pursuers, he would have to deal with them.


  When he entered the empty classroom, Akane was already there, leaning against the wall, deep ridges etched between her brows.


  “This has gotten complicated,” Akane said. “I can’t believe they decided to have the study group at my house and drag you into it.”


  “You mean our house, right? You haven’t forgotten that, have you?”


  Akane gave him a small, almost mocking smile. “Of course I remember. But you want to think that way, don’t you?” she said.


  “It’s not wishful thinking! I do actually live there! Don’t just quietly erase my residence rights!” Saito protested. He couldn’t afford to be cast out—it wasn’t like he could just go back to his parents’ place now. Being left homeless was a risk he desperately needed to avoid.


  “Look, we have to make sure Himari doesn’t think you live there,” Akane continued. “Are you ready to reprise your role properly?”


  “Wait…acting? You mean that argument just now was part of an act?! You looked like you were being serious!” Saito exclaimed.


  “Of course not,” said Akane with a shrug.


  Well, it sure felt serious.


  “Honestly, the real issue is if Himari shows up earlier than expected, like last time,” said Saito.


  “Yes, even if we set a specific time, it’s not a guarantee…” Akane muttered, looking genuinely troubled as she thought about what to do next.


  “For now, let’s head home separately,” Saito instructed. “I’ll go get some snacks with Himari to buy us some time. You handle cleaning up the house before we get there.”


  “So, you want to go shopping alone with Himari?! So the two of you can tie yourselves together with a scarf and disappear into the night?!” Akane accused, stepping in close.


  “I have absolutely no idea what you’re referencing, but that’s not what I’m planning,” Saito shot back. Especially the part about the scarf—where did that come from?


  “Fine. I’ll sort out the house properly, then. We can’t let her see the second floor, so I’ll put up some kind of restricted access tape across the stairs,” Akane said.


  “If you put up ‘KEEP OUT’ tape, it’ll just make her want to see what’s there even more,” Saito pointed out.


  “Why? It’d be a crime scene! You’d get scolded by the police!”


  “There are no police in our house.”


  They really, really didn’t need to provoke unnecessary curiosity.


  “Then how about setting a trap on the stairs? Step on the first stair, and arrows shoot out,” Akane suggested, completely deadpan.


  Saito gasped. “We’re not trying to kill her!” 


  “Oh, she won’t die. I’ll just coat the arrows with a paralyzing poison.”


  “Hey, she’s not a thief! She’s your friend!”


  Akane blinked, as if finally coming to her senses. “Oh, that’s right! I’ll have to be careful…”


  “Please, seriously…”


  At this point, Saito was overwhelmed by the deep desire to bail on the study session altogether.


   


  After school, Saito, Shisei, and Himari stopped by a convenience store to buy some snacks. The plastic bag Saito was carrying was packed to the brim with food.


  “Shisei-chan, you sure bought a lot! If you eat too much, you won’t have room for Akane’s dinner, you know?” Himari warned her cheerfully.


  Chest puffed out proudly, Shisei replied, “No worries. I, Shise, will finish all of this and still politely finish Akane’s dinner.” 


  “So, you’re planning on staying for dinner too…” Saito muttered.


  “I, Shise, will also eat Akane.”


  “Wait—no way, Shisei-chan…” Himari’s cheeks flushed.


  “Don’t eat Akane,” Saito scolded, dispelling any notion of cannibalism toward his spouse. It was probably a joke—but with Shisei, you could never be too sure. 


  “This is your first time going to Akane’s house, right? It’s brand new and super pretty!” Himari walked happily beside Saito.


  “Y-yeah. Sure. I’m really looking forward to it,” Saito replied in a stiff voice.


  Far from the first time—he woke up there every day—but he couldn’t let that slip. If anyone in their class found out that he and Akane were married and living together, all hell would break loose.


  Himari tilted her head curiously. “But, y’know what? Something felt a little weird last time I visited Akane’s new house. It didn’t really feel like her place. The smell, the curtains…they were different than at her old place,” she said.


  Sharp observation. Saito broke out in a cold sweat.


  “M-maybe she redecorated? Since she moved, she might’ve wanted a fresh start,” Saito offered.


  “Hmm…maybe. But even the bowls in the cupboard were different. Would you really replace all your dishes when you move?” Himari pressed, skeptical.


  “Maybe…the moving company broke everything?” Saito suggested. He was really grasping at straws here.


  “Well, I hope she at least gave that moving company a bad review,” said Himari, genuinely frightened.


  Between spotting the matching bento earlier and this, Himari’s instincts were clearly sharp. Saito was sweating, wondering if they could really get through the visit without Himari noticing anything suspicious.


  “Hey, wait…Saito-kun, do you already know where Akane’s house is?” Suddenly, Himari stopped walking and stared at him.


  “Whoa! Wh-what makes you say that? I have no idea!”


  “It’s just…you seem to know the way. I haven’t even been leading you.”


  “Ah…well, I asked Akane for her address when we decided to have the study group,” said Saito in a rushed tone.


  “I see. Wow, you’re amazing, Saito-kun—knowing the way without a map and all!” 


  Himari seemed satisfied with that. Her instincts were unnervingly sharp, but she was so trusting that he was able to evade detection.


  To avoid inviting any further suspicion, Saito deliberately slowed down to follow Himari’s lead. Shisei tugged at the hem of Saito’s uniform.


  “What is it?”


  “Don’t worry, it’ll be fine. If the worst happens, you’ll have my support.”


  “That’s reassuring…”


  “If your marriage gets exposed and you’re expelled, I, Shise, will take you in as my kept man.”


  “Could you maybe step in before I get expelled?” Saito protested in a whisper.


  Shisei held up two fingers. “As my kept man, Ani-kun will be given two hundred thousand yen every day so I can go out and gamble.”


  “That’s excessive,” Saito muttered.


  “And you’ll have a private limo and a beautiful chauffeur,” she added.


  “What kind of karma does it take to get into a heaven like that?”


  But that wasn’t the heaven he wanted. Saito didn’t wish for needless conflict—he had dreams and goals he wanted to achieve, which now seemed far too distant. Even with talent like his own, he could say with conviction that they would come true.


  Finally, the three of them arrived at the house. Himari pressed the intercom button, and hurried footsteps that echoed from inside were heard before Akane flung the door open.


  “W-welcome! It’s a bit messy, though…” Akane said, panting heavily as she greeted them. It seemed Akane hadn’t had enough time today, either—she hadn’t even changed out of her school uniform yet. She was trying to hide a pile of half-sorted belongings behind her back, but Saito could clearly see a bag stuffed with his own laundry peeking out.


  “P-pardon the intrusion…” Saito greeted awkwardly.


  This is the most nerve-wracking homecoming I’ve ever experienced…


  Saito was acutely aware of how stiff his voice sounded and worried that Himari might notice. Spotting his leather shoes still sitting at the entrance, he subtly nudged them to the side to make them less obvious.


  “Akane, food, food,” Shisei tugged on Akane’s sleeve.


  “Food comes after the study session,” Akane replied firmly.


  “Ever heard the phrase ‘An army marches on its stomach,’ Akane?”


  “Yeah, but you bought snacks, didn’t you?!”


  “I prefer Akane’s cooking.”


  “Ugh…” Akane blushed under the weight of the direct compliment.


  “Wait, since when are Akane and Shisei-chan all lovey-dovey?! Not fair—I want in too!” Himari cried and latched onto their arms.


  As the three girls clung to one another with glee, Saito remained on edge, anxiously scanning for any personal belongings he might have left lying around. The open kitchen and living room showed signs of frantic and hurried tidying, but thankfully, there were no obviously incriminating items. Akane must have been sprinting around the house. 


  Saito sat down at the living room table and spread out his study materials. He felt like he could breathe again—if only a little. Shisei, for her part, showed no interest in studying; she hadn’t even taken out a notebook and was happily munching on cookies instead.


  “So, what exactly do you need me to teach you? Himari, what don’t you understand?” asked Saito.


  “Problem is…I don’t even know what I don’t understand!” Himari replied with a carefree smile—the textbook answer for a student with bad grades.


  “Let me rephrase: When did you start falling behind in class?”


  Himari tilted her head, thinking hard. “Uhh…first grade…?”


  “You’ve been struggling since one plus one level?!” Saito groaned in despair. That amount of lost time was staggering; even thinking about catching up felt overwhelming to him.


  “When we were kids, Himari didn’t seem to have a hard time keeping up,” Akane chimed in. “It wasn’t until the spring of our first year of high school that her math grades started dropping.”


  “Oh, that’s right! Akane, you really pay close attention to me!” said Himari, impressed.


  “W-well…naturally…we’re friends,” Akane mumbled.


  “Not just friends, right? Besties!”


  “B-besties,” Akane agreed, blushing shyly.


  Saito took a pause and thought before speaking. “I see. So the trouble started around factoring. We’ll need to go back and review the first-year high school math curriculum,” he said.


  “First year?! Why?!” Himari gaped.


  “Because patching things up by just teaching you what’s in today’s class won’t help much if your foundation is shaky. We have to drill the basics into you first,” Saito explained.


  “B-but…won’t that be a huge hassle for you, Saito-kun?” asked Himari hesitantly.


  Saito snorted. “Teaching someone is always a huge hassle. Don’t worry about it.”


  “R-right…” said Himari, clasping her hands tightly on her lap.


   


  And so the study session began—or rather, Saito’s private tutoring continued—in the living room. Spread out on the table was a reference book Akane had used back in their first year of high school. Being the diligent person she was, she had apparently brought it with her to their new home when they moved.


  “…Next, try applying the formula we just went over here,” Saito prompted.


  Hesitant, Himari stared at her notebook before cautiously putting her mechanical pencil to work.


  “L-like this?” She looked up at Saito with uncertain, upturned eyes.


  “Correct. Well done.”


  “R-really? I actually solved it! Saito-kun, you’re really good at teaching!” Himari gushed, her face lit up.


  “Am I?” asked Saito.


  “Yeah! You’re way better than the teachers at school! Right, Akane?”


  “S-sure, he’s not too bad, but compared to me, he’s still a fledgling!” said Akane, crossing her arms and raising her chin proudly.


  “A fledgling? Is Saito-kun a chick?” Himari tilted her head in confusion.


  “Not a chick—a fledgling! It means he’s still a rookie!” Akane corrected hastily.


  “We’re the same age, you know,” Saito pointed out.


  “How did you get so good at teaching, Saito-kun?” asked Himari.


  “I read a few books on education techniques for fun. I’ve been trying out some of the methods they mentioned.”


  “Wow, you really are a genius, Saito-kun! Amazing, amazing!” exclaimed Himari.


  Showered with such unreserved praise, Saito couldn’t help but feel a little pleased. After all, he had always enjoyed teaching people and helping them out.


  “Hey, hey, teach me more! Studying might actually be fun if it’s with Saito-kun!” said Himari, her eyes sparkling as she leaned over to look at the reference book on the table.


  Already sitting side by side, the distance between Saito and Himari was minimal, and now Himari’s shoulder pressed firmly against Saito’s. Through the thin fabric of her blouse, he could feel the soft touch of her biceps against his.


  “H-hey…” said Saito, startled.


  “What’s up?” Himari innocently replied, but even as she spoke, the tips of her ears were turning red. She was clearly aware of the physical contact—and yet, she wasn’t pulling away. She was doing it on purpose.


  “Don’t play dumb. You know exactly what you’re doing,” Saito said.


  “You’ll have to spell it out for me. Remember? I’m dumb,” Himari teased.


  “You…” Saito muttered, at a loss.


  “Do you hate me being close to you, Saito-kun?” asked Himari quietly.


  It felt like she was pressing even closer now. Saito didn’t exactly dislike it, but he couldn’t move without hurting her feelings. Also, he noticed a burning glare boring into him from the direction of Akane. She sat stiffly, eyebrows drawn tight in a scowl. Whether it was jealousy or simple irritation, he wasn’t sure, but there was no mistaking the angry, searing aura she was giving off.


  “Ani-kun, I’m bored. Stop studying and pay attention to me too,” Shisei said, wrapping her arms around Saito’s neck from behind.


  A ridiculous demand given this was supposed to be a study session, but Saito took the opportunity—he stood up and peeled Shisei off him.


  “Hey all, let’s take a break. Pushing too hard will only lower our efficiency,” Saito suggested.


  “Aww, but I could keep going! If it’s with Saito-kun, I could go all night!” Himari pouted.


  Himari probably didn’t mean anything suggestive by it, but her phrasing was questionable.


  “Himari was just about to awaken to the joy of studying! How could you stop her now, Saito? You’re nipping her potential right in the bud!” Akane protested.


  What?! I stopped because you were staring daggers at me, Akane! 


  Saito screamed internally. But of course, Akane wasn’t the type of girl to notice such fine details. Just as sparks were about to fly between Saito and Akane, Himari stepped in to mediate.


  “W-wait, don’t fight! I’m fine, really! I mean, I am pretty tired, and I might actually be able to focus better if we take a break,” said Himari at a rapid-fire pace.


  “Really? If you’re okay with it, then fine, I guess… You’re not just forcing yourself to be polite to Saito, right?” said Akane.


  “No, no, not at all! If anything, I should be thanking Saito-kun for putting up with my selfish request to study together!” said Himari brightly.


  Just like that, Akane’s stern expression softened. The tense, burning aura that had surrounded her seemed to evaporate instantly.


  Himari is a beast tamer!


  Saito was genuinely impressed by Himari’s skill. If he tried to calm Akane down, it would have taken him at least an hour, but Himari managed it in seconds.


  “Himari… Please take me in as your disciple!” Saito pleaded.


  Himari blinked in confusion. “Huh? Wh-what? But you’re the one teaching me!” 


  “No, I mean I want to learn how you’re able to tame Akane so easily.”


  “How dare you treat me like a wild beast?!” Akane bared her teeth, ready to pounce.


  Himari clasped her hands together in front of her chest, closed her eyes, and spoke with all the serenity of a saint. “The secret to getting Akane to be gentle is…love!”


  “Love, huh… Then I give up,” Saito replied immediately.


  It only took a moment for Saito to put that thought aside—he knew, even if he were to reincarnate a million times, it did not feel realistic for him to love the dragon that she was.


  “And there’s one more thing,” Himari added thoughtfully. “Akane really loves boobs, so if you just press your chest against her and give her a big hug, she’ll calm down.”


  “Himari?! Is that really what you think of me?!” Akane shrieked, embarrassed to the core, her cheeks turning bright red.


  “Well, but it’s true,” Himari said cheerfully. “When we went to the hot springs together, you even wanted to touch them!”


  “Th-that was just…I was a little…envious…” Akane mumbled, her voice trailing off.


  “Hmm?” Saito blinked in surprise.


  As Akane squirmed in embarrassment, Himari leaned in with a teasing smile. Meanwhile, Shisei stared at Himari’s chest with keen interest.


  “I, Shise, want to try it too,” Shisei announced.


  “Sure, go ahead!” Himari agreed casually.


  Caught in the frank girl talk, Saito—the only guy present—felt completely out of place. Trying to distract himself from the awkwardness, he opened a big bag of chocolates on the table.


  “U-um, let’s all just take a break and recharge with some sweets to get our brains working again,” Saito suggested.


  Shisei, however, brought out a deck of cards and held them up.


  “Ani-kun, Shisei wants to play Memory,” she said.


  “I just said it’s break time! We’re supposed to rest our brains!” Saito protested.


  “Destruction and creation are two sides of the same coin. By completely breaking down the brain first, its processing power will be regenerated,” Shisei stated confidently.


  “There’s no way that’s true.”


  “It is. I, Shise, destroyed and recreated this world after all,” she said matter-of-factly.


  “Your god complex is getting out of hand…”


  “Shise wants to play. Shise wants to play cards with Ani-kun.”


  Determined not to budge, Shisei plopped herself firmly on Saito’s lap. She must have been feeling pretty lonely after being ignored during the study session.


  “All right, all right… Just for a little, okay?” Saito relented.


  “Ani-kun gives in whenever his little sister begs,” Shisei said smugly.


  “If you know that about me, stop taking advantage of it,” Saito replied, giving her a light flick on the head. He glanced at the others. 


  “You guys want to play too?”


  “Of course! I’ve never played cards with you before, Saito-kun!” said Himari.


  “I’ll crush you with my overwhelming memory skills!” Akane declared, fired up.


  Both Himari and Akane were clearly motivated.


  The table was still cluttered with study materials and snacks. Cleaning it all up would be a pain, so playing on the carpet seemed like the better option. Saito began shuffling and laying out the cards on the floor, while Akane stared at him suspiciously.


  “No cheating, okay…?”


  “I wouldn’t cheat at a simple game like this. Relax, Akane,” Saito said.


  “I can’t relax! You might be marking the cards with some kind of ant trail pheromones or something…” Akane accused him with an absurd level of distrust.


  “I don’t even have the ability to detect ant pheromones. If you’re that worried, why don’t you lay them out yourself?” 


  “Fine! I don’t trust you anyway!” Akane huffed and took over.


  She laid out the cards in a perfectly aligned grid, every row and column evenly spaced—a very Akane-like display of meticulous precision. Once the setup was done, they played rock-paper-scissors to determine the order: Akane, Shisei, Himari, and then Saito. Akane did a little victory dance.


  “Yes! I’m first! I beat Saito already!” Akane crowed over her good luck.


  “The game hasn’t even started yet,” Saito pointed out flatly.


  A bit premature of Akane to be savoring victory, but she tilted her chin up and looked down at Saito smugly.


  “Oh, don’t you know the saying? ‘First move, first win’?”


  “In Memory, I don’t think ‘first move, first win’ really applies,” Saito pointed out. After all, card games like this heavily relied on luck; the turn order didn’t actually matter much.


  “Too bad for you, it totally applies! I’ll just take all the cards before you even get a chance!” Akane boasted as she confidently flipped over her first two cards—a six of spades and a queen of hearts.


  Saito cupped a hand around his ear and teased, “Hm? Sorry, I didn’t catch that, what did you say? ‘I’ll take all the cards before you even get a chance’?”


  “Tch! Y-you still won’t get a chance! Because thanks to an unfortunate accident, you’ll suffer a complex fracture right now!” Akane fumed.


  “No fighting outside the game!” Himari stepped in quickly, stopping Akane from resorting to violence.


  “Bless you, Himari.” Saito clasped his hands together as if praying to her. She really was like a goddess of peace—just having her around felt like insurance against any danger. Honestly, Saito thought, it’d be nice if she moved in.


  “W-well, everyone has a rough start!” Akane said, pretending to stay calm while she stared intently at the overturned cards, likely trying to memorize the suits and numbers.


  Next up, Shisei turned over her cards—an ace of clubs and a king of spades.


  “Thanks for the snack,” said Shisei.


  “Don’t you dare.”


  Saito quickly stopped Shisei as she tried to put the cards into her mouth. He could replace the deck if needed, sure, but he didn’t want this study session to turn into an emergency stomach-pumping event.


  “Ani-kun, you have no right to stop Shise,” she pouted.


  “I do. For one, these aren’t your cards,” said Saito, thinking that he could not possibly reveal in front of Himari that the cards were actually his.


  “You shouldn’t have the right to steal food from your starving little sister.”


  “Those are cards, not food.”


  “Shise’s main diet is Ani-kun. Shise’s side dishes are paper products.”


  “Stop adopting survival strategies like a koala munching on poisonous eucalyptus,” Saito retorted. He restrained Shisei on his lap and carefully reset the cards, while Himari watched the two intently.


  “Aw, lucky Shisei-chan! I want to sit on Saito-kun’s lap too,” Himari said with a smile.


  Shisei gave a thumbs-up. “Go ahead. You can sit on top of Shisei,” Saito offered.


  “Okay! Okay!” Himari chirped.


  “Hey! You’re going to crush Shisei-san!” Akane protested.


  After all, Himari was about the same height as Saito, and much tinier Shisei was basically elementary school-sized.


  “Shise won’t get crushed. If anything, she’ll expand,” said Saito.


  “Why?!” Akane demanded.


  “Yeah, why?” Shisei asked as she tilted her head innocently.


  “Oh, so it’s only okay when you say weird stuff like that,” Saito muttered.


  “Okay, my turn!” said Himari, flipping over her cards—the queen of diamonds and the ace of spades.


  “Ah, totally no good,” Himari pouted and flipped them back.


  “It’s been a while since I played Memory,” Saito mused as he took his turn, flipping over the ace of spades and the ace of clubs, then the queen of diamonds and the queen of hearts—matching them perfectly.


  “Four cards already…! I won’t lose!” Akane, fired up, bristled with determination.


  However, from that point onward, the living room descended into a scene of pure chaos—mainly punctuated by Akane’s frustrated shrieks:


  “Saito took the pair again?!” 


  “Why are you getting all the right cards?! Are you psychic or something?!”


  “You’re taking too many! Do you even have a heart?!” 


  The number of cards dwindled rapidly, and the game was over in no time.


  The final tally was Himari: 0 cards, Akane: 2 cards, Shisei: 6 cards, and Saito: 44 cards.


  After Saito’s overwhelming victory, the living room fell into silence.


  “I-I haven’t lost yet…” Akane trembled, clutching her wrinkled cards, now on the verge of tears.


  “Wow…” Himari stared wide-eyed.


  “Come to think of it, I just remembered we’re not supposed to play Memory against Ani-kun,” Shisei muttered, tossing her cards in the air.


  Crap…


  Since it was just among close friends, Saito played seriously, thinking it would be rude for him to hold back his abilities, particularly against the fiercely competitive Akane. As a result, though, the atmosphere had turned heavy.


  “Umm…should we, um, play another round…?” Himari suggested, looking around hopefully.


  No one nodded. No one wanted to play a game where defeat was guaranteed—the vibe had been murdered in cold blood, and Saito was holding the knife.


  Saito stood up. “…I’ll, uh, go buy some ice cream. You guys play without me for a bit.” Feeling awkward, Saito excused himself and headed outside.


  He couldn’t help recalling his elementary school days. Back then, when someone brought playing cards to school and they played Memory, Saito’s monstrous skill had wowed the whole class. At first, everyone was fascinated and wanted to play with him, but gradually, they stopped. Even when other games became popular, and even when handheld consoles spread among the boys, no one invited him to play games together. Eventually they stopped asking him to play soccer or baseball too, even though Saito never had particularly outstanding physical abilities.


  “It’s no fun playing with that Saito guy. I’ll just end up beaten down and left in the dust.”


  That was the image that had been cemented in everyone’s mind. By the time Saito realized he needed to hold back against kids his own age, it was already too late. When he told his grandfather, the tycoon Houjou Tenryu, about it, the old man just laughed and said, “That’s fine. Crushing the rabble and inspiring fear—that’s the mark of an emperor.”


  But I don’t want to be an emperor…


  As Saito bitterly chewed over the memory, Akane came after him.


  “You’re out shopping too?” he asked.


  “I’m not here to shop. I have to keep an eye on you so you don’t run off after winning,” said Akane curtly.


  “I wasn’t planning on running away…” 


  Akane scowled beside him as Saito made his way toward the nearest convenience store. He had hoped to escape the awkward atmosphere back at the house, only to end up walking with the one person whose anger was causing that atmosphere. Nothing in life was ever easy.


  “You really do have a crazy memory. Not just for studying, huh,” said Akane.


  “Creepy, right?”


  “Huh?” Akane blinked at him.


  “I’m at least that self-aware. This memory of mine…it’s creepy.” Saito gave a self-deprecatory smile. “Everyone in the Houjou family is a freak in a way—has some part of their brain completely out of whack. Shise can do really complicated mental math instantly, and my aunt, Shise’s mom, can spot errors smaller than a micron. In my case, I have a freak memory,” Saito elaborated.


  “Are you saying…you’re from a bloodline of geniuses?” Akane asked.


  Saito nodded. “Essentially. My memory’s so detailed I used to creep people out—even my parents and classmates. I got accused of being a stalker once.”


  “Yeah, you even remembered my favorite food I wrote about in the class anthology years ago,” said Akane.


  “Yup. I wasn’t necessarily stalking you, though.”


  Maybe he needed to be a bit more careful about how he behaved. He was no longer the open, purehearted kid he once was—in fact, now, Saito didn’t much care how strangers thought of him. But when it came to family and friends—the people he spent his daily life with—he didn’t want to lose their trust or goodwill.


  “…I envy you…” Akane murmured beside him as they walked, her eyes fixed straight ahead.


  “Envy me?” It was an unexpected reaction from her.


  “Yeah, of course. If I had memory like that, I wouldn’t have to struggle so much with studying. And if I could remember what people like or hate, I could be more considerate of them,” she said.


  “You being considerate?” Saito could hardly believe his ears.


  “Don’t be rude! It’s not like I want to be fighting all the time! Keep it up and I’ll throw your body in the waters of Tokyo Bay!” With threats more suited to a gangster than a high school girl, Akane huffed and stormed ahead, her shoulders stiff with irritation.


  Saito chuckled softly. She was as aggressive as ever, but he realized his own steps had gotten a little lighter.


  Apparently, Akane hadn’t found his abilities creepy at all after that card game. She was just genuinely frustrated about losing—the same way she always was, burning with that fierce competitive spirit.


  In high school, none of Saito’s classmates had ever tried to compete with him. They kept their distance, seeing him as someone abnormal, beyond their reach—someone not even worth challenging or getting close to. 


  But Akane never did that. She had charged at him full speed, clashing with him head on and throwing sparks in every encounter. It was frustrating for Saito, for sure—but maybe, just maybe, it was thanks to that noisy, troublesome girl that he hadn’t felt lonely these last few years.


  She was the first person who had ever openly declared Saito her rival.


   


  After buying ice cream for the group, Saito and Akane made their way back home. When they returned to the living room, they found Shisei and Himari had booted up the gaming console.


  “Oh no! Shisei-chan! The zombie’s coming your way!” Himari shouted.


  “Zombies are friends. We’ll be able to get along,” Shisei replied calmly.


  “No, we won’t! Look, it’s biting you!” Himari pointed out frantically.


  “Unleash the fire!” Shisei incinerated her zombie “friends” with a flamethrower. The poor enemies were swallowed by a swirling inferno, letting out a final, harmonious scream as they disintegrated into ash. This was a horror game, definitely not the kind of thing you’d expect to find in Akane’s house. 


  Akane was standing there, trembling, her face drained of all color. “Um, wh-what are you two doing…?” she stammered.


  Himari turned from the sofa and chirped, “Hey, welcome back! I didn’t know you liked zombie games too, Akane! You should’ve told us!”


  “Uh, well, I mean…it’s not exactly my game… My dad bought it, or something…right?” Akane threw a desperate glance at Saito.


  Don’t drag me into this! Saito mentally screamed. 


  She was clearly panicking, but she’d made a terrible move.


  “Wait, why would Saito-kun know the kinds of games your dad buys?” As feared, Himari tilted her head in confusion.


  “Th-that’s because…Saito and my dad had a fated meeting at the supermarket fish section! They hit it off, and then—then…they went on a tuna fishing expedition together in the middle of winter!” Akane was clearly flailing in desperation. 


  What the hell are you even talking about?! Saito glared at Akane.


  Akane met his gaze with the cold eyes of a trained assassin—but Saito could not find any reasonable grounds for deserving this treatment.


  “Saito-kun, are you interested in fishing or something?” Himari asked, seemingly very intrigued. 


  Left with no other option, he had to go all in and ride the wave. “Y-yeah. Tuna fishing is awesome! Nothing beats the thrill of reeling in a big tuna, slicing it up right there on the boat, and scarfing it down fresh in a bowl!” Saito gushed with forced enthusiasm, flashing a wild thumbs-up.


  “Wow, that sounds amazing! Next time, take me with you!” Himari pressed her hands together and pleaded.


  “Uh, sure, i-if the chance comes up…” Saito mumbled, avoiding her sparkling gaze.


  “Hey, but can girls even catch tuna with their strength?”


  “If you’re struggling, just rely on me,” Saito replied, baring his teeth in a wink.


  “You’re so cool, Saito-kun! I’ll definitely do that!” Himari grinned brightly.


  “Ha ha ha…”


  Saito started to sweat buckets. Even though he was just trying to go along with the story, it was painful to have weird details getting tacked onto his biography. He’d never even been near a fishing boat in his life. Now, though, it looked like he might need to study up on tuna just in case.


  Saito and Akane quickly retreated into the hallway and started a whispered emergency meeting.


  “Why the hell didn’t you put away the game console?” Saito whispered accusingly.


  “There was just too much stuff to clean up! And I thought it would be fine, since I didn’t leave any horror games lying around!” Akane hissed back defensively.


  “That game was a download title,” Saito explained, grimacing.


  “Download title?” Akane blinked, not following. “So it’s like a haunted doll that just walks back to the house no matter where you hide it?”


  “No, it’s not a haunted doll! The game is stored inside the console itself!” Saito corrected, exasperated.


  “But the console doesn’t even look that thick…” Akane frowned suspiciously.


  The cultural gap left Saito groaning, cradling his head in his hands. Akane was, through and through, an ordinary civilian—gaming norms just didn’t register with her.


  “I’ll explain later! We need to get that console away from them now before something terrible happens,” Saito urged.


  Akane gulped nervously.


  “Something terrible… Don’t tell me…if they keep playing, they’ll turn into zombies too?” she whispered fearfully.


  “No, it’s not a cursed game!” Saito barked. “The problem is that console also has, uh…some risqué games on it.”


  His confession stopped Akane cold. Fury and disdain seemed to hit their limit instantly inside of her mind—she spoke in broken words like a glitching computer.


  “I, am, uh, reporting this, to…the police,” she declared.


  “It’s legal! They’re legit! These are games high schoolers are allowed to play!” Saito protested desperately.


  “Why do you even have stuff like that?! You—you pervert monster!” Akane shrieked.


  “I’m not a pervert monster! It’s just one of those spin-off games for a famous fighting series! You know, where the heroines who usually beat each other bloody…just happen to play beach volleyball in swimsuits instead…” Saito explained miserably.


  “Hello, officer? Please have your snipers take him out immediately,” Akane said in a deadpan voice, raising her phone.


  “Stop that!”


  Saito snatched her phone away. Akane yanked it back and fled to the far end of the hallway.


  “Disgusting! Filthy! You’re getting the mandatory full body detergent bleach punishment!” Akane yelled, swinging her finger wildly at him in accusation.


  “Say whatever you want! But if we don’t act fast, they’ll find that risqué game, and you’ll have no choice but to explain to them that your dad bought it…” Saito hissed urgently.


  “No! That cannot happen!” Akane panicked.


  She bolted back into the living room, scolding Himari and Shisei sharply, telling them to focus on studying and snatching the console away without mercy. Saito then quietly proceeded to rescue the game console and stealthily sealed it away himself.


  Somehow, the group managed to get back on track with studying. 


  Determined not to let things spiral out of control again, Saito poured his focus into tutoring Himari. As long as they concentrated on studying, there was no opportunity for Himari to poke at any of the little inconsistencies around the house. Thankfully, Himari was earnest and quick to catch on, and watching her understanding deepen was surprisingly satisfying for Saito.


  Before long, the world outside the windows was cloaked in evening darkness.


  “Ughh…my head’s spinning…” said Himari.


  Worn out from all the unfamiliar studying, Himari slumped forward onto her notebook, looking thoroughly dizzy.


  “Good job,” said Akane as she brought over a tray of tea.


  Shisei immediately tried to gulp down her tea, only to scald herself and recoil, jerking her shoulders. Trembling slightly, she placed the cup back on the table and looked up at Saito.


  “Ani-kun, blow on it for me. Too hot.”


  “Blow on it yourself.”


  “Shise’s lung capacity isn’t sufficient. Can’t blow it cool.”


  “You don’t need to literally blow the whole tea away, just enough to cool it down.”


  Puffing her cheeks, Shisei obediently began blowing on her tea. 


  Meanwhile, Himari brought her cup to her nose and inhaled deeply. “Smells so good…you’re really good at making tea, Akane!”


  “It’s because you taught me. You’re still better than me, though.”


  “No way, you’re way better now!”


  “You know way more about different kinds of tea than I do,” Akane praised Himari, smiling a little.


  While Akane and the others flirted and chatted on the side, Saito found himself thinking, Am I the only person she sees as a rival? 


  The fact that Akane could actually let others excel gracefully left him with mixed feelings. If she had that skill, he wished she’d use it on him too.


  Himari sipped her tea, placed the cup on the table, and looked at Saito. “Thanks a bunch for today. You really drilled all that stuff into me. I feel like I can finally understand math a little better thanks to you,” said Himari warmly.


  “That’s good to hear. You’ve got potential, and it’s rewarding to teach someone like you.”


  “Really? Then…how about next time, we study at your place?” Himari suggested with a mischievous grin.


  “My house is…not really an option,” Saito said.


  After all, they were already there. 


  Himari leaned in closer with a playful smile and whispered, “How come? I’d love to see your room, Saito-kun.”


  “Hey, now…” Saito could feel his body temperature spike.


  “Aww, you’re blushing. How cute.”


  Himari rested her elbow on the table and moved even closer to Saito. At that moment, her arm accidentally hit her teacup, knocking it over. The tea spilled across her uniform and notebook.


  “Ah…!” Himari gasped.


  “You okay?!” Akane jumped to her feet in alarm.


  “Hang on, I’ll get some napkins!” said Saito. He rushed to the kitchen, yanked open a drawer in the dish cabinet, and pulled some out.


  “Here, clean it up with these,” he said, handing them to Himari.


  “Thanks!”


  Himari accepted the napkins but then tilted her head, puzzled.


  “Wait a second…Saito-kun, how did you know where the napkins were?” Her innocent eyes blinked in confusion.


  “…!”


  Akane and Saito stiffened as if struck by lightning. Himari looked back and forth between the napkin she was holding and Saito’s face. Akane was sweating profusely, wearing an expression Saito had never seen before.


  This is bad. Really bad.


  Saito could feel his stomach tightening with a burning sense of urgency. If he gave the wrong answer here, the ever-perceptive Himari would catch on to their secret. Peeling his dry tongue from the roof of his mouth, Saito carefully chose his words.


  “Th-that was just…a fluke, I guess…I must have gotten lucky…”


  Himari fell silent. Saito watched her reaction nervously, wondering if that excuse sounded too flimsy.


  “Wow, really? That’s amazing, Saito-kun!” Himari’s eyes sparkled.


  She bought it?!


  Half exasperated, half relieved, Saito let out a breath. Himari really was a trusting girl.


  “According to my calculations,” Shisei began, “in a house of this size, the probability of randomly finding a napkin in one try is one in 1.56 million—mmf!”


  Saito quickly clamped a hand over Shisei’s mouth before she could spill more damning statistics.


  Himari started wiping her uniform, but the stain wasn’t coming out easily.


  “If you scrub too hard, the stain will set. You should rinse it quickly,” Akane advised.
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  “O-okay. Um, where’s the bathroom?” asked Himari.


  “I, Shise, will guide you. We even have spare clothes here,” Shisei said proudly, as if it were her own house, and led Himari down the hallway. 


  The sound of the water running from the bathroom was audible in the living room. Akane turned to Saito with a piercing, accusatory glare.


  “You let Himari fawn all over you and got all mushy—that’s why you made such a stupid mistake,” said Akane.


  “I wasn’t mushy,” Saito denied.


  “You totally were! If you had just turned down the study session in the first place, we wouldn’t be in this mess!” Akane shoved a finger into Saito’s chest, glaring fiercely.


  “Rejecting her would’ve been too harsh.”


  “What, so you just want to stay on her good side? Because she looks like she’d happily do anything you asked?”


  “There’s no ulterior motive!” Saito shot back.


  “When Himari was clinging to you, you looked like a total criminal!”


  “No I didn’t…right?” Saito was starting to worry.


  “You totally did! You had a total ‘hand over your wallet’ face on!” Akane jabbed harder.


  “That’s not a sign I had an ulterior motive, that’s just robbery!”


  “Anyway!” said Akane. “Your stupid lovestruck face is disgusting! It pisses me off just looking at it! I feel like peeling it off your skull!”


  “That’s insane!”


  “Fine, if you won’t do it yourself, then I’ll…”


  Just as Akane started to lunge, the room went pitch-black.


  “Aaaargh—!”


  A soft, warm body collided into Saito’s body. Gone was the mouthy attitude; Akane was clinging to him, trembling like a leaf.


  “Scaredy-cat…” Saito said.


  “I’m not scared of a little blackout!” denied Akane, teary-eyed, looking up at him.


  “Yeah, you totally are. You’re about to cry,” Saito pointed out.


  “I just put in eye drops, that’s all!” Akane insisted, her voice shaking.


  “In just that split second?!” Saito teased.


  “Even a moment of hesitation can be fatal! What if I let my eyes get so dry my eyeballs pop out?!”


  “How am I supposed to respond to that…” Humans don’t have a feature where dry eye causes their eyeballs to eject.


  The living room and open kitchen were drowned in darkness. Not even the indicator lights on the hard disk recorder or the rice cooker were on. Through the window, Saito could still see the lights from neighboring houses. It wasn’t a neighborhood-wide blackout—it was probably just their house. Maybe they had overloaded the circuits.


  “I’ll go check the breaker.” Saito turned toward the hallway as Akane clung to his shirt.


  “Don’t leave me alone in this terrifying place!” By now, she was well past teary-eyed and firmly in the realm of full-on sobbing.


  “This is your house,” Saito said, exasperated.


  “What if someone’s living in the ceiling?! What if there’s some middle-aged guy in heart print pajamas smirking at us from the ceiling right now?!” Akane wailed.


  “Stop it. What kind of horror story is that?” Her imagination was ridiculous.


  “Possibility is infinite! If this keeps up, we’re both going to die!”


  “I really don’t think we’ll die…”


  Akane was clinging to him with all her might. Trying to peel her off would either hurt her or rip Saito’s uniform—and neither outcome seemed worth it. Saito gave up and sat down on the floor right there in the living room. Eventually, the power would come back…right? 


  Akane showed no sign of wanting to pull away. This girl, who always seemed so strong, had a hidden fragility. Saito became acutely aware of her presence. The soft rustling of her skirt, the faint, sweet and tangy scent wafting from her cool hair. Sitting still together in the darkness, it felt even more intense.


  “Say…do guys…prefer girls who are honest and straightforward?” Akane murmured.


  “Why are you asking?”


  “No reason.”


  The hand clinging to Saito’s shirt trembled slightly. Her downcast face was mostly hidden behind her bangs, but he could see her lips pressed tightly together. A faint ache stirred deep in Saito’s chest.


  An honest girl. He could guess who she was referring to—Himari. As to who the not-so-honest girl was—that was obvious too.


  “I think you’re wonderful just the way you are,” said Saito.


  “…!” 


  Akane drew a sharp breath. “I-I wasn’t talking about myself or anything…” Even now, she was trying to play it off.


  “Well, then I’m not talking about you, either. This is about ‘Girl A,’” said Saito.


  “‘Girl A’ sounds like a criminal, though…”


  “If it’s not about you, then it shouldn’t matter, right?” 


  Saito chuckled lightly. He couldn’t fully grasp what was going on in Akane’s mind, but he knew her question had taken courage—it had come from a vulnerable, genuine place. For once, Saito wanted to offer an unfiltered answer, straight from his own unfiltered heart.


  “Sure, Girl A is a pain in the neck…but lately, I feel like I’m starting to understand how she thinks,” Saito stated.


  “R-really…?” Like a frightened kitten, Akane mewed timidly.


  Saito spoke slowly. “Yeah. Girl A is stubborn, a hard worker, and shy. She doesn’t express her feelings straightforwardly, but it’s not because she’s mean. If anything, she cares more about other people’s happiness than anyone else.” 


  “Y-you’re giving her too much credit…” Akane fidgeted, flustered.


  “That’s why…despite the fact that she’s the most troublesome girl in the world…I can’t ever seem to dislike her.”


  The words slipped out before Saito could stop them, and his ears burned with embarrassment. He suddenly realized he wasn’t particularly straightforward himself. Just saying something that small made his heart pound violently.


  “Most troublesome in the world? You idiot,” murmured Akane.


  The insult that fell from Akane’s lips was weak, laden down with sweetness. Akane leaned her forehead against Saito’s chest.


  At that moment, the lights in the living room flickered back on.


  “Looks like the power’s back,” Saito said.


  “Y-yeah…”


  Just as Akane exhaled in relief, the door to the hallway opened, and Himari returned.


  “Whew, scary…a sudden blackout like that…” said Himari as she stepped inside, and then she gasped.


  “Ah…”


  Akane froze. She was still clinging to Saito, her hand gripping his shirt tightly. Even if it was because she’d been terrified, it was an unthinkable position for the usually proud Akane.


  Himari blinked in surprise. “You two look pretty close…”


  “W-we’re not close at all!” Akane’s shriek echoed through the room.


   


  The next day, Saito sat at his desk in the classroom, tilting his head in confusion. 


  “I still don’t get why only our house lost power…” Saito murmured to himself.


  It wasn’t like they had been using high-power appliances like the microwave or rice cooker. Since there hadn’t been any outages afterward, it didn’t seem like a wiring issue, either. Even after scouring the internet, he hadn’t found anyone else reporting a blackout.


  “Why are you so bothered by it?” asked Shisei, who was perched atop Saito’s desk.


  “Well, it’d be a real pain if it happens again, like in the middle of a game or something,” Saito replied.


  “That would be bad indeed. It’s just like that time when Ani-kun was in grade school, engrossed in that new role-playing game…and I, Shise, flipped the breaker as a prank. A tragedy,” said Shisei matter-of-factly.


  “Don’t remind me,” Saito closed his eyes, wincing as the traumatic memory resurfaced.


  “The data Ani-kun was in the middle of saving…was gone. Not only that, but all the other save data on the system was wiped too…” Shisei recounted in her usual flat tone.


  “Wait a minute—was it you this time too?” Saito hoisted Shisei up by her sides, lifting her into the air for interrogation.


  “I, Shise, didn’t do anything,” she shook her head. Dangling limply, she looked just like a porcelain doll. Her unreadable expression made it impossible to tell whether she was lying.


  With a sigh, Saito lowered Shisei back onto the floor. 


  At that moment, Himari walked up to Saito’s desk. “Saito-kun, there was something I didn’t understand in class earlier… Could you go over it with me again?” Himari’s eyes shone bright, full of hope.


  “Sure. It’s good that you’re so eager to learn,” said Saito, nodding.


  “Thanks a bunch!” Himari beamed.


  Whatever her motivations, Saito thought it would only benefit her future to keep studying hard now. Young love was fleeting, and once they graduated, Himari might forget about Saito entirely—but everything she learned would stay with her.


  “Hey Akane, you should study with us too!” Himari called over to Akane.


  “I’ll pass. I’ve got nothing to learn from that guy,” Akane huffed, turning up her chin proudly.


  “Suit yourself,” said Saito with a shrug. Business as usual for Akane.


  Maybe it would’ve been better if he had left her alone in the dark a little longer yesterday to teach her a lesson, Saito thought grimly. As he was plotting his vengeance, Akane leaned closer to his desk, brushed back her hanging hair, and whispered quietly:


  “Wh-when we get home…y-you better tutor me properly, okay?”
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  Without waiting for a response, Akane spun on her heel and hurried back to her seat, burying her head in her arms. Her ears were bright red.


  Saito shifted restlessly in his chair, feeling the heat creep up his own ears as well. 


  He was certain that his ears were just as red as hers.
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  Chapter 2:
Date


   


  WITH A THUNDEROUS CRASH, THE DOOR TO Saito’s study flew open—or rather, was kicked open. Akane burst in, her arms overloaded with blunt instruments. Her eyes were bloodshot, her nostrils flaring, her lips twisted in a snarl—truly the face of a demon.


  “Here I am! I’ve come to have you tutor me!” Akane declared.


  “You sure you’ve not come here to murder me?”


  Reflexively, Saito leapt back—chair and all—toward the window. In this house, survival wasn’t about logic; it was about raw animal instinct.


  “I wouldn’t kill a valuable source of information…” Akane muttered.


  “That’s exactly the kind of line someone says right before they kill you,” said Saito.


  “What are you babbling about? I’m giving you the chance to teach someone like me! You should be grateful!”


  “Never had someone order me to teach them before. That’s new,” said Saito.


  “Sh-sh-sh-shut up!”


  Akane slammed her “weapons”—on closer inspection, they were just textbooks and thick dictionaries—down onto the desk. Her cheeks were blazing red, though it was unclear whether that was from carrying the heavy load or out of sheer embarrassment at asking Saito for help.


  Saito opened his mouth. “All right, then. First, let me see your proficiency test results.”


  Akane’s guard shot up instantly. “What kind of sneak attack is that?! No way I’m handing top-secret intel over to the enemy! If you find my weak points, you’ll exploit them to tear me down!” she shouted.


  “I’m not trying to conquer you, okay? I just want to analyze your scoring pattern.”


  “So that’s how you plan to strip me bare, huh…”


  Trembling, Akane hugged herself as if shielding her modesty. 


  Saito’s lips curled into a smirk. “You want to beat me, don’t you? If you can overcome your weaknesses, you might just figure out how to win. This isn’t the time to be picky about your methods…”


  “Grrr…” Akane grimaced with frustration and stormed out of the study.


  She returned moments later, handing over a neatly folded test paper with trembling hands.


  “D-don’t…look at it too closely…”


  “R-right…”


  Saito maybe had gone a little overboard teasing her. But seeing her squirm and flush like that made him feel like he was doing something borderline criminal. It wasn’t exactly guilt, but Saito wanted to be of real help, so he began skimming Akane’s English test. Since he’d taken the same test, he still remembered all the questions by heart.


  “H-how is it?” Akane asked anxiously.


  “The later the question, the lower your accuracy. I’m guessing you ran out of time and panicked near the end.”


  “H-how did you know?!” Akane exclaimed in shock.


  “Your handwriting got really shaky. Beyond that, it just has this whole…desperate energy to it.”


  “That’s because one hour is way too short!”


  “We don’t really have time to get into gripes about the foundations of the world’s systems now,” said Saito.


  “If I had 5,600 minutes, I’d totally get a perfect score…” Akane muttered, biting her nail.


  “Everyone gets the same amount of time. The key is managing it properly. From the way you write, you spent too long on the first half of the questions. You need to move faster and answer more loosely,” Saito advised.


  “If I rush and get it wrong, I’ll lose to you!” Akane snapped, puffing up her shoulders.


  You’re already losing by running out of time when you take it slow.


  Saito decided to keep his thoughts to himself. No need to pour oil on the fire.


  “Your biggest weakness is your tendency to get emotional,” he said instead.


  “I do not!” Akane shouted, pounding the desk.


  “You’re proving my point right now! Leave the poor desk alone!”


  Saito pulled her away from the desk like she was a growling stray dog.


  “And when you get emotional, your level of intelligence drops like crazy. You’re smart normally, but it goes down to like minus fifty if you’re flustered or angry.”


  “Can intelligence even go into the negatives?!” Akane retorted.


  “It’s a figure of speech. But still, you know it’s true.”


  “Ugh…w-well…maybe…”


  So she does realize it?!


  Even though he’d prompted the admission himself, Saito was taken aback by her agreeing with him. In that case, couldn’t she try a little harder to stay calm? Every time Akane panicked, she nearly spilled the beans about their marriage.


  “That weakness is apparent in this test result. Running out of time and panicking is normal, but the first step is learning to pace yourself so you don’t freak out,” he explained.


  “But reading comprehension takes so much time…”


  “Try to skim, reading on instinct.”


  “I can’t do that! The teacher’s super mean and crams in a bunch of words I’ve never seen before!”


  “That’s just how reading comprehension works. Still…I get it. You’re so damn earnest that you probably suck at skimming or just ‘getting the gist’…” said Saito thoughtfully.


  “In that case, we should try something that doesn’t rely on guesswork,” he added.


  Saito pulled a book from the back of his bookshelf. The title read Muscle! Vocabulary Powerhouse! 30,000-Word Special Master! On the cover, a muscular bodybuilder struck a pose with a dazzling smile.


  “Wh-what is that?” Akane backed away in hesitation.


  “It’s a vocab booster reference book. If you memorize all thirty thousand words, you’ll surely be able to read English fluently,” Saito explained.


  “There’s no way I can memorize that many!” she cried.


  Saito snorted. “Sure you can. If you learn three hundred words a day, you’ll be done in a few months.”


  “I’ll get carpal tunnel from all the writing…! Ah! That’s your plan, isn’t it?! You’re trying to destroy my hand so I can’t take the test!” Akane gasped, backing away with a pale face.


  “No writing necessary—it’s inefficient anyway. Just read and memorize the words,” said Saito.


  “Just…read?”


  “Human memory strengthens when we try to recall something. Writing over and over again with your hand is just mindless repetition—your brain isn’t being stimulated at all. It’s practically useless,” he explained.


  “But teachers always say writing is important…they even assign it as homework…” Akane murmured.


  Saito shrugged. “Teachers are idiots.” 


  “You’re serious…” Akane gave him an exasperated look.


  “Listen to me. This is the fastest way to learn vocabulary. First, go through the day’s one hundred English words and their meanings in Japanese all at once. Then conceal the Japanese side and try to recall what each word means. Keep repeating until you’ve got them all memorized,” Saito instructed.


  “I’ve done something like that with a vocab book in the past,” Akane admitted.


  Saito raised a finger and continued. “Here’s the important part: Before you learn new words the next day, you review the previous day’s batch. Then the day after that, you review the past two days’ words. Keep going just like that.”


  “If I do that for a week…wouldn’t I end up reviewing seven hundred words a day?” Akane swallowed hard.


  “You’re not writing them, so it won’t wear you out physically. But the effort of recalling over and over will etch them deep into your brain. Your vocab will grow fast,” Saito reassured.


  Akane remained skeptical. “…I wonder if it’ll really work.” 


  “Even if you don’t trust me, just try for a day. You’ll be surprised how much you remember even without writing.”


  “If it turns out to be a lie, I’m going to do writing practice all over your body,” she threatened—then turned her attention to the textbook and started scowling at it.


  I need to hide every permanent marker in this house…


  Saito felt the chill of danger as he quietly watched over Akane’s studying.


   


  Five hours later, a cheer erupted from Akane in the study room.


  “It’s true! I really can memorize things without writing them out!”


  “Right? Pointless effort gets you nowhere. What you need to do is hack the system,” said Saito with a grin.


  “So the teachers were deceiving us all along… I need to take my revenge right now…” Akane muttered, holding a clenched hand to her mouth.


  “What the hell are you planning? And don’t go taking revenge! They didn’t mean any harm. It’s just Japan’s obsession with outdated grit-and-grind mentalities.”


  “There he goes acting all high and mighty again,” Akane muttered.


  “Well, if the shoe fits,” Saito shot back.


  Akane looked exasperated, but Saito paid it no mind.


  “Everyone says there’s no shortcut in learning, and people cling to hard work just for the illusion of progress. But that’s all it is—an illusion. There is a shortcut in learning. And that path…is one I have carved myself.”


  “How arrogant can one person be?!” Akane yelled.


  “Refusing to think about efficiency is just mental laziness. Since ancient times, humans have used tools to make life more efficient—studying is no different. You get it now, right?” asked Saito.


  “Well, to be fair, your way of studying turned out to be very efficient. And your teaching, well…it’s actually kind of good…” said Akane, turning away with a frustrated face.


  Did…did she just compliment me?!


  Saito wasn’t just shocked—he was scared. He considered packing his things that night, before it was too late.


  “I mean, this isn’t my study method. I don’t actually study on my own at all,” he said.


  “Then where did you get this nonsense from?!”


  “I read a book on human memory mechanics and thought I’d test it out. I’ve tried it on a few other students to see how effective it is, and so far, it checks out.”


  “Do you realize your classmates aren’t your personal lab rats?”


  “Statistically, it worked best on you, Akane. I guess it makes a difference when you’re smart to begin with.”


  “Wha…” Akane recoiled.


  Hmm, she gets freaked out when praised too. Maybe “death by compliments” is the best strategy for dealing with her, Saito thought.


  “It’s getting late. Let’s call it a night and get some sleep,” he suggested.


  “I’m not going to bed. There’s still eight hours until school starts,” said Akane with crystal-clear deter­mination.


  “Sleep! You’ll burn out again from sleep deprivation!”


  “Nope. Now, all my fatigue gets transferred to you.”


  “What kind of curse did you put on me?!”


  Saito tried to wrestle the study book away from Akane, but she clung to it desperately. The two of them tugged at it like a pair of wild animals fighting over a snack. Eventually, when Saito’s grip loosened for a split second, Akane stuffed the book inside her blouse.


  “Y-you wouldn’t dare reach in here, would you?” she said, face flushed, breathing heavily, her clothes disheveled from the struggle.


  “Darn it… That’s playing dirty…” Saito ground his teeth.


  It was rare to find someone this desperate to study. Usually, even parents couldn’t get high schoolers to sit at their desks.


  “Why are you so determined, anyway?” he asked.


  “I told you before. I want to become a doctor,” Akane replied.


  “I remember that. I guess what I’m really asking is—why do you want to be a doctor?”


  “That’s none of your business,” she shot back with suspicion.


  “You’re right. It has nothing to do with me. As long as we stay married this way, I couldn’t care less what job you aim for.”


  “…Exactly.”


  Still, despite the hesitation in his chest, Saito confessed plainly, “But I still want to know more about you.”


  Akane’s eyes widened. “…Why? What for?”


  “No reason. No goal. I just want to know. It’s like picking up a book because the cover looks interesting—I just want to read it. I want to read you,” he said.


  “I’m not a book…” Akane muttered, embarrassed, lowering her gaze.


  Saito felt like his body was burning. He knew he’d probably gone too far and weirded her out. But Akane didn’t run. She took a deep breath and lifted her face.


  “…When I was little…I had a younger sister, three years younger than me,” said Akane.


  “Younger sister…?”


  This was news to Saito. He’d seen Akane’s parents at school events but never heard she had a sibling.


  “She was really frail. Always sick. My parents worked like crazy to pay her medical bills, so they weren’t home much,” she said.


  “Ah, that’s why you’re good at cooking.”


  Akane nodded. “I couldn’t do anything but watch while she suffered. Even as she cried and begged her big sister for help, all I could do was stroke her head. I hated it. I hated how powerless I felt…”


  Her eyes glistened. Her quiet pain hung heavy in the room, and Saito’s chest tightened.


  “So…that’s why you want to be a doctor?”


  “I couldn’t save my sister. But there are still so many people suffering out there. I want to do what I can so no one has to cry like that again. This time, I want the strength to save someone.”


  In the silence of night, her words rang out clear and strong. She seemed like a different person, bathed in the stillness.


  She’s ridiculously earnest.


  Her temper’s terrible. She’s aggressive. She’s far from what you’d call “nice.” But her soul burns pure, like a passionate flame.


  “…Where is your sister now?” Saito asked.


  “She’s…gone. To a beautiful faraway place,” Akane murmured, biting her lip.


  Saito understood what that meant—and found himself unable to respond.


   


  A few days later, Akane still hadn’t regained her usual energy.


  “Sigh…”


  Even during breakfast before school, she sighed as she nibbled on her toast. Her hair and ribbon looked droopy, and her normally larger than life presence felt smaller than usual.


  What’s going on? Not even a snide comment this morning?


  Saito almost asked her what was on her mind, but he stopped himself. It would be ridiculous to say something like “a healthy morning starts with a good argument.” He couldn’t let himself get used to that kind of daily routine. They weren’t descendants of warriors who communicated through fistfights.


  The living room TV was playing the morning news. As an aspiring entrepreneur, Saito made a habit of keeping up with current events. The TV was showing a program segment titled “The rising popularity of little-sister-type idols! What’s so irresistible about these little sisters that they’re driving big brothers nationwide wild?” The screen was filled with adorable idol girls—mostly preteens and early teens, all baby-faced and young.


  Without a word, Akane reached over and turned the TV off. Her expression was heavy, dark, and ill-suited for a fresh morning.


  “Not a fan of idols?” asked Saito.


  Akane shook her head. “It’s not really that. I don’t care about them.”


  “Then why…”


  Akane didn’t answer. Instead, she placed her half-eaten toast back on the plate.


  “You’ve got it easy… Shisei-san is always by your side, Saito.”


  “She’s like air to me. Always there, whether I want her to be or not,” Saito replied.


  “I miss my little sister. I wish I could eat meals with her, go shopping together, watch movies…”


  Her eyes stared out the window, far into the distance, as if trying to glimpse something that no longer existed.


   


  That day in gym class, they were playing volleyball. From the edge of the gym, Saito watched the match. Beside him sat Shisei in her gym uniform, legs folded primly beneath her.


  “So, what is it today, Ani-kun? What’s troubling you?” she asked.


  “How did you know I was troubled?!” Saito replied, startled.


  “I, Shise, understand everything about Ani-kun. When you want to talk, you keep glancing at me…with that needy, puppy-dog face,” she said flatly.


  “I-I don’t make a needy face…” Saito fidgeted.


  “You do. It’s like you want to bury your face in my chest and drown in comfort.”


  “Bury my face?”


  Saito instinctively looked down at Shisei’s chest. To be honest, he didn’t think there was enough “material” there to drown in. In return, Shisei lightly chopped him in the throat. It didn’t hurt in the slightest—her control of force was impeccable.


  “Well, for what it’s worth, you’re right. Lately, Akane hasn’t seemed like herself. I’ve been wondering what I should do to help.”


  [image: ]


  “I have an injection that’ll make her burst with energy in seconds. Want it?” said Shisei as she casually pulled a syringe from her gym uniform pocket.


  Saito was stunned. “Why are you even carrying that?! I’m not giving her some sketchy drug!” 


  “It’s not sketchy. It was officially developed at a lab run by the Houjou Group. Eighty percent of test subjects gained the ability to rip doors off with their bare hands,” she said with a straight face.


  “I don’t want to die just yet…”


  The image of Akane tearing a door off its hinges sent chills down Saito’s spine. He quickly confiscated the syringe from Shisei’s hand. Saito sincerely hoped that the researchers at the Houjou Group would stop using Shisei as a mobile field tester.


  “Anyway, it’s not a physical issue. It’s a mental one,” Saito said.


  “I also have a shot that’ll make her laugh uncontrollably. It’s safe,” Shisei offered again.


  “Literally every word you just said is suspicious. Stop trying to solve everything with dubious drugs.”


  Saito scolded Shisei and reached into her shorts pocket to check for more syringes.


  “Ani-kun, that tickles. You perv.”


  She twisted her small body slightly, but her face remained perfectly blank—completely un-tickled. Her pocket contained candy, gum, and dried sardines. Mostly snacks; no syringes, though. At least she didn’t seem to be concealing any more questionable pharmaceutical experiments. 


  Saito returned the contents of Pandora’s box back into her pocket. Shisei started munching on one of the dried sardines he’d pulled out. Interestingly, no one bothered to scold her for snacking during class—even the P.E. teacher seemed to view her more like a princess who’d descended from a UFO than a regular student.


  “So you want to cheer Akane up? Is it love?” asked Shisei.


  “It’s not anything that lofty,” Saito replied. “It’s just hard to breathe when the person you live with is walking around looking gloomy.”


  “As expected of you, Ani-kun. Classic narcissist.”


  “I guess you’d know—Queen Narcissist.”


  “I, Shise, am not a narcissist. Your smile is most important,” said Shisei, leaning her head gently against Saito’s shoulder.


  “Thanks.”


  Just having someone say that to him made Saito feel lighter. People often claimed Shisei’s thought process was impossible to follow, but Saito understood how kind she really was. If she ever disappeared, it would break his heart just like losing a real little sister.


  “Apparently, Akane’s little sister passed away when they were still small,” said Saito.


  Shisei listened in silence.


  “I’m the one who brought it up. She said she wanted to see her sister again, looking really sad…so I want to do something to make it up. I feel responsible.”


  “You could pretend to be her sister,” Shisei suggested.


  “I doubt I could pull that off. You, maybe, but…”


  Shisei looked far too foreign to match Akane’s mental image of her sister. And besides, no one could ever truly replace someone who was gone like that.


  “When you’re feeling down, what cheers you up?” asked Saito.


  “Going out to play with you.”


  “Going out, huh? We usually go shopping for groceries, though.”


  It would be tough to send Akane to the supermarket on foot alone. Saito was essential as the pack mule. Feeding two people with home cooking required a fair bit of food.


  “Mmm. I don’t think that’s what she needs. I’d have fun anywhere if I’m with you, but I don’t think Akane’s the same way,” Shisei advised.


  Saito wracked his brain—bringing to bear his top-of-the-class intellect at full power—to simulate Akane’s emotional state. A flash analysis of her psychological trends, behavioral data, and recent patterns…


  “How about if I took her to a discount supermarket…she’d love that, right?”


  “Zero points,” Shisei shot him down, flicking his forehead with two fingers.


  “Ugh…”


  Receiving his first-ever zero-point score had Saito genuinely rattled.


  “Are you saying my calculations are wrong? Akane may not look it, but she’s thrifty! She loves deals! If I took her to one of those bulk wholesale markets with everything half off, she’d cry tears of joy!”


  “Nope. Shise’s analysis says otherwise. Akane might not even realize it herself, but she’s a total romantic. She’d be happier going somewhere cute—like a stylish café or sweets shop.”


  “Akane…a romantic?”


  The words didn’t mesh with the image of the rampaging dragon in Saito’s head.


  “That’s why you should first take me to a sweets shop as a dry run. This week is the All-You-Can-Eat World Sweets Festival.” Shisei was drooling as she proposed.


  “And so, the master plan is finally revealed.”


  “You could call it the Festival of Stock Elimination—by Shise, for Shise.”


  “Don’t go overboard…”


  Saito pitied the shop owner. After making a pit stop with Shisei at the sweets shop, he returned home and braced himself at the door.


  He’d never made a proposal like this before. His heart pounded at the thought of how Akane would react.


  C’mon, you can do this.


  He slapped his own cheeks for courage and stepped into the dragon’s den—the kitchen. Akane didn’t turn to face him, only stirred the pot in silence. Even her motions lacked their usual energy. 


  Saito cleared his throat. “Uh, hey…can I talk to you for a sec?”


  “How long is this gonna take?” Akane replied indifferently.


  “Just a minute! Really!”


  “I’m busy, so make it quick.”


  She was as curt as ever. It would probably be a no—but he had to try. Taking a deep breath, Saito laid out his proposal.


  “So uh, want to go hang out with me this weekend?”


  “Wheh?!” Akane turned, letting out a strange, squeaky sound he’d never heard before.


  “H-hang out…? You mean, not for groceries…?”


  “No, not for any kind of responsible logistics—but for recreation. I figured a change of pace might be good for us.”


  Saito extended his right hand dramatically, like a sketchy motivational speaker.


  Akane looked confused.


  “Wh-why with me? Shouldn’t you go with Shisei-san or someone else…?”


  “W-well, sure…but…how about we go catch a movie or something? You don’t hate movies or anything, do you?”


  “M-movies?!” Akane flinched.


  “After that, maybe we could hit a sweets shop too,” Saito added.


  “A sweets shop?!” She recoiled in surprise.


  “Wherever. Just…let’s go enjoy the town. Just the two of us.”


  “Just the two of us?!” Akane’s face flushed scarlet.


  Saito felt like his own face might catch fire too. The atmosphere in the kitchen had gotten weird, and he was starting to regret everything. And actually—something smelled a little burnt…


  “H-hey! The pot! What’s happening?!” Saito yelled.


  “Eeeeek!” Akane screamed.


  Black smoke billowed from the forgotten pot. Akane scrambled to turn off the stove and ran out of the kitchen, holding the smoking pot. She quickly returned and stood breathless in the doorway, teary-eyed and flustered.


  “I-it’s fine…” Akane blurted.


  “What’s fine?”


  “I said, I’ll go out with you! You helped me study and stuff! But—no hotels, okay?!” 


  Still clutching the smoking pot, Akane fled out the front door.


  “Hey, where are you off to now? Are you really okay—?!”


  Saito bolted after the rampaging girl, panic setting in.


   


  “This is definitely a date, right?”


  Akane froze in confusion, recalling Saito’s invitation. She was used to going grocery shopping and running errands with him, but this was their first time going out just for fun. Even the day she’d tried to stop Saito’s “date” with Himari ended up as their usual shopping trip. At that time, she’d felt guilty for spoiling Himari’s fun, and if she could make it up to her, she probably should. But still—a date with her rival since freshman year?


  “Akane, are you okay? That’s bad manners,” said her grandmother, Sakuramori Chiyo, scolding her gently. 


  Startled, Akane realized she’d been stirring her anmitsu with her spoon, smashing the fruit and sweet red beans into a devilish mush. They were in a high-end café that sold traditional Japanese sweets. A high school girl could never afford the expensive daifuku mochi sold here at fifteen hundred yen a piece, and this exquisite café was filled with elegantly dressed ladies.


  “Sorry I’ve made it messy. I’ll still eat it,” said Akane.


  “Oh, don’t worry about it. We can order a new one,” Chiyo reassured her.


  “I’m fine, it still tastes good,” Akane said, putting spoonfuls of the mush into her mouth. It really did taste delicious despite its state—but she’d have rather eaten it intact. This special anmitsu cost thirty-five hundred yen, after all. 


  From across the table, Chiyo watched Akane quietly. “Has something happened with Saito-san?” she asked.


  Akane dropped her spoon in alarm. “Huh?! What do you mean, ‘something’?!” 


  “That’s not what I meant. Just that if something is troubling you, you can tell your grandmother—perhaps I can help,” Chiyo offered kindly.


  “Grandma…” 


  Comforted by her soft smile, Akane felt a slight weight lift from her chest. She couldn’t ask her best friend Himari about this, and telling her parents was embarrassing. Hesitantly, Akane asked, “Um…Saito invited me to go out…just the two of us. Is that…a date?” 


  Chiyo’s eyes widened. Then gentle tears slid down her cheeks.


  “Why are you crying?!” Akane asked.


  “Finally…finally, you can have that kind of relationship with Saito-san,” Chiyo whispered.


  “That’s not what I mean! We’re just going to a movie or a sweets shop—nothing like that!”


  “It sounds like a date to me. We should book the hospital ten months from now,” Chiyo said.


  “You’re being too presumptuous! I’m not pregnant!” Akane exclaimed.


  Chiyo waved for the server and said, “Please bring us the ceremonial sticky rice with azuki beans. It’s such a joyous occasion.”


  “No need for that, please!” Akane covered her blazing face, shrinking in her chair. 


  Every customer was now looking at her, and their warm gaze felt unbearable. Even the polite applause from strangers stung. Maybe it had been rash to confide in her grandmother. 


  Chiyo dabbed her eyes with her silk handkerchief. “Oh dear, sorry, I got carried away. I am just so excited about being able to see the great-grandchild’s face,” Chiyo muttered.


  “I’m sorry to disappoint, but it’s not happening anytime soon…” Akane replied.


  “Even so, now your grandma will be content when my time comes.”


  “Please don’t go yet—stay with us for a long time,” Akane begged.


  Chiyo, the dignified owner and operator of a high-class ryotei restaurant, respected not only by Akane but by her elite clientele, was usually level-headed, but she seemed to be unexpectedly overjoyed today.


  “So, are you trying to decide whether to accept Saito-san’s invitation?” asked Chiyo gently.


  “I actually already agreed,” Akane confessed.


  “Oh my,” Chiyo covered her mouth, stifling a smile.


  “What are you smiling about?”


  “You answered him immediately—agreeing to a date with Saito-san,” Chiyo observed.


  “It wasn’t immediate!” Akane protested, but it had been, undeniably.


  “You once said you hated him—what changed your feelings?” Chiyo pressed.


  “I still dislike him! We fight every day, and when he praises me, I get even more unsettled,” Akane admitted.


  “I see…unsettled, hmm…” Chiyo responded, amused. “So why did you accept?”


  “I owe him for caring for me and tutoring me. It’d feel wrong not to repay him,” Akane answered.


  “That’s a convenient excuse, isn’t it?” Chiyo remarked gently.


  Akane hesitated. Her grandmother, who’d been caring for her since childhood, saw right through her.


  “What’s the real reason?” Chiyo continued grilling Akane. 


  Under her grandmother’s gentle gaze, Akane shifted. “Because I thought…just for a second, that it might be fun,” Akane whispered, her ears burning with modesty.


  “Oh, how sweet! You are so cute! Saito-san won’t be able to resist trying to sweep you off your feet!” Chiyo exclaimed excitedly.


  “Calm down! Grandma, please go back to your usual poised self!” Akane said as Chiyo leaned over her to embrace her confused granddaughter.


  “Well then, leave it to your grandma! I’ve prepared just the thing!” Chiyo declared.


  “Prepared?” Akane sensed mischief.


  She still had her devilish anmitsu mush left, but Chiyo hurried them out of the café. They hailed a taxi and traveled to Chiyo’s mansion. Akane was dragged into a back room filled with countless outfits, kimonos, shoes, accessories—more youthful than one might expect for a woman of Chiyo’s years.


  “Uh…what is this place?”


  “An entire wardrobe room just for you, my adorable Akane—collected for the moment you fall in love,” said Chiyo gleefully.


  “I’m not in love!” Akane firmly stated.


  Chiyo, ignoring her, held up a rack of dresses. One had a deep side slit, exposing her sides and back—shimmering satin that seemed almost lustful.


  “Grandma, this isn’t a gala or anything,” Akane reminded her.


  “But what if you go to somewhere with a dress code? You can’t just wear jeans.”


  “We’re just high school kids—we’re not going to places that require dress codes.”


  Besides, her wardrobe mostly consisted of skirts and dresses. She didn’t own jeans.


  “First, we should choose your underwear. Look—I’ve laid out the finest wear-to-impress lingerie for you!” Chiyo exclaimed, opening the closet. 


  She revealed lace babydolls, practically non-existent thongs, even panties cut in heart shapes at the butt—none of the pieces were practical at all. Just imagining wearing any of them in front of Saito made Akane feel faint, almost like being struck with a high fever.


  “N-no, I don’t need any of the underwear!” Akane firmly refused.


  Chiyo blinked, looking worried. “You’re not going to wear any…? I’m sure Saito-san would be happy, but wouldn’t it be a bit too forward for a first date?”


  “I am not going commando!” Akane responded in a panic.


  “Then you need to choose proper underwear. If Saito-san undresses you and sees you’re wearing childish panties, he might be disappointed.”


  “If Saito even tries something like that, I’ll tear out his jugular vein with my teeth!” Akane shouted, her cheeks blazing.


   


  It was a beautiful, clear day. A slash of white cloud streaked across the deep blue canopy of the sky overhead, and a refreshing breeze carrying the scent of young grass rustled through the gardens of the residential neighborhood.


  Maybe I shouldn’t have done something so out of character…


  As Saito waited by the front door, full of regret and anxiety, he heard a door creaking open from the study room. With slow, hesitant footsteps, Akane came down the stairs. She descended, leaning timidly against the handrail.


  “U-um…sorry to keep you waiting…” she said shyly.


  She looked different from usual. She wore a soft pink dress, reminiscent of cherry blossoms. A big ribbon tied at her waist made her look adorably girlish. The hem was decorated with strawberry-patterned lace, and her bare legs peeking from below sparkled in the light. Over the dress, she wore a light white cardigan. Her small handbag was pure white, with a golden clasp that gleamed. It was a strikingly cute outfit—one Saito had never seen her wear during their usual grocery shopping trips. Akane was always pretty, but dressed like this, the impact was overwhelming. Saito couldn’t help but stare, and Akane, noticing, blushed and snapped at him.


  “Wh-what are you looking at?” said Akane, clenching the fabric of her dress and twisting her body, trying to avoid his gaze.


  “N-no, I was just thinking you really went all out for today,” Saito said.


  “My grandma forced this on me! She said, ‘It’s a date, so you have to make an effort,’” Akane explained.


  “I-I see…”


  Realizing her fatal mistake, Akane hurriedly waved her hands. “Aah, but of course, I know this isn’t a date, okay?! A married couple going on a date makes no sense! We’re just hanging out together, that’s all…! Right? It’s not a date, right?!”


  “Y-yeah. It’s not a date. Definitely not,” Saito agreed, his heart pounding.


  Of course, even married couples go on dates, and Akane was clearly dressed to the nines for one—Saito ended up picking out a fairly stylish outfit too. Neither of them wanted to be the first to admit that fact to the other.


  “There’s no way you and I would go on a date, right?! Grandma must be going senile… What a hassle, ha ha ha…” Akane said.


  “Yeah, ha ha…” Saito added to her dry, forced laughter.


  “It’d be a waste not to wear the clothes Grandma bought…and the outfit was cute, so I figured I might as well throw it on,” Akane muttered.


  “Well, it really does suit you,” Saito complimented her.


  “Wha—?!” As soon as she heard his honest praise, Akane jumped in surprise. Like a startled stray cat, she darted behind the door and peeked her face out just enough to shout, “D-don’t say stuff like that!”


  Her face was bright red. And yet, Saito could tell that she wasn’t angry—she was embarrassed.


  “…Sorry.”


  “Y-you don’t have to alopogize or anything!” She couldn’t even pronounce her words properly—she meant to say “apologize,” but her tongue clearly wasn’t cooperating. She must have been flustered beyond belief.


  “You didn’t set your hair with wax today, huh,” Akane remarked.


  “Yeah. It’s annoying when it gets stiff,” said Saito, touching his non-styled hair.


  “But you did it when you were going on a date with Himari…” Akane pouted accusingly.


  “In the end, that wasn’t even a date…! Wait, would you have preferred if I’d styled it today?”


  Akane stomped her foot. “Huh?! Of course not! That’d be gross!”


  “Then don’t get mad about it!” Saito replied.


  “I’m not mad! I’m just saying you’re not putting in enough effort!” Akane snapped.


  “What is with you?”


  Communicating with Akane was like trying to beat a final-stage enemy in a game. Today was supposed to be a fun outing, yet the two of them were already bickering even this early in the morning. 


  Still trading barbs back and forth, they left the house. To avoid running into any classmates, they took a combination of bus and train to a town five stations away. The station was packed with people enjoying their day off. Akane wasn’t good at reading the flow of the crowd, so she kept bumping into people and letting out little shrieks.


  “How annoying! Another one who didn’t even apologize and just walked off! What the heck!”


  “You’re the one running into them,” Saito said.


  “I am not! There’s just too many obstacles in the way—it’s their fault! Waah!”


  Just as she finished talking, Akane crashed into another passerby. Her hair was disheveled, the strap of her bag was slipping off her shoulder, and though the day had barely begun, Akane already looked like she’d been through a war.


  “Ugh…they’re definitely doing it on purpose…the whole world is out to get me…” Akane muttered, teary-eyed.


  “Guess I’ve got no choice. I’ll guide you,” Saito said as he took Akane’s hand.


  “W-wait a second…”


  Akane hesitated, but when Saito firmly pulled her along, she obediently followed.


  Her palm felt smooth like silk, slightly cool to the touch. Compared to Saito’s hand, hers was small, with slender fingers that seemed as though they might break at any second. On impulse, he’d grabbed her hand, but now he felt like he might’ve done something way too bold.


  This really feels like a date now…


  As soon as he became aware of it, his heartbeat quickened. His hand grew clammy with sweat, and he started to worry that Akane might think it was gross. When he glanced over at her, she looked up at him timidly, her cheeks burning red.


  “Wh-what…?”


  Her voice was hoarse. Akane wasn’t used to this either—she was nervous too.


  “N-nothing,” Saito said.


  “Then stop stalling and get me out of here already…it’s embarrassing,” Akane muttered.


  “R-right.”


  Saito felt his whole body heat up. He could feel Akane squeezing his hand a little tighter. As they made their way through the crowd while fighting back their embarrassment, Saito started to notice that everyone’s eyes were on Akane—especially the men. Their gazes raked up and down her body, then shifted to Saito with bitter scowls. Some even turned around for a second look after they passed.


  “What’s their problem? Everyone’s glaring at me again today. Do they want to start a fight or something?” Akane hissed.


  “I don’t think it’s a fight they’re after…”


  “Then what do they want? A cage match?!”


  “Why is your brain always stuck in battle mode?” Saito said with a wry smile.


  What those men’s eyes held wasn’t hostility—it was desire. Or perhaps envy. Akane was already well known as a beauty at school, but it seemed her charm held up in public too, enough that passersby would double-take. Maybe the idea that people were bumping into her on purpose wasn’t so far-fetched.


  They also likely assumed Saito was her boyfriend, and that misconception was fueling their glares. In reality, there was nothing romantic between them—well, besides the marriage.


  Saito emerged from the underground passage of the station, climbing the stairs to the surface. The vivid, dizzying sunlight—so different from the artificial lighting inside the station—made him feel faint.


  “We should be okay now, right?” Saito told Akane.


  “Y-yeah…”


  They let go of each other’s hands. Even though they hadn’t been running, both of them were slightly out of breath. The soft sensation of Akane’s hand still lingered on Saito’s palm. 


  Saito and Akane passed under a nearby arch and entered a street full of shops. It was a pedestrian zone lined with casual shops, crepe stands, and general stores geared toward young people. There were people walking around eating giant rainbow-colored cotton candy, others singing in loud, flashy outfits, and shady solicitors adding to the chaotic energy. Among the crowds, the handholding student couples stood out in particular.


  “It’s all couples out on dates. If they’ve got this much free time, they should be studying instead,” Akane muttered.


  “We’re out enjoying the day instead of studying too, you know.”


  “I studied two days’ worth last night. Don’t lump me in with the people who ditch their homework and throw away their future,” said Akane, lifting her chin defiantly.


  Maybe these guys finished up their homework early too, though. 


  Arguing over something like this wasn’t worth it. Saito stopped in front of a stylish-looking café.


  “How about we pop into a cat café for now?” he suggested.


  “Not there!” Akane shouted, her face turning pale.


  “Wh-what’s wrong? Don’t you like cats?”


  “No, I do, but…I’m banned from that cat café.”


  “What the hell did you do?” asked Saito, exasperated. 


  Akane looked away guiltily. “I-I didn’t do anything bad, okay? I just…maybe I doted on my favorite cat a little too much, and, well…they told me not to stay there all day since it wears the cats out…” she said.


  “Ah…yeah. You’ve never been great at moderation.”


  “I was being careful! After I got banned, I’ve been holding back and only watching them from outside the café window!”


  “If that’s the way you ‘hold back,’ you must really be scary when you go all out…”


  “No, the scary part was almost having the police called on me!” Akane snapped, offended.


  “All right. We need to get away from here. Now.”


  A member of the cat café staff had already noticed Akane and Saito and was staring intently. Smartphone clutched firmly in hand, they looked ready to call the cops at any moment.


  “Nooo! Kittyyy! My kittyyy!” Akane wailed.


  “They’re not yours!” scolded Saito.


  With that, he dragged the flailing Akane away from the café.


  Akane really loves to overdo it…


  Whether it was chasing her dreams, hating someone, or loving someone, she was always so passionate—completely incapable of hiding her emotions. Her love must’ve been just as intense as her hatred.


  Once they were a safe distance from the danger zone, Saito slowed his pace.


  “If the cat café’s off the table, where should we go, then? What kind of places do you hang out with Himari at?” Saito asked.


  “Cafés, arcades, karaoke.”


  “That’s surprisingly normal.”


  “I am a normal high school girl, after all,” Akane snapped.


  “Normal high school girls don’t get banned from cat cafés,” Saito shot back. Himari was a fairly sensible high school girl, though, so Akane was probably just going along with her. 


  She’s got a good friend. Saito felt a warm tug in his chest.


  “Then how about we check out that karaoke spot?” Saito suggested.


  “You’re trying to lure me into an enclosed space so you can do pervy things, aren’t you?!” Akane backed away warily.


  “We already live together in a closed space every single day! What could possibly happen there?!” Saito retorted.


  “An earthquake, maybe…” Akane mumbled.


  “What kind of logic is that? Are we that powerful?!” He’d heard of the legend of catfish thrashing before earthquakes, but still.


  “Himari told me if a boy and girl go into karaoke on a date, they always, um…they always end up kissing!” Akane blurted out, her face bright red as she clenched her fists.


  “That’s not true…and anyway, this isn’t a date…” Saito replied.


  “Ah, I see! That makes sense!” Akane nodded in agreement.


  Wait, that was all it took?! Saito was screaming internally. The issue wasn’t whether it was a date, it was the fact that it was just the two of them going in together.


  At the entrance to the karaoke place, Akane looked up at Saito. Her cheeks were flushed, and she asked with a timid, upward glance, “Seriously, y-you’re not…going to do anything pervy, right?”


  “I won’t,” Saito promised.


  “N-not even kissing…right?” Akane confirmed.


  “Of course not!” Saito responded. But being asked so bluntly made him hyper-aware of the idea. His eyes involuntarily drifted toward Akane’s slightly moist lips, and he had to look up at the sky to shake the thought from his brain.


  They passed through the automatic doors and entered the karaoke place together. Using a prepaid card he’d gotten for outings with Shisei, Saito made the two of them the reservation for a two-hour karaoke session. Holding the basket with the microphones, he headed toward the room, Akane trailing behind him with stiff, awkward steps.


  Ahead of them, a couple was walking through the hallway, arms entwined, excessively flirting as they made their way to their room. They tumbled into it, practically tangled together, and from behind the closed door came syrupy voices of theirs leaking out.


  Please stop…


  Saito cursed the nameless couple. He didn’t need to look behind him to know that Akane’s face was frozen solid. Their room was right next to the flirty couple’s. After entering, both of them sat down on the sofa and set their things aside. Akane glanced around the room, fidgeting on the sofa.


  “This place kind of feels…pervy somehow…I wonder what’s up with that…” Akane muttered.


  “Yeah…well…”


  He couldn’t exactly blame her. The room’s dim, almost dreamlike lighting dulled the senses. A unique smell lingered in the air. The hard, cramped sofa and the closeness of the space only emphasized the fact that the two of them were alone in an enclosed room. Knowing that the couple next door was already probably getting hot and heavy in broad daylight made it all the more uncomfortable.


  “A-anyway, I’m gonna pick a song now!” said Akane quickly.


  “R-right, I’ll choose one too,” Saito agreed.


  Akane hurriedly grabbed the touchscreen remote from its charger and began scrolling through the songs. She handed the remote to the still indecisive Saito, as a song began to play. The screen showed color-coded lyrics.


  “Uh-oh…I accidentally picked a duet…I always sing this one with Himari, so I just picked it without thinking…” Akane said, flustered.


  There was hardly anything more awkward than singing a duet alone.


  “Well, I know this one too. Want to sing it together?” Saito offered.


  “Y-yes, please!” Akane nodded eagerly.


  Akane sang the lines marked with a heart, and Saito took the ones marked with a spade. It was a song trending on video sites lately about two lovers constantly missing each other, filled with bittersweet lyrics. The chorus was powerful and up-tempo, with sharp contrasts between solo parts and harmonies.


  Wow, Akane’s singing voice is really beautiful…


  Saito was impressed. At school, the choir classes were all group-based, so he had never really heard Akane sing solo. Her voice soared like it could pierce the heavens—clear as crystal and resonating deep into the core of his body. Standing there, singing with all her heart, Akane looked more dignified than any professional diva on stage, even in this cramped karaoke room.


  Not wanting to fall behind, Saito matched her with a deep, steady tone of his own, his baritone harmonizing with her soprano. When their eyes met, Akane subtly adjusted her timing to sync with his. Their voices intertwined, melding into one beautiful harmony that only grew purer as the song continued. 


  It felt to Saito as though he was immersed in Akane’s soul—never before had he felt so close to her. They must’ve been singing with real intensity, because by the time the music ended, Saito was drenched in sweat.


  “That was…that felt amazing!” Akane said, eyes sparkling.


  “Didn’t expect us to harmonize that well,” Saito replied, still catching his breath.


  He was genuinely surprised. Given how often they fought, he hadn’t thought a duet would go smoothly.


  “Yeah, even Himari and I haven’t ever harmonized like that,” Akane added.


  “Really?”


  “Yeah. We’ve gone to karaoke together for years, so I should be more in sync with her than anyone else, but…” said Akane, placing a finger to her lips and tilting her head, puzzled.


  “Huh. Wonder why that is…” Saito muttered.


  It didn’t feel bad—far from it. During the duet, Saito felt an odd sense of peace and found himself wishing the song wouldn’t end.


  “Hey, hey! Let’s sing more together!” Akane said excitedly, leaning toward the remote.


  Because it was in Saito’s hand, their shoulders naturally brushed. Her knee pressed against his, and a sweet and tangy fragrance wafted from her neck. Whether she didn’t notice or was simply too excited to care, Akane happily began queuing up more songs, filling the playlist with nothing but duets.


  They sang with all their energy, one song after another. Before they knew it, the two hours were up.


  Akane stepped out of the karaoke place and stretched with a dreamy sigh. “Haaah! That felt so good…” she said.


  Her relaxed, languid expression carried a trace of bliss, and the flush on her cheeks was tinged with a subtle charm. Though she’d been so reluctant to enter at first, it seemed she’d thoroughly enjoyed herself once they had started singing.


  “We’re a terrible match in general, but our voices go together perfectly, huh?” Akane said with a blooming smile, as if flowers were spilling from her lips.


  How cute. The thought slipped into Saito’s mind before he quickly averted his eyes, suddenly self-conscious. Something felt off inside him, like his emotional gears were grinding against each other.


  “I’m really thirsty after all that singing. I wonder if there’s a supermarket around,” said Akane. Only she would go looking for a supermarket during an outing instead of a vending machine—it was so Akane, appropriately frugal and practical.


  “I know a good spot. Want to check it out?” Saito offered.


  “A supermarket?”


  “Nah. It’s a new place—specializes in 100 percent fruit juice.”


  “Sounds expensive…” Akane frowned.


  “It might be…but they’ve got strawberry juice,” said Saito.


  Akane’s face lit up. “Strawberry?! I’m in!” 


  “You…you’ll follow anyone anywhere if they offer strawberries, won’t you? If someone told you they had a truckload, you’d probably just hop in,” Saito grumbled.


  “That’s not true! Just shut up and tell me where this strawberry place is already!” Akane snapped back.


  “It’s not a strawberry shop…” he muttered.


  Saito had never seen anyone so openly obsessed with strawberries.


  The two of them strolled down a gently sloping street in the shopping district. Across from a rainbow cotton candy stand was the fruit juice shop. Its signage was colorful and playful, and the pastel-colored interior was visible through the glass walls. Customers could watch the staff prepare drinks and either drink inside or take their order to go. Outside, several swings had been installed and were available as seating. Saito ordered a lemonade, Akane got her strawberry juice, and the two sat side by side on the swings.


  “It’s beautiful…”


  Akane held her plastic, strawberry juice-filled cup up, gazing at it in admiration. Bathed in sunlight, her strawberry juice sparkled like melted rubies.


  “Aren’t you going to drink it?” Saito asked.


  Akane quickly clutched the cup to her chest.


  “I will! Before you try to steal it from me!”


  “I’m no strawberry thief,” Saito replied flatly, sipping his lemonade.


  The lemon flavor was intense, the carbonation sharp—more like drinking pure lemon essence through a straw than any ordinary juice.


  Akane brought her lips close to the straw of the strawberry juice. First, she cautiously gave the tip a little lick with her tiny tongue, then she placed the straw in her mouth and took a big sip.


  Her eyes widened in delight.


  “Mm! So good!”


  She trembled with joy, kicking her feet excitedly, expressing her happiness with her whole body.


  “This strawberry juice is amazing! It’s sweeter than syrup, but it doesn’t taste artificial—it’s like pure strawberry! And so fresh! Like I’m eating them straight from the field! The shop owner should seriously be designated a Living National Treasure!”


  “That might be a little overboard,” Saito said.


  “It’s not! I’m serious, that’s how good this is! You have to try it!” she said, thrusting the cup at Saito. 


  Her flushed cheeks showed just how excited she was—so much so that she didn’t even realize what she had just done. Not wanting to get yelled at later, Saito asked, just to be sure:


  “It’d be an indirect kiss…is that okay with you?”


  “Ah—!” Akane gasped. “Never mind! Pervert!” she cried, yanking the cup back in a panic.


  “You’re the one who offered,” Saito muttered.


  “D-don’t make it sound like I wanted to!” she protested.


  “That’s what it sounded like to me,” he shot back.


  Her flustered overreaction was downright absurd.


  “W-well…fine,” Akane said, holding the cup back out toward him.


  “Huh?”


  “I said you can have a little if you want…” she mumbled, eyes watery with frustration, looking down in embarrassment.


  “It’s fine. You should finish it yourself—it’s your favorite,” said Saito, declining gently.


  He felt like stealing Akane’s strawberries might earn him a curse lasting several generations. He wasn’t into strawberries that much anyway. 


  Akane placed the straw back in her mouth and gently swayed on the swing as she drank, looking like a butterfly sipping nectar from a flower—a picturesque sight.


  “You sure know your spots. Do you usually come here with Shisei-san?” she asked.


  “Nope. You’re the first. I looked it up beforehand,” Saito replied.


  “I see…”


  Akane fell quiet. Her dainty white-sandaled feet swung just above the stone pavement. The creak of the swing quietly echoed in Saito’s ears. Staring at the ground, Akane asked softly, “…Hey, why did you invite me out today?”


  Saito had no choice but to dodge the question—it was too embarrassing to answer honestly. “Well…no reason, really.” 


  “Not a chance. You’re a rationalist. When you do something out of the ordinary, there’s always a reason,” said Akane.


  “You know me too well.”


  “Know your enemy and know yourself, and you’ll never be defeated,” Akane declared with a smirk. “So, why then?” she asked, leaning toward Saito.


  The curiosity was practically radiating off her. There was no point dodging anymore—it would only cause more trouble. Bracing himself for the embarrassment, Saito confessed.


  “Because I reminded you about your sister…and you seemed really down after that. I just wanted to cheer you up.”


  Akane’s eyes widened. “You mean…you invited me out just to cheer me up?”


  “Pretty much, yeah,” said Saito.


  “Hmm…hmm…” Akane murmured, staring up at him intently.


  “Wh-what is it…?” asked Saito, shifting uncomfortably under her intense gaze.


  She gripped the swing’s chain and gave a bashful smile. “You did a great job.”


  Her large eyes softened, and her lips curved into a gentle smile. It was such a warm, radiant expression that Saito couldn’t help but stare. When she was mad, Akane was like a demon, but when she smiled, she was an angel.


  What a waste, not to share a smile like that more often… If she always smiled like this, stopped picking fights, and showed her true, honest self…everyone would fall for her.


  Akane jumped off the swing and turned to Saito.


  “As thanks, I’ll go wherever you want next! Anywhere you like!”


  “Anywhere I like?”


  Then she quickly added, “Ah! But not anywhere pervy, okay?! Just normal places! I’ve been hogging all the fun with karaoke and the strawberry shop!”


  “In that case…there actually is somewhere I want to go,” said Saito.


  Searching online for a leisure spot that might suit Akane, Saito had come across an interesting store. He’d thought about going alone, but having someone to tag along didn’t sound bad either.
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  “Got it! Lead the way!” said Akane enthusiastically.


  Together, they split off from the main shopping street and entered a side alley. Passing by a gothic clothing shop and a store full of handcrafted goods, they emerged onto a main road along the national highway. The atmosphere changed from the cluttered shopping street, and the main road was suddenly lined with brand-new buildings. 


  In front of a jewelry shop display case, Akane stopped in her tracks.


  “Wow…”


  Inside a pristine white box sat a newly released ring. A gold band with a heart-shaped red gemstone sparkled brilliantly. Akane stood there glued to the display case, captivated by the ring for a long while.


  “You want it?” asked Saito.


  Akane snapped back to herself. “N-not really! Rings get in the way when you’re cooking!” She crossed her arms and turned away, but her eyes kept flicking toward the ring. She was a terrible liar.


  “If you want it, why not buy it?” Saito said.


  “No way! It’s way too expensive!” Akane replied.


  Curious, Saito checked the price tag and blanched at the number of zeroes. “Yeah…that’s steep,” he admitted.


  “Right? No high schooler could afford that. I’ll buy it once I’m making my own money as an adult—when I can afford some luxuries,” Akane said with a sigh.


  “Think it’ll still be here by then?” Even to Saito, who didn’t know much about jewelry, it was clearly a masterpiece. It wouldn’t be surprising if it sold out within days. A few other women were also eyeing it intently.


  “It will be! If not, I’ll curse both the store clerk and the customer who buys it!” Akane declared.


  “Don’t curse innocent people.” A world where customers and clerks were cursed just for completing a purchase would be terrifying indeed.


  “Then I’ll attack them myself!”


  “So you’re a bandit now?”


  “In this world, it’s dog eat dog!” Akane declared proudly.


  “Even so, I’d say that the police officers are the top dogs in this scenario.”


  It was precisely because the police existed as an ultimate power that law and order were maintained. In the end, force is what compels compliance.


  “Ugh… Just you wait until I rise to power…” Akane muttered.


  “That’s a little too avant-garde to be a plausible threat.”


  Akane must have fallen hard for the ring. Even after walking away from the store, she kept glancing back at the display case. It was obvious—and honestly, a little pitiful. But there was no way Saito could afford a ring like that on a whim. 


  They crossed the pedestrian scramble intersection and entered a large commercial building. Inside the spacious first floor was a store packed with every kind of supplement imaginable: minerals, vitamins, protein powders, plus more niche offerings like lutein, saw palmetto, and GABA. The walls were decorated with images of ultra-muscular men and women striking bodybuilder poses, grinning like gorillas, gums fully bared. Even the cashier wore a tank top, his biceps absurdly large for someone working a cash register.


  “Whoa…” Akane paled at the sight, her demeanor having completely shifted from the jewelry store. “What is this…hell?”


  “This is Japan’s only supplement tasting specialty store,” Saito answered.


  “Tasting supplements?!” she repeated in disbelief.


  Saito looked around the store, heart pounding with excitement.


  “Apparently, it’s for supplement companies to gather consumer data. In exchange for answering surveys, you can sample as many supplements as you like,” he explained.


  “I don’t want to binge on supplements!”


  “Why not?! They’re good for you!”


  “They look bad for you!”


  Akane clearly wanted to run. Saito hurried over to a display shelf, grabbed a brightly colored tablet, and popped it in his mouth. A shock ran up his spine as the sensation spread to his brain.


  “Mmm…this Vitamin B…it hits hard!” he gasped.


  “That’s not how anyone describes supplements!” Akane exclaimed.


  A tank-top-clad clerk approached them.


  “You’ve got a good eye, sir. Try this one too—it’s a newly developed calcium supplement with three hundred times the absorption rate of conventional products,” he said, tossing a tablet directly into Saito’s mouth.


  Saito swallowed it down with gusto. “Mmm, this calcium…I can feel it in my bones…” 


  “Right? Once you try it, you’re hooked,” said the clerk.


  “I might never go back to normal calcium again…” Saito murmured.


  “Come back to reality, Saito! Don’t get pulled into this weird world!” Akane cried, smacking his head in an attempt to snap him out of it.


  “This isn’t a weird world—it’s the ideal world! Arcadia!” Saito declared.


  The clerk then pulled a small bag of white powder from his pocket. “For customers like you, we have a special product I’d love you to try.”


  “This is all legal, right?!” Akane demanded.


  “Of course. This is a new protein powder. One sip, and you’ll get Olympic-level muscles,” the clerk said.


  “That’s amazing!” Saito said, impressed.


  “It’s too amazing! It sounds totally sketchy…” Akane mumbled.


  “The tagline is: ‘Are you ready to trade your life for muscle?’” the clerk added.


  “You really need to rethink your marketing…” said Akane.


  The clerk handed the powder to Saito. “So? Wanna try it?”


  “Definitely. I’ve even trained myself to be able to take protein powder without water.” 


  Saito nodded with resolve and proceeded to down the protein powder.


  Powder! Overwhelming powder! Dense, high-quality protein powder slammed into his throat. A cloud puffed out from his nose before the choking Saito hurriedly asked for water. The clerk handed him an amino acid drink, and Saito washed it down, barely surviving.


  “Jeez, you’re such an idiot,” said Akane, shrugging her shoulders, though without the usual scorn. Instead, she laughed brightly, like an old friend would. Saito found himself wishing that days like this would never end.
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  Chapter 3:
Extramarital Affair


   


  A DAY HAD PASSED SINCE SAITO AND AKANE’S “non-date”—their slightly special outing. 


  “Why are you watching TV while eating?!” Akane yelled at Saito.


  “You always watch TV during breakfast too!” he shot back.


  The two were arguing across the table first thing in the morning. Akane, holding her fork like a weapon, wore a face fit for a demon lord of Hell.


  “I worked hard on today’s tamagoyaki omelet! I used spinach and carrots to write the year the Muromachi shogunate was founded on the inside of it!” she appealed.


  “You tried way too hard! Why are you doing stuff like that before school?!” Saito retorted. He had no idea what benefit there could be to embedding the year Ashikaga Takauji enacted the Kemmu Code into an omelet, much less putting it on the inside.


  “It helps you study!” Akane argued.


  “I don’t want to study with tamagoyaki.”


  “There are alphabet biscuits for kids, aren’t there?!”


  “I’ve seen Shise eat those, sure, but…”


  But Shisei had dumped those biscuits directly into her mouth from the bag like a vacuum cleaner—she definitely wasn’t learning anything from them. 


  Akane’s fist trembled.


  “My magnum opus…and you just gobbled it up while watching TV…with that stupid face of yours…” Akane was livid.


  “It was delicious, though,” said Saito.


  “That’s not the point! I wanted you to remember the date while you were eating it!” Akane shouted. 


  “Then next time, tell me beforehand,” said Saito, sighing. 


  “You should have noticed without being told! You should’ve praised me! Watch my cooking, not the TV!” Akane yelled.


  “Okay, okay, it’s amazing, really amazing,” Saito muttered.


  “There’s no sincerity in your voice!”


  “What do you want me to do?! Bow down in apology?!”


  “Forget it! I’m leaving first!” Akane stood up furiously and stormed upstairs.


  Why does it always end up like this…? Saito held his head in his hands. Despite the progress they’d made during their non-date, despite both of their earnest hopes for a more peaceful relationship, it was always back to the battlefield. Their gears just never stayed in sync for long. 


  The image of Akane’s smile while sitting on the swing flashed through his mind—so pure and angelic, so lovely and divine. If only she always smiled like that, life would be infinitely more pleasant.


  Come to think of it…she did want that ring, didn’t she…? If he gave her that ring, would she smile like that again? Would they stop fighting over trivial things and enjoy calm days together? He didn’t love the idea of buying affection, but as a gesture of sincerity, maybe going all out like this wasn’t such a bad idea.


  Well, it’s not like a high schooler can afford it, anyway. Saito picked up a piece of the leftover tamagoyaki, glanced at the date written inside, and popped it into his mouth.


   


  After school, Shisei walked over to Saito’s desk. Her small frame carried her school bag like a little backpack.


  “Ani-kun, let’s go home together. I want a treat on the way,” pleaded Shisei.


  “Why is me treating you already a prerequisite?”


  “It’s the law of the world. Big brothers treat their little sisters. It’s wealth redistribution,” she said.


  “I’m pretty sure you live more luxuriously than me…” Saito muttered. Born a commoner, Saito’s lifestyle was far more modest than Shisei’s, who grew up in a wealthy household. Even though their grandfather, Tenryu, now sent money for Saito and Akane’s shared expenses, Saito couldn’t just spend it freely.


  “Correction. I, Shise, just want to eat from Ani-kun’s hand. Being treated makes me happy.”


  “You sure got humble quick,” Saito quipped.


  Shisei really was adorable when she tried to be. With her looking up at him, hands resting on the desk, she really did resemble a kitten waiting to be fed. She had both Saito’s big brother instincts and the hearts of the entire class in the palm of her hand. Several girls around them began reaching for their wallets, but Saito mentally urged them to put those away.


  “I can manage a steamed meat bun…but hey, can I come over to your place today?” asked Saito.


  “Running away from home?”


  “It’s not that.”


  “Moving in permanently?” Shisei inquired.


  “Just visiting. Is that okay?”


  “Of course. Shise’s house is also Ani-kun’s house,” said Shisei, pulling out her smartphone—a rounded model with cat ears—and pressing a button.


  “Ani-kun express delivery course. Urgent request.” She gave her instructions swiftly, then hung up.


  “What are you even doing?”


  “I called the expedited car service. If you’re coming to visit, I don’t want to waste any unnecessary time,” Shisei answered, taking Saito’s hand and leading him out of the classroom. 


  Her expression was as emotionless as always, but her light footsteps made her excitement clear. As the two descended to the front entrance, Shisei’s family car was already there. Where had it been waiting? Had it obeyed traffic laws? Who knew. There was no use questioning the ways of the Houjou family, so Saito promptly got into the white luxury car.


  “Thank you for your hard work, Lady Shisei, Lord Saito,” greeted the chauffeur.


  Shisei’s chauffeur was dressed like a maid, but her job description must have also included being a cleaner, snack handler, bodyguard, and surveillance officer—in short, she was a full-service caretaker. The Houjou family insisted on a female driver for Shisei, the rationale being that a male one might try to kidnap her. Considering how often girls from their class tried to abduct her, though, gender didn’t seem to matter much.


  “Sorry to ask you to drive us on such short notice,” said Saito in apology.


  “Not at all. It’s for Lady Shisei’s sake.”


  The maid-chauffeur glanced at Saito through the rearview mirror. Cool and reserved like Shisei, she smiled, though her expression didn’t change much.


  “Drive safely, okay?” said Saito.


  “Understood. Accelerating now,” replied the maid-chauffeur.


  “I said ‘safely’!”


  “This is actually safer,” the maid-chauffeur replied.


  “Safer?!” Saito was duly confused. His words didn’t seem to be getting through.


  “If we pass through an object faster than the electrons of that object can rotate, we will phase through it without damage,” the maid-chauffeur explained.


  “That’s not how reality works!”


  Ignoring Saito’s protest, the maid-chauffeur floored the accelerator. The speedometer needle shot up, and the car blasted out of the school gate, kicking up a gust of wind behind it. Shisei raised her fist.


  “Pedal to the metal!”


  “As you command, Lady Shisei.”


  “Don’t encourage her!” Saito shouted to Shisei.


  His protests were futile. The car zipped through curves at top speed, weaving between other cars as if it were in a chase, even though no one was pursuing them. Shisei clung to Saito while he gripped the seat for dear life.


  “Hey, that was a red light just now!” Saito shouted.


  The maid-chauffeur looked confused. “Hm? What’s wrong? It was too fast—I couldn’t see it.”


  “So your reaction time can’t keep up with your own driving?!” Saito exclaimed.


  “That’s not an issue. This car is equipped with the Houjou Group’s latest collision-avoidance technology. At speeds of up to three hundred kilometers per hour, collision probability is zero,” explained the maid-chauffeur.


  “Add a speed limiter too!” Saito yelled.


  Shisei gently took Saito’s hand and said, “Don’t worry, Ani-kun. I’m with you.”


  “That’s why I’m worried in the first place…”


  “If something happens, I’ll be your air bag.”


  “Please don’t. That would traumatize me for life,” said Saito, bracing himself, arms wrapped protectively around Shisei.


  The maid-chauffeur’s driving was genuinely, terrifyingly skillful. She sped through narrow alleyways that would normally leave a car in a gnarled, burning knot of metal without so much as a scratch. By the time they had reached their location, Saito was drenched in cold sweat.


  The estate was vast, surrounded by tall walls and a sturdy gate. Roses bloomed proudly in the garden, and a grand western mansion stood proudly at the back. 


  The American Gothic-style building looked like something straight out of a fairy tale. When the front doors opened, an open ceiling and enormous stained glass windows came into view. Portraits and statues of Shisei adorned the walls—proof of her family’s extreme yet understandable doting.


  Saito and Shisei climbed the central staircase and entered her room. It was a princess-like bedroom with a canopy bed and elegant furniture—larger than two of Saito’s family’s living rooms combined. The floor was covered in a luxurious carpet. The room had a girlish charm, though the crystal balls among the stuffed animals and dolls gave it an oddly mystical vibe too.


  Saito sat on the carpet and waited as Shisei returned from her closet carrying a dress. Without hesitation, she began undressing in front of him, slipping off her school skirt.


  “Why are you changing here?” asked Saito.


  “I don’t want to be away from you for a single moment now that you’re here,” she answered.


  “That won’t take long, though.”


  “Even a minute is precious. We’re like family—you don’t need to feel embarrassed.”


  Her skirt slid down her waist, revealing her white tights-clad legs all the way to her hips. Through the silky material, her underwear showed faintly.


  “I’m not embarrassed, but still…” said Saito.


  Saito didn’t see Shisei that way—he saw her like a little sister—and he certainly wasn’t some sicko who’d peep in this situation. Still, it was just a little…awkward. Shisei’s beauty was so extraordinary, it gave off an aura that seemed to shut down worldly desires. She didn’t seem like a woman, or even a girl; she was more like a fairy, mysterious and otherworldly. 


  That fairy, however, was currently flailing, unable to take off her blouse properly. She was trying to change her clothes without unbuttoning it, so it had gotten stuck around her neck and wrists.


  “Heeelp meee,” Shisei groaned.


  “Jeez, you’re hopeless. Raise your arms,” said Saito.


  “Banzai,” said Shisei, obediently lifting both arms.


  Saito pulled the blouse off, and Shisei let out a breathy “puh.” She stood there in a lacy, frilly camisole. Her delicate collarbones peeked out beneath her cascading hair, and her pale shoulders seemed to glow faintly in the light.


  “So, Ani-kun, what do you think of Shise’s nakedness?” she asked.


  “How am I supposed to respond to that…”


  “Say ‘You’re pretty’?” Shisei asked, looking up at him with big, searching eyes. Her lashes were longer than any Western doll’s. A mysterious aura surrounded her—powerful enough to shatter the reason of any ordinary person.


  “What a pain… Of course you’re beautiful,” Saito answered.


  “Yay,” she said with a little smile. Shisei tried to hug him in her camisole, but Saito quickly slipped the dress over her head. Even if he wasn’t aroused, it was still a really uncomfortable situation. 


  He helped her into the dress and zipped it up at the back. Since Shisei preferred elaborately decorated clothes, there were many she couldn’t put on by herself. Saito tied the sleeves and the ribbon at the waist. While he was at it, he also went ahead and fixed her messy hair. The whole process made him feel like her personal maid.


  Shisei stared at him, unblinking, with her doll-like eyes. “Ani-kun is so kind. You spoil me like a kitty.”


  “You’re reckless. I have no choice but to take care of you.”


  “So if I jumped off Niagara Falls, you’d take care of me more?”


  “Even I couldn’t handle that,” Saito replied. He wasn’t a rescue worker, nor was he a caped superhero.


  “It’s been a while since we got to just relax and hang out together. What should we do?” 


  “Eh, I’m good with whatever,” he replied. 


  “Then let’s play dead.” Shisei immediately flopped onto the carpet.


  “Okay, maybe not that.”


  “How about dolls?” 


  “I can handle that,” said Saito. It was pretty childish for high school kids, but with Shisei, it didn’t feel out of place. Saito had played with her since she was little, so he was used to it.


  “I had Grandpa’s company make custom dolls for me,” Shisei said as she took two dolls from the closet.


  Clearly, the dolls were modeled after Saito and Akane. As creepy as this was, that wasn’t the worst part—their faces were just too realistic. These were life-size heads stuck on normal-sized doll bodies, and the mismatch made them eerily uncanny.


  “These are…something else,” Saito muttered. He had never been so reluctant to touch a doll in his life.


  “They’re packed with the latest tech. For example, when you press this button…” Shisei poked a button at the left chest of the Akane doll. Its eyes lit up red, and from deep within came a rumbling voice: “Hu-man-ity…shall…be…de-stroyed!”


  “See? Doesn’t it sound just like her?” Shisei boasted with pride.


  “It definitely captures her likeness, but it’s way too scary,” said Saito. He was genuinely shaken, sensing he’d probably be the first target of the impending human extinction.


  “If you press this button, weapons deploy,” said Shisei, poking a button at the Akane doll’s right chest. The doll’s left arm transformed mechanically, revealing a flamethrower. The right arm split open with a clank, and a roaring chainsaw extended forward.


  “I know, Ani-kun. You like this kind of thing, don’t you?”


  “I do! It’s insanely cool! But whatever you do, do not show this to Akane,” Saito warned.


  “Why not? I’m sure Akane would love it,” said Shisei innocently.


  “She would not! She’d be furious! Like, deathly furious! If handled wrong, this might literally result in fatalities.”


  Shisei handed Saito the doll modeled after himself while she kept Akane’s. “For today’s doll play, these two will fight!” she declared.


  “I already feel like I have no chance of winning,” Saito muttered. Fighting a bioweapon equipped with a flamethrower and chainsaw while unarmed wasn’t exactly fair.


  “It’s fine. Your doll powers up when you feed it some protein.”


  “Hmm, that’s a pretty oddly specific feature,” Saito remarked, impressed. He looked for the spot to pour in the protein but couldn’t find it.


  “The protein intake valve is here,” Shisei explained, pointing to the doll’s rear end.


  “I don’t have a habit of drinking protein shakes through my butt!”


  “If you pour gasoline in instead, it powers up even more,” she added. 


  “I don’t have a habit of drinking gasoline through my butt either!”


  Saito was beginning to get seriously concerned about Shisei’s view of him. His body was biologically human, and putting gasoline in direct contact with his mucous membranes through ingestion was a straight path to death.


  Suddenly, Shisei crashed the Akane doll into Saito’s doll. “Take that!” 


  “Woahhh!” Saito screamed.


  Doing his brotherly duty, Saito played along and spun his doll dramatically across the carpet. Despite how seriously they were taking this absurd game, these two were ranked number one and number three in their grade. Before Akane had transferred into their school, Shisei had held the number two spot.


  Shisei swayed the Akane doll triumphantly. “Hee hee, Saito has been annihilated in one blow,” she had the Akane doll say.


  “Are you even trying to make this a real fight?” Saito asked. Ending the battle in a single strike didn’t leave much room for storytelling.


  “It’s okay. Even if you die, you’ll rise again. As my minion—a zombie!”


  “C’mon, at least let me be a vampire or something,” Saito grumbled.


  “Ani-kun, you’re so picky. But to become a vampire, I’ll need to suck your blood.” Shisei suddenly leaped toward him.


  “What the hell! Don’t really bite me!”


  She latched onto his neck and started suckling like a tiny vampire. It looked cute, but it actually hurt—and Saito felt like she might leave a hickey. Saito tried to peel her off, but she wouldn’t let go. If he pulled too hard, her arm might be seriously hurt, so he couldn’t forcibly push her away either. As they wrestled, footsteps echoed from the hallway. 


  The door swung open with as a female voice rang out. “What are you two doing?!” 


  Time froze for Saito and Shisei. 


  “Oh.”


  “Ah!”


  Standing at the doorway was a glamorous woman in a sleek pencil skirt. Her flowing hair and striking lipstick were eye-catching. She had intense eyes that seemed to pierce straight through a person, and her finely shaped eyebrows gave her an imposing presence. She was Houjou Reiko—Shisei’s mother and Saito’s aunt.


  Even if they were cousins, it was a really bad look for a teenage boy and girl to be tangled together in front of her biological mother. Shisei’s lips were pressed to Saito’s neck, and his hand was…dangerously close to her chest.


  “Auntie, this is…”


  Before Saito could explain, Reiko flung herself onto him.


  “How could you two be flirting without me?! If you were coming over, you should have told me!” Reiko ruffled Saito’s hair and smothered his forehead and cheeks in kisses.


  “Auntie, please…” Saito said, overwhelmed by her affection.


  Reiko’s husband—Shisei’s father—was Russian, and Reiko herself had spent many years living abroad. That explained her Western-style displays of affection. Her husband had married into the Houjou family, not the other way around, so her father bore the Houjou last name.


  Shisei tugged on her mom’s skirt. “That’s enough, Mom. Ani-kun’s going to end up covered in lipstick.”


  Reiko looked a little disappointed. “But Shisei already kissed Saito so much—now it’s Mommy’s turn!”


  “I, Shise, didn’t kiss him that much,” she explained. “But if he goes home with lipstick on, Akane will suspect him of cheating and might actually kill him.”


  “I don’t think she’d assume I cheated, but…yeah, the risk of death is pretty high nonetheless,” Saito agreed. Akane did have a streak of moral absolutism which would likely cause her to explode, declaring all this indecent. He’d have to be extremely careful to wipe off any lipstick marks before going home. 


  Reluctantly, Reiko let go of him. “You’re staying for dinner tonight, right? I’ll have the chef prepare all your favorites,” she offered.


  “I should really head back before then. Akane’s making dinner,” Saito declined politely.


  Reiko furrowed her finely arched brows. “You make it sound like you are newlyweds.”


  “We kind of are,” Saito replied plainly.


  “You’re only living together because your grandfather ordered it. You don’t need to go that far,” said Reiko.


  “If I don’t make an effort, our house turns into a warzone,” Saito defended. This wasn’t a gesture filled with tender affection—it was an act of self-preservation. Saito did feel bad about rejecting the hospitality of his aunt, who had always been kinder to him than his real parents, but when he imagined the fallout he’d face from triggering Akane’s wrath, he knew he couldn’t afford to be careless.


  “Well, I suppose it can’t be helped. But next time, you simply must stay for dinner, okay?” said Reiko.


  “Yeah, I’ll check with Akane first,” Saito promised.


  “Anyway, let’s have some tea downstairs,” Reiko said as she turned toward the hallway, but Saito stopped her.


  “Before that, there was something I actually wanted to ask you, Auntie.”


  “Have you finally decided to become my adopted son?” Reiko teased.


  “Not that. Does your company happen to be hiring? If there’s anything I can help with, I’d like to sign on part-time.”


  Unlike his father, who had been banished from the Houjou Group for being incompetent, Reiko—his father’s sister—was the president of a software company under the Houjou Group umbrella. Shisei’s father was the vice president.


  “A Houjou working part-time…? You don’t have to do that. If you need money, you can just ask your grandfather,” said Reiko, sounding like the refined heiress she was.


  “I’m scared of owing Grandpa any more than I already do. Who knows what kind of insane demands he’ll make.”


  “He is a dictator, after all. But I’m sure you know I’m capable of making insane demands too, right?”


  “I don’t think you’d do anything unreasonable.”


  “You give me too much credit,” said Reiko. “I’m still a Houjou woman. I only move when there’s profit in it.” 


  Reiko crossed her legs as she sat, her gaze fixed on him. Despite being old enough to have a teenage daughter, her presence was seductively intimidating.


  “You’re hiding something, aren’t you, Saito-kun? What do you need that money for?” Reiko’s eyes—cold and snake-like—pinned him in place. As someone who carried the Houjou bloodline and could detect even the tiniest inconsistency, Reiko was not someone he could deceive. 


  Saito gave in. “I…want to buy a gift,” he confessed.


  “I see,” Reiko replied, her expression unreadable.


  With just that one word, Reiko seemed to have deduced who the gift was for. It was true that Saito didn’t want to increase his debt to his grandfather Tenryu, but that wasn’t the only reason he didn’t want to ask him about this.


  There was something about using Tenryu’s money to buy a present for Akane that just didn’t sit right with him. He had a vague feeling that, if he was going to give her something, it should be with money he earned through his own efforts.


  “I, Shise, am deeply hurt…to think that the reason you came over wasn’t to play with me, but to buy a present for another woman…” Shisei shot Saito a deadpan glare.


  “No, no! That’s not it at all! I came mainly to play with you! The other thing just came up by chance!” Saito insisted.


  “Really?” asked Shisei.


  “Really.”


  “If you’re lying…will you drink gasoline for me?”


  “Y-yeah…I’m not lying, so…” said Saito, instinctively guarding the backside of the Saito doll.


  “In that case, you’re forgiven.” Shisei nuzzled her head against Saito’s arm. She closed her eyes in contentment, just like a kitten. But Saito knew better than to let his guard down around a girl who might slip him gasoline at any moment.


  Meanwhile, Reiko rested her cheek against her hand, deep in thought. “A part-time job, hmm… Is there anything I could entrust to you, I wonder…”


  “I don’t mind whatever you want to delegate to me. I’d be happy with office cleaning,” Saito suggested. 


  Reiko narrowed her eyes. “You need to start being more aware of your status as a member of the Houjou family, Saito-kun. Especially you—you’re the one expected to inherit from your grandfather and become emperor someday. Someone like you doing menial tasks? That’s completely unacceptable,” Reiko scolded.


  “Cleaning is important work too,” Saito replied.


  “True, but the fact remains that lions are not rabbits. A king must walk the path of a king. It’s bad enough that you’ve been sullied by being forced to marry some no-name commoner girl…” Reiko added coldly.


  “You’re opposed to this marriage, Auntie?” Saito asked in surprise.


  “Of course I am. The match I had hoped for…” Reiko trailed off, her gaze turning toward Shisei. Shisei quietly shook her head. 


  Reiko sighed. “Well, never mind. Come to think of it, there’s a department in my company struggling with software localization. Apparently, the target language is so obscure, they can’t find a decent translator.”


  “Wouldn’t localizing into such a niche language be unprofitable?” asked Saito. If only a tiny population of the world used the language, the return on investment would likely be minimal.


  “It’s kind of a charity project. We’re letting them use our core systems at cost, and in return, we’re planning to monopolize that country’s entire IT infrastructure,” Reiko explained.


  “So, not charity at all, then…” Saito muttered honestly. The Houjou Group, built on sheer pragmatism, was never the type to do anything out of goodwill for the international community.


  “So, do you think you can learn that language in three days?” Reiko asked, making an outrageous demand.


  “Three days? Don’t be ridiculous.” Saito shrugged, then slowly raised a finger. “One night. That’s all I’ll need to become fluent,” he reassured.


  Reiko twisted her lips into a smile. “As expected of my nephew. You really are nothing like my foolish brother. If only you were my son instead.”


  “Then you’d be my real brother,” said Shisei, nodding beside her mother.


  “We’re already related by blood,” Saito pointed out.


  “I want it to be even stronger. It’s not too late—we can connect IVs and exchange all our blood.”


  “That sounds like something we’ll all regret after the surgery,” Saito muttered, backing away from her.


  “I’ll pay you generously for the localization work, and we’ll provide the equipment too. But there’s one condition,” said Reiko.


  “What is it?”


  Reiko looked back and forth between Shisei and Saito’s faces and said, “You’ll have to do the work from here.”


  “I think I can manage localization just fine from home.”


  “This is non-negotiable. If you can’t accept it, I won’t give you the job,” Reiko stated. She didn’t seem open to discussion. Her true motives were unclear, but it didn’t seem wise to argue.


  “Fine. I’ll come here to work.”


  “Good boy. As long as you listen to what I say, you’ll have nothing to worry about.” Reiko smiled sweetly as she patted Saito’s head. Whether this iron-willed insistence was something she inherited from Tenryu or a longstanding Houjou family tradition, he couldn’t tell.


  “It’s fine if Father wants to chase some long-lost first love even at his age…but I must look out for my daughter too,” Reiko murmured quietly.


   


  Saito entered his study at home and laid out his materials on the desk. He placed vocabulary-building reference books, grammar textbooks, dictionaries, and usage example dictionaries. Additionally, he set out one contemporary novel, one business book, and one classical work each in both Japanese and the target language he intended to memorize. For Saito, whose position at the top of the class was unshakable as long as he paid attention in class, this was his first time actually using his study room for studying.


  “All right…time to start.” Saito opened the vocabulary book and began flipping through the pages. His eyes scanned the text as he impressed the words and their meanings into his brain, memorizing them instantly. Once his engine got running, he didn’t even need to move his eyes anymore. He would scan the entire page like a photograph and input it into his brain, making the process even more efficient.


  Saito had now left the realm of human capability. The process usually done by a computer was now being executed by the organic neuron combinations in Saito’s brain in a much more superior fashion. Electric signals coursed through his cerebral cortex, sparking like fireworks.


  Once he’d input a massive amount of vocabulary, he moved on to grammar to build the linguistic circuitry of the target language in his brain. With the usage example dictionary, he grasped various expression patterns and arranged the vocabulary into the proper conceptual gradient in the target language.


  “No way… You, studying?” Akane blurted in total shock.


  Saito must have been extremely focused, because he hadn’t noticed Akane standing there frozen beside him until she spoke. She had never dared to set foot in his study before.


  “What happened? Are you dying?!” asked Akane.


  “Would I start studying if I was about to die? Don’t be so dramatic,” Saito said, setting the reference book down on the desk.


  “It’s just…whenever other people were desperately studying, you always acted all superior, like, ‘Me? Hmm, unlike you insects, I don’t need to scramble.’ That’s how I thought you felt…”


  “Wow, that’s a pretty awful image of me. Is that really how you see me?” said Saito, clearly hurt. Still, the more painful part was that he couldn’t entirely deny it.


  “There’s just a language I want to learn,” Saito explained.


  “English?”


  “Nope, I’m already completely fluent in English,” he replied.


  “Completely?” she said, stunned.


  “Completely. The entire contents of the dictionary, grammar, usage example dictionary, and about twenty volumes of English encyclopedias. If I can’t read English, it’s a hassle since there are books I like that haven’t been translated into Japanese.”


  Akane faltered. “Do you even need to go to school at this point?” she muttered.


  “School’s important, you know? I’m still eighteen. It’s not just reading; I also need to develop emotional maturity and communication skills through school life,” Saito said.


  “What you’re saying doesn’t sound like something an eighteen-year-old would say. Do you have memories from a past life or something?”


  “I don’t believe in supernatural stuff like past lives.”


  “Honestly, your very existence is supernatural,” Akane shot back.


  “Rude. All members of the Houjou family are like this,” said Saito with a shrug. His father had been kicked out of the Houjou Group and ended up working as a regular employee at a small company because the family’s talent hadn’t manifested in him.


  Saito spread open two novels, one in Japanese and the other in the target language, holding one in each hand. He read the same sentences from both versions alternately.


  “What are you doing…?” asked Akane.


  “I’m done with vocabulary and grammar input, so now I’m reading and comparing translated novels to let the language mature in my head. Mixing them like this helps the synapses blend nicely.” He rubbed his temples with his fingers to help the “maturation” of his brain.


  “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”


  “All that’s left is to sleep on it and let the memory settle,” said Saito.


  “Wait, you’re planning to learn a new language in one night?!” Akane’s eyes widened. 


  “That’s the plan. I don’t really have much time.” If he dawdled, the ring he wanted might sell out. 


  Akane looked at Saito with frustration and said, “I want to put you inside me…”


  “Whoa, that’s forward,” said Saito.


  “Th-that’s not what I meant and you know it! You pervert!”


  Akane turned bright red. She backed into a corner of the room, but since it was on the opposite side of the door, she trapped herself. Akane was definitely the type who cornered herself—quite literally, in this case.


  “I’m saying I want your brain! Cut it out right now and give it to me!” Akane demanded.


  “How terrifying…” Saito felt his chest tremble. Not from emotion—but from pure fear.


  “It’s fine, it’s not like it’ll shrink or anything.”


  “It will. I’m not some species whose brain regenerates infinitely,” said Saito.


  “Sharks can regrow rows of teeth when they fall out. Crocodiles too.”


  “I’m neither a shark nor a crocodile,” said Saito. His grades may have been a bit better than the average person’s, but he still had the body of a regular human. He wished she wouldn’t expect the same things from him as she did from those particularly savage fish and reptiles.


  “Besides, if you put my brain inside you, it wouldn’t be you anymore. It’d be me, Saito, inside Akane’s body. Are you really okay with that?” Saito pointed out.


  Akane froze. “Y-you’re right! That was close! I won’t give you my body!”


  “And I’m not giving you my brain!” Saito exclaimed.


  Just like that, they glared at each other. Saito wondered if this was how all married couples ended up, fighting in the middle of the night over swapping internal organs. Maybe he needed to start wearing a helmet to bed from now on to protect his precious brain.


  “Okay, seriously, why’d you suddenly start studying a language? Planning to travel abroad or something?” Akane tilted her head.


  “Not really.”


  “Then why?”


  “Well…just don’t worry about it. It has nothing to do with you,” said Saito, deflecting.


  Akane was outraged. “Even if it doesn’t, that attitude is so annoying! Just tell me the reason!”


  “I refuse. It’s really not a big deal,” said Saito. He couldn’t bring himself to say he was doing it to buy a present for her. He wanted to keep it secret and surprise her with the ring.


  “If it’s not a big deal, then you can tell me, right? Spit it out! Spit it out!” Akane started shaking his arm, clearly fired up.


   


  After school, Saito was taken to the mansion by Shisei. The white luxury car and the maid-chauffeur service was treatment far too extravagant for a mere part-time job. The maid-chauffeur’s driving was as merciless as ever; Saito would have much preferred public transportation, but Shisei wouldn’t allow it. She clung to his arm the entire ride, leaving no room for escape.


  Upon arrival, Saito was led to Shisei’s room. On the white desk she usually used sat a brand-new computer. Beside it stood a mahogany bookshelf filled with reference materials for translation.


  “Is Auntie Reiko not home today?” Saito asked Shisei.


  “Mother said she had a business meeting she absolutely couldn’t miss. She said the software to be localized, the translation tools, and the specs are all installed on the computer.”


  “That’ll be helpful. I’ll work in another room so I don’t get in your way.” As Saito reached to carry the computer away, Shisei blocked him with both arms spread.


  “No! Ani-kun has to work here,” she insisted.


  “If I’m working, you won’t be able to relax.”


  “I, Shise, can relax anywhere as long as you’re around. It doesn’t make sense for us to be apart when we’re in the same house.”


  “Well, if you’re fine with it, then I don’t mind.” Saito returned the computer to the desk and sat down. 


  Shisei promptly sat down in his lap.


  “Can you not just plop on my lap like it’s the most natural thing in the world?” he pleaded.


  “Ani-kun’s lap belongs to Shise,” she said.


  “No, it doesn’t. I can’t work like this,” Saito protested.


  “You don’t need to. I, Shise, will translate instead.”


  “Don’t try to steal someone else’s job so casually.” Saito picked Shisei up by the sides and unceremoniously tossed her aside.


  “Ahh!” Shisei rolled across the carpet as Saito booted up the computer. 


  Facial and fingerprint recognition authenticated his login successfully. Security seemed tight, likely to prevent software leaks, but the fact they had Saito’s face and fingerprint data on file without his knowledge made cold sweat trickle down his back. They probably had his iris and DNA data too.


  As he opened the software and started checking its functions, a damp sensation touched the back of his neck. 


  “Hyah!” Startled, Saito turned around.


  “Ani-kun, so cute. Did I startle you?” Sticking out her little tongue, Shisei leaned in close—she had been licking the back of his neck.


  “I’m here to work! Don’t get in the way!” Saito scolded.


  “Keeping Shise company is part of your job.”


  “That was not in the job description!”


  Shisei stared at him. “Even if it wasn’t formally agreed upon, it’s an unspoken understanding. If I complain, Mother will fire you,” she said.


  “Ggh…” Shisei’s words rattled Saito. She was usually at least somewhat cooperative—why was she being so pushy today?


  “Are you sulking because I’m trying to buy Akane a present?” he asked.


  “No. I understand that to make Ani-kun’s life easier, it’s necessary to appease Akane with a gift,” said Shisei.


  “At least you understand that much.”


  As expected of Shisei—her insight was not to be underestimated. Placing her hands on his knees, she looked up at him pleadingly and said, “I just want you to think about my feelings too. Since you got married, we’ve spent less time together. I know it’s for the sake of your dream…but Shise gets lonely.”


  “Aw, Shise…” Saito felt guilty. Her aloof and alien behavior often made him forget, but she was human too. Of course a seventeen-year-old girl had emotions, and it was natural to want to spend time with family.


  “Sorry. I was being inconsiderate,” Saito apologized, taking Shisei’s tiny hand.


  Shisei shook her head. “You’re not at fault. You’ve been doing your best even through all these sudden changes.”


  “You sure spoil me, Shise,” he murmured. If Shisei had been his older sister, he probably would’ve become hopelessly dependent in no time.


  “Shisei wants to be spoiled by Ani-kun, too,” she said.


  “If there’s something I can do to make it up to you…”


  “This way.” Shisei took his hand, led him to her luxurious canopy bed, and laid herself down on it. Wrapped in fluffy linens, lying there in her gothic dress, Shisei looked like a real princess. 


  She held out her arms to him, pleading. “Ani-kun. Put me to sleep gently, like you used to.”


  “Okay.” As Saito laid himself down beside her, Shisei slipped into his arms. She was small and soft, her thin legs wrapping around him. A sweet, milky scent enveloped him as she nestled close. 


  Shisei buried her nose in his chest, breathing softly. “I love your smell… It feels so good being this close…” Shisei whispered dreamily, her tone thick with affection.


  “…Good grief,” said Saito with a sigh. Even though he knew she didn’t mean anything by it, Saito couldn’t help but feel embarrassed. They were like family—almost like real siblings—but she was just too beautiful.


  “Pet my head,” she whispered.


  “Like this?”


  “Mm…” As he stroked her hair, she quivered slightly and closed her eyes. Melting under his touch, she pushed her head into his hand. Their breathing synced, and the room fell quiet. The warmth, scents, and pulse rhythms they’d known since childhood slowly blended their consciousness into one. Saito ended up falling asleep alongside Shisei and couldn’t even start on his work that day.


   


  Akane stepped out from the second-floor study, having heard the front door open. Walking down the stairs, she saw Saito—still in his school uniform—taking off his shoes in the entryway.


  “You’re late again. Where were you hanging around this time?” Akane asked with suspicion at Saito’s slightly guilty expression.


  “I just had some errands to take care of,” said Saito.


  “What errands?”


  “None of your business.”


  Saito had been acting strangely again. Not only had he suddenly begun studying out of nowhere, but he was coming home late almost every night. He used to look forward to Akane’s home-cooked meals, but tonight, he’d said he didn’t even need dinner.


  “I’m tired, so I’m just going to shower and hit the hay,” said Saito.


  “Ah…?!” As he passed by Akane, a sweet scent wafted from him. It wasn’t the smell of food, the shampoo he used at home, or even Saito’s own scent. It was the scent of a girl.


  Is he…having an extramarital affair? The thought flashed through Akane’s mind before she shook her head immediately.


  Even if he was having an affair—so what? Their marriage was only for appearances. Saito could have affairs or mistresses; it was none of her business. But…she couldn’t help but feel bothered. Something about it stirred a hazy frustration in her chest. Even if it was just a sham marriage, they were still sharing a home for the sake of their dreams. 
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  Shouldn’t he at least keep her posted on things like this? They had to coordinate their stories to keep their grandparents from finding out. He should at least let her know who his supposed mistress was.


  While Akane was stewing over all this, Saito had disappeared. She heard sounds from the direction of his study. Fuming, she stormed up the stairs and flung open the door.


  “Hey! We’re not done talk—”


  Inside, Saito was in the middle of changing out of his uniform and into loungewear. Akane shrieked and slammed the door shut.


  “Why are you changing in a place like that?!” she shouted.


  “It’s my room!” Saito shot back.


  “Then get in the closet and change!” Akane shouted.


  “Why should I do that when it’s my own room?!” Saito yelled back.


  Even through the door, his confusion was palpable, but Akane was just as flustered. She wanted to forget it immediately, yet the image of Saito half naked was burned into her retinas. Once the room quieted down, Akane cautiously opened the door again. Saito had finished changing and was crouched behind the chair like a soldier bracing for ambush.


  “Why are you hiding?” asked Akane.


  “Because you’re mad…”


  “I’m not going to kill you. Though something worse might happen,” she replied.


  “I’m…stepping out for a bit,” he said, starting to back away. He looked ready to jump out the window—though unfortunately, they were on the second floor. 


  Akane stepped closer, arms folded, not letting him escape. “Spill it. How many mistresses do you have?”


  “Mistresses?” Saito was stunned.


  “Don’t play dumb! I can see through you! I know you’ve got ten billion secret kids!”


  “Are you hallucinating? Are you okay?” Saito asked, genuinely concerned.


  Okay, maybe that was a little much. But still—she needed to confirm the truth, or she wouldn’t be able to rest easy.


  Akane lowered her voice ominously and declared, “If you won’t confess, I’ve got my own methods…”


  “L-like what?” Saito swallowed nervously.


  “Um…let’s see…I’ll do something really terrifying!” she blurted.


  “You haven’t thought of anything, have you?!”


  “Sh-shut up! I have thought about it, vaguely! I just haven’t worked out the details yet! You better cry later when it happens!”


  She jabbed a finger at his nose. Her own flustered state made her a little teary-eyed. 


  Saito shrugged. “Listen, I don’t have a mistress. My top priority is achieving my dream. I wouldn’t do anything to risk Grandpa finding out and ruining everything. You feel the same way, right?”


  “W-well…yeah,” Akane admitted. She wasn’t interested in romance anyway. If she hadn’t been forced into marriage with Saito, she never would have even considered the idea of getting married. 


  Saito turned to his desk and opened a book, facing away from her. “I won’t cause you any trouble. So please just leave me alone,” he said.


  “Tch.” Akane bit her bottom lip and left the room.


   


  At her grandmother’s favorite sweets shop, Akane gulped down a bowl of matcha tea. She held the bowl with both hands, downed it in one go, and let out a loud puff of breath. The bitterness of the tea seeped deep into her body. Today, for once, she understood how adults must feel when they say they can’t go on without a drink.


  “You’re certainly thirsty. Waiter, one more matcha for this girl,” her grandmother Chiyo said with a smile, ordering another for her.


  Akane bit into a dango skewer in frustration, as if she were to bite through the wooden skewer itself, angrily munching on the sweet treat. The dango dough carried a hint of cherry blossom, and it was wrapped around high-quality red bean paste.


  “Lately, Saito has been coming home late. He even says he doesn’t want my home-cooked dinner anymore. He won’t tell me where he’s been or what he’s doing,” Akane complained.


  Chiyo listened with a gentle smile. “You want Saito-san to eat your home-cooked meals, don’t you?” Chiyo said.


  “Th-that’s not it! I just hate that he’s keeping secrets from me!” Akane exclaimed.


  “Are you worried about him?”


  “Not at all!”


  “He’s Tenryu-san’s grandson, after all. A fine young man. I’m sure other girls are interested in him too,” Chiyo said.


  “Ugh, stop teasing me, Grandma! It’s not like that!” Akane’s face burned.


  “Is there someone who’s after Saito?” Chiyo asked, peering into her granddaughter’s eyes.


  Himari’s face floated to her mind, and Akane stiffened. “W-well…I guess there is someone…but I don’t think he’s meeting up with her. If anything happened, she’d tell me. And when Saito came home late the other night, she had been working at the café.”


  “Oh my, so you already checked whether she was working or not,” Chiyo pointed out.


  “Ugh…” Akane had casually confirmed it with Himari over a call that night. She didn’t know why she cared so much. Her actions felt out of her own control. 


  Chiyo let out a soft sigh. “You’ve always had trouble being honest with yourself, haven’t you?”


  “That’s not true! When I’m mad, I always let him know!”


  Chiyo gave a knowing chuckle. “You know, Akane…I wasn’t honest when I was young either. When Tenryu-san asked me out on a date, I couldn’t bring myself to say yes, even though I wanted to. I was afraid I’d be seen as an easy girl.”


  “Wait…Grandma, so, is it your fault you and Saito’s grandpa didn’t end up together back then?” Akane’s eyes widened.


  Chiyo coughed awkwardly and said, “Well, Tenryu-san was a bit arrogant in the way he approached me, too. But yes…I definitely made things worse. I once dumped a whole barrel of water on him…”


  “What even happened between you two?!” Akane was intrigued. It was hard to imagine the elegant lady sitting before her had once been such a wild girl.


  “Tenryu-san’s fiancée was very straightforward, unlike me. She loved him and demonstrated that love to him openly. I never stood a chance. I couldn’t even bring myself to say I liked him.”


  “Grandma…” Akane’s heart ached seeing that lonely look in her grandmother’s eyes.


  If Chiyo and Tenryu had ended up together back then, Akane wouldn’t even exist. Her feelings over the situation were complicated.


  “That’s why, Akane, you mustn’t lie to yourself,” Chiyo said, taking Akane’s hand in her own wrinkled one.


  “My relationship with Saito…it’s different from yours and Tenryu’s,” said Akane.


  If anything, Himari seemed to be in the same position her grandmother had once been, given Akane and Saito were already married.


  “Is that so? Then put your hand to your heart and think it through.”


  “I don’t need to. It’s obvious. Saito’s my enemy. At school, at home—he’s always getting in my way.”


  “Then why does this bother you so much? Why can’t you just ignore him?” Chiyo asked quietly.


  “I wish I knew,” Akane whispered, staring at the table.


   


  After fourth period, just as Akane was about to head to the cafeteria, Himari ran up to her crying.


  “Akaaaaneee! Saito-kun turned me down for a date again!”
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  “There, there…you sure are tenacious, aren’t you?” Akane comforted her, though she felt strange as Himari was hugging her to her chest, reversing their usual comforting dynamic due to the fact that Himari was taller…and had a much bigger chest.


  “I even said I’d treat him as thanks for tutoring me, but he turned me down! Why is he so aloof?! Doesn’t he know how rare it is to get a free meal with a cute girl?! I guess that’s what I love about him, though…” Himari exclaimed.


  Akane couldn’t tell if she was venting or gushing. “Well, as long as you’re happy…” 


  Himari was clearly a charming girl—Akane could see it too. So why wasn’t Saito interested? It seemed unlikely that Himari was the reason Saito had been coming home late.


  Then who was he seeing? As Akane pondered, she and Himari stepped into the hallway—just in time to collide with Shisei, who was running toward them.


  “Pardon me,” said Shisei as she brushed past, the sweet scent of her hair lingering in the air.


  “That smell!” 


  Akane froze. It was the same scent that clung to Saito when he came home late that night. The same scent that lingered in her nose all night, even after he was already in bed.


  “Ani-kun, the weather’s nice. Let’s eat lunch in the courtyard,” Shisei offered, linking arms with Saito and snuggling up to him.


  Shisei and Saito were always close, but today they seemed especially cozy. If Shisei looked her age, they’d definitely seem like a couple. 


  A wave of irritation surged in Akane as she approached. She stared sharply at Saito.


  “Are you…” Akane started speaking with an obvious edge in her voice, but she hesitated mid-sentence. What could she even say?


  Have you been spending all your late nights with Shisei-san?


  Thing is, that was Saito’s choice. He and Shisei had always been close. Akane had no right to interfere. Why wouldn’t he rather spend time with someone who was like a sister to him instead of going home to a house with a hostile classmate?


  “What’s wrong?” asked Saito.


  “Why are you acting weird?” Himari said.


  Saito and Himari looked genuinely confused. Only Shisei remained calm, watching Akane silently with her eyes shining like clear marbles that reflected everything. She probably already understood Akane’s conflicted feelings. 


  Akane couldn’t bring herself to speak. She didn’t want them thinking she was jealous. It was humiliating to be this hung up over someone she was supposed to hate.


  “N-never mind.” Akane turned her back to them and walked away, her footsteps reverberating with frustration.


  Once again tonight, Akane found herself alone at the dinner table. On the table sat a meager stir-fry and a bowl of plain rice. She still cooked for herself, if only to get some basic nutrition, but she had no real appetite. 


  Back at home, she’d cooked for her family. After the marriage, she’d had Saito around. She hadn’t realized how utterly empty it would feel to cook only for herself. Maybe Saito had felt the same way, back when he used to get by on protein shakes and instant noodles.


  “That idiot…he’s still out and about…” she muttered to herself, glancing up at the wall clock. It was already late, and she hadn’t gotten a single message from Saito. 


  Akane shook her head. “N-not that I want him to come home! It’s way more relaxing without him! No arguments, and I can watch whatever I want!”


  Her excuses were swallowed in the silence of the empty room. The Houjou family was loaded. Saito was probably at Shisei’s mansion right now, enjoying some luxurious full-course meal. Beautiful Shisei, all dressed up in an elegant gown, sitting on Saito’s lap, feeding him lovingly—there was no doubt that was exactly what was happening. Just imagining it made Akane’s blood boil.


  Her grandmother’s voice echoed in her ears: “That’s why, Akane, you mustn’t lie to yourself.” Yes, if nothing else, she should at least direct her anger at Saito. Not because she was jealous. Not because she was lonely. Just one complaint—one word. If she didn’t vent it out, her emotions would keep swirling, and she wouldn’t be able to focus on her studies. 


  Akane reached for her smartphone on the table…and suddenly realized something.


  “I don’t have his contact info!” Even though they were married, they didn’t know each other’s phone numbers. The idea of asking a boy—especially Saito—for his number was way too embarrassing for Akane. There was no way she could do that. Trying to come up with a workaround, she opened her maps app.


  Shisei’s mansion was famous—huge and hard to miss—so Akane had a general idea of its location. She searched the address online, then looked up the associated phone number.


  Heart pounding, Akane called Shisei’s house. After a few rings, a refined young woman’s voice answered.


  “Hello, this is the Houjou residence.”


  “Um, are you Shisei-san’s older sister?” asked Akane.


  “I’m a housemaid. May I ask who’s calling?”


  “I’m Sakuramori Akane, one of Shisei-san’s classmates. Is Saito there?”


  “If you’re referring to Saito-sama, yes, he is currently here…” the maid replied.


  I knew it. Akane clenched her fist.


  “Could I speak with him?” Akane requested.


  “One moment, please.”


  A hold tune began to play—some calm, refined Baroque music. Even the maid picking up the phone made it clear that this was no ordinary household. Feeling awkward and out of place, Akane waited. 


  Then the hold music stopped. Finally—she’d get to give Saito a piece of her mind.


  Taking a deep breath, she snapped into the phone, “Hey! How long do you plan to just hang—”


  “Pardon me. I believe this is our first time speaking. I’m Shisei’s mother.”


  “Umm…” Akane’s angry words evaporated, thrown off by the unexpected voice.


  “You’re Saito-kun’s wife, right? I’ve heard about you from Shisei and my father,” said Reiko.


  “H-hi… Yes…this is Akane…” She was stunned, still wondering why Saito’s aunt was on the phone.


  “I’m sorry, but Saito-kun’s currently occupied.”


  “It won’t take long—may I speak to him?”


  “No.” The cold refusal made Akane flinch. She’d never even met this woman, and yet she could feel hostility in Reiko’s voice.


  “Wh-what’s he doing?” asked Akane again.


  “That’s none of your concern. He’ll be home eventually,” Reiko replied.


  “But—” 


  Right before Akane started to further explain, a sigh, intentionally exaggerated, came through the line.


  “Tell me…you were forced into this marriage, weren’t you?” Reiko inquired.


  “Yes,” replied Akane.


  “I heard you and Saito-kun never got along, even before high school. Now my father’s selfishness dragged you into this sad situation…I do sympathize with you,” said Reiko. Despite her polite word choices, her tone was completely devoid of even a hint of sympathy. It was steeped in pure venom. 


  “It’s a sham, your marriage. A fake. So why are you so concerned about him?” 


  Reiko didn’t even wait for an answer before hanging up. A hollow dial tone echoed from the speaker.


  “Fake, huh…yeah…I guess she’s right…” Akane muttered to herself weakly, gripping her phone with her trembling hands.
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  Chapter 4:
Ring


   


  FROM SHISEI’S ROOM, SAITO SENT THE COMPLETED translation data to the localization team.


  He wasn’t using email, but a proprietary chat app developed in-house. Before long, a read receipt appeared, followed by a reply from an employee.


  “Thank you very much. We are deeply honored to receive direct assistance from you, Saito-sama, on this project. It is the utmost privilege of our humble department. We shall continue to strive with utmost dedication to remain worthy of your esteemed attention, and we respectfully ask for your continued favor…” The message went on and on—excessively polite for something addressed to a part-timer.


  “This message has way too much pointless fluff. Be more efficient with your words…” Saito muttered in exasperation.


  “It can’t be helped. Once you take over the Houjou Group, you’ll be responsible for everyone’s livelihoods,” said Shisei, peering at the screen. “Sucking up now is just a smart move.”


  “I just wish they wouldn’t be so obvious about it. It’s gross,” said Saito.


  “I, Shise, get the same from employees. They give me candy and stuff, slip it into my hand like a bribe.”


  “That’s not sucking up, that’s something…else.”


  Even in a company run by her own parents, Shisei was treated more like a beloved pet than a person—Saito wasn’t sure how to feel about that. 


  Shisei clung to his neck. “Play with me, Ani-kun. I was a good girl today and waited until you finished working.”


  “All right. What do you want to do?” asked Saito.


  “Solo Memory game.”


  Saito had never heard of it. “Wouldn’t that be better played by yourself, not with me?” he said.


  “No. The rules of Solo Memory game are that I watch you play Memory while eating snacks.”


  “Let’s just play Old Maid, okay?”


  “Okay.” Shisei promptly sat in Saito’s lap.


  “If we play like that, it won’t be a fair match,” Saito pointed out.


  “But Ani-kun and I will be closer.”


  “Any closer and we’ll fuse.” Saito sighed as he picked her up, sitting her opposite him on a cushion.


  No one should underestimate a simple card game. Against Shisei’s terrifying computational brain, every match was a whirlwind of strategy—far more intense than most adult card games. Even as a child, Saito had loved these pitched battles, no matter how often he ended up holding a worthless hand. 


  Just as they started, Reiko entered the room. “Good work, Saito-kun. I got confirmation from the team—project delivered. Here’s your pay.” Reiko handed over a thick envelope, and Saito’s eyes widened.


  “No need to check my work?”


  “So you’re saying that someone of your skills would let a mistake slip through the cracks?” Reiko smiled slightly.


  “I tried to eliminate them all.”


  “Exactly. If you missed it, our employees won’t find it either. Well, I might,” Reiko said.


  “Thanks,” Saito said, putting the envelope in his bag. 


  Reiko, known even within the Houjou family for her unmatched ability to spot errors, likely didn’t have time to inspect everything herself anymore as the head of the company.


  “You’re staying for dinner, right?” she asked, as if it were as a matter of course. Saito glanced at the clock. He could still make it in time to the shop. Now that he had the pay, he wanted to buy the ring before it sold out.


  “No, I’m heading home early. Things are about to turn into a war zone,” said Saito.


  “Did you tell her that you were here?” asked Reiko. “Her” likely referred to Akane. For some reason, Reiko rarely called Akane by her name in front of him.


  “It’s a secret,” Saito replied.


  “Hmm…then how…” Reiko trailed off in thought, then sighed. “Fine. I’ll let you go for now. But you have to come eat with us again soon.”


  “Yeah, I’ll come back soon. Thanks for everything, Auntie Reiko.”


  “What’s this, being all sweet now? I’ve always just wanted you to be happy, Saito-kun.”


  Reiko pulled Saito into a hug and gently patted his head. It had always been Reiko—not his own parents—who had looked after him. Thanks to her and Shisei, he could endure the cold, indifferent household he was born into.


  As Saito reached the front entrance, the maid-chauffeur had the car ready.


  “Good luck, Ani-kun,” said Shisei, holding out her hand. 


  “Thanks, Shise.” Saito tapped Shisei’s hand lightly and got into the car.


  He got off near the shopping district and headed toward the jewelry shop. Nervously scanning the display case, he found the ring was still there. Relieved, he called over a store clerk.


  “Excuse me, I’d like to buy this ring.”


  “A present for your girlfriend?!” the clerk asked eagerly, practically bouncing over.


  “Uh, no. Not a girlfriend,” Saito stammered.


  “Ah, for your older sister? Or maybe your mother?”


  “Neither…” Saito murmured. No way he could admit it was for his wife. The clerk tilted her head in confusion but quickly switched back into professional mode.


  “Understood. Do you know the ring size?”


  “Size…?!” Saito froze. He hadn’t even thought of that. This was his first time buying a ring—just paying for it had consumed all his mental energy. 


  He began to sweat. Akane’s fingers were quite slender…


  “Um…size S?” he guessed.


  “For this ring, we have sizes from 5 to 10…” the clerk answered.


  “Ugh…”


  The clerk gave him a sympathetic look, seeming to think poor guy’s never bought a ring before, huh? and Saito wanted to disappear into the floor.


  Should I measure Akane’s finger first? But that would ruin the surprise… And if I casually asked, she’d definitely suspect something… Maybe while she’s asleep? No—if she woke up, she’d kill me for being a pervert.


  While he was panicking, the clerk smiled gently and said, “Don’t worry. If it doesn’t fit, we can resize or exchange it later.”


  Somehow, the kindness stung his pride. “Do you have size samples I can look at? I might be able to estimate,” said Saito.


  “It’s very hard to tell sizes by eye unless you’re a pro…” the clerk warned.


  “Please,” Saito insisted.


  The clerk laid out sample rings on the counter. Saito stared at them intensely, recalling images of Akane cooking—her fingers holding a knife, chopsticks, utensils—comparing sizes in his mind’s eye.


  This one. I’m 100 percent sure.


  “She’s a size 5,” he declared.


  “Understood.” The clerk wrapped the ring, placing it carefully in a jewelry box and tying it with a ribbon.


  “We also offer a free message card. You can choose between ‘Eternal Love’ and ‘My Dearest,’” the clerk suggested.


  “Nope, I’m good!”


  “Are you sure? A message like that really touches a girl’s heart. It’s best to express your feelings openly,” the clerk pressed.


  “She’s not my girlfriend!” he insisted. Nor was there any “eternal love” between them.


  After taking the branded bag, Saito left the shop. The first hurdle was cleared, but now the next challenge loomed: how to give the ring to Akane naturally.


  As he walked home, he wracked his brain for the answer. As soon as he stepped into the entrance, Saito sensed the tension in the air.


  Standing in the hallway leading to the living room was Akane, blocking his path. She stood like that legendary wizard, determined to not let anything pass. Except instead of a bearded old man, her upturned eyes and curled lips gave her the terrifying look of a wrathful, devilish Hannya mask.


  Is this where I die?! Saito regretted not signing up for life insurance. But then again, life insurance wouldn’t save him from actual danger, so it didn’t matter anyway.


  A voice rose from Akane’s throat, as though echoing from the depths of hell.


  “You…why didn’t you answer the phone…?”


  “Phone? What are you talking about?” asked Saito.


  “Don’t play dumb! You told me you were busy, but you just wanted to flirt with Shisei-san, didn’t you?! You were probably doing pervy stuff, weren’t you?!” Akane yelled.


  “Uh?” Saito didn’t understand a thing she was saying, but Akane’s tearful fury gave him a very clear sense that despite his confusion, a wrong answer would lead to utter catastrophe.


  “How do you know I was at Shisei’s house?” he asked.


  “Psyyyyychic powerrrrr!” Akane shouted.


  “ESP, huh…” An obvious lie, but if he pushed back, it would only add fuel to the fire. 


  Akane glared up at him. “If you like Shisei-san so much, why don’t you just marry her? Then no matter who inherits what, you’d still get the company!” Akane hissed.


  “I don’t know what you’re thinking, but Shisei and I are not like that!” Saito protested.


  “If you don’t want to come home, then don’t! I’ll live here by myself! The grocery bill will be half as expensive, and I can save for retirement!” Akane added relentlessly, stomping her foot. 


  She was completely fed up and must’ve felt really lonely being left home alone.


  No, it couldn’t be. Not Akane.


  Saito denied that fleeting thought. At any rate, it was clear that continuing to keep things secret wouldn’t help him. Better to come clean and minimize the damage.


  Saito reached for his school bag where the ring box was stashed—then stopped.


  Am I…giving her the ring? Me? To Akane?


  He was nervous all over again. He hadn’t thought it through, but…wasn’t a man giving a ring to a woman a really big deal? She might think this gesture meant something deeper.


  Saito hesitated. But…he couldn’t back down now. He wanted to live peacefully with Akane. He wanted to keep seeing her smile, not the angry face she was currently wearing. That was the truth—and he wanted to honor it. 


  Suppressing his pounding heart, Saito held out the small box to Akane. “A gift…for you.”


  “Huh…” Akane blinked. “Is it…a bomb?”


  “It’s not a bomb. Just open it,” Saito urged.


  “R-right…” Akane opened the box hesitantly. Inside gleamed her golden ring. 


  Akane gasped in awe. “That’s…the ring I saw in that store…” she whispered. 


  “I worked a contract localization job for my aunt to buy it for you. I had to do the work at Shisei’s house, which is why I kept coming home late. I’m sorry,” said Saito.


  “Wh-wha…why? How come…” Akane murmured while staring at the ring, still completely dumbfounded. Akane must not have seen it coming at all. 


  Suddenly, she clutched the box to her chest and bolted into the living room from the hallway like a startled rabbit.


  Welp, she got creeped out…so was this whole thing a failure? So much for peace negotiations. 


  As Saito slumped over in defeat, Akane peeked back in from the living room doorway, face flushed bright crimson, as if she might burst from embarrassment.


  “Th-th-thank you!” she said, then squeaked and ran off.


  Wait, so it was…a success?


  Saito didn’t know. But his own cheeks were burning now too.


   


  Morning sunlight glowed on Saito’s eyelids.


  He must’ve been exhausted from the past few days of intense work. Just as he began slipping back into sleep, he sensed someone next to him. He forced his heavy eyes open—and there was Akane, in her pajamas, sitting formally on her knees beside the bed, her sparkling eyes fixed on him.


  “Mm. What’s up?” Saito mumbled. The next moment, he stirred fully awake.


  “Mmm!” 


  As Saito sat up, Akane extended her right hand. The ring he gave her rested on her ring finger, gleaming softly. He breathed a sigh of relief seeing how perfect the fit was.


  “So…does it…suit me?” she asked shyly.


  “Yeah, it really does,” he replied.


  “Hee hee…” Her smile melted into the morning light, and with it, all of Saito’s fatigue faded away.


  This was the smile he wanted to see. Being next to Akane when she smiled like this made him feel completely at ease. 


  She fidgeted, her hands in her lap. “Why did you give me a ring?” asked Akane.


  “Well…it’s, uh…a symbol of peace,” said Saito.


  “Symbol of…peace…”


  “I mean…like…I want us to live peacefully and enjoy our life together.” Saito felt painfully awkward saying it. There was no hidden intent here, but being direct about his emotions still made him squirm.


  “You want to get along with me?” asked Akane.


  “If it’s at all possible…” answered Saito.


  “I…see…” Blushing, Akane averted her eyes.


  The bedroom was filled with a sweetness so thick it almost stifled the air—completely out of place for such a crisp morning. She was sitting closer to Saito than usual, her warmth brushing up against him. 


  Sliding off the bed, Akane stepped barefoot onto the floor. “Will you be out late again tonight?” she asked with her back to him in her thin pajamas.


  “No, the project’s done. I’ll be home at the usual time,” Saito replied. Reiko had asked him to keep working for her, but Saito had no use for the extra money. He didn’t spend much—just bought books and games.


  “Then…I’ll make you something special for dinner,” Akane said, her earlobes flushing red as she left the room.


   


  After coming home from school, Akane went straight to her study. Sitting at her desk, she took out the little box and slid the ring onto her finger again. Last night she’d been too overwhelmed to really look at it. The morning was hectic too, so she’d been dying to admire it properly. She gently stroked the lustrous ring with her fingertip, its silky smoothness tickling her. When she held the heart-shaped jewel up to the window, it sparkled red in the sunlight.


  “So pretty…” Akane whispered dreamily.


  It was the first time she’d ever received a gift from a boy. Of course, it had to be from the classmate she hated the most. But still, she didn’t dislike this—not in the least. She could sense just how much effort Saito had put into getting it for her. For some reason, she found the way he’d tried so hard to keep the surprise a secret a bit…cute. 


  Just looking at the ring made her smile. It made her feel guilty for getting angry about him coming home late.


  In the living room, Saito and Shisei were playing a game, but Akane didn’t mind. Unlike when he’d been away all the time, she could accept this kind of stuff with a calm heart now. When she really thought about it—having a close sibling bond wasn’t a bad thing at all.


  Akane picked up her phone and opened the camera to take a picture of the ring. She had never taken a picture of a ring before, so she wasn’t sure which angle would make it look the best. She tried using the wall as a background, then laid out a handkerchief underneath it, experimenting in every way she could think of.


  Suddenly, Saito’s voice rang out. “What’s for dinner tonight?”


  “Eeek!” Akane jumped, startled as the door suddenly opened and Saito walked in. In a panic, she hid her smartphone and her hand beneath her thigh.


  “D-don’t look, you pervert!” she shouted.


  “I knocked a few times, though…” Saito replied matter-of-factly.


  “Lies! This is unlawful entry!”


  “Maybe you didn’t hear me because you were focused on something?”


  “I wasn’t focused on anything!” Akane retorted. Her pride absolutely couldn’t let him find out that she had been playing around with a present she got from Saito—and taking pictures of it, no less. If he realized that, he’d get an even bigger head than usual. He might start treating her like some pet that would become compliant just by being thrown a treat. That was unacceptable.


  “What were you doing?” he asked.


  “Nothing! Just go away!”


  Akane grabbed the nearest plush toy and hurled it at him. Before it hit, Saito slipped out and closed the door. 


  Akane sighed in relief. She reached for the smartphone hidden under her thigh, then froze when she spotted Shisei sitting quietly at her feet.


  “Sh-Shisei-san?” Akane was startled again. That girl was as stealthy as ever. Either she had mastered the art of erasing her presence, or she was just so small she easily snuck into blind spots. 


  Shisei was staring intently at Akane’s right hand. “That ring…did you get it from Ani-kun? It’s pretty.”


  “Y-yeah, right? I saw it in a shop and fell in love with it at first sight.” Akane’s lips curved into a soft smile.


  “So that means…you saw it when you went on a date with Ani-kun,” Shisei reiterated.


  “It wasn’t a date! We were just hanging out!”


  “Just the two of you?”


  “W-well…yeah, but…” Akane trailed off. It wasn’t a big deal, but having it spelled out like that made it weirdly embarrassing.


  “With someone from Planet Hemecopterus?” Shisei teased her.


  “Who and what is that?! I don’t know any aliens! I went with Saito, just the two of us!” Akane exclaimed.


  “Sounds like something a couple would say,” Shisei teased once again.


  “We’re not a couple!”


  Akane was starting to feel lightheaded. She tried to calm herself, but she hadn’t been calm since the moment she started photographing the ring.


  “I want to go out with Ani-kun too. Next time, let’s go, all three of us,” said Shisei innocently.


  “Fine. It’s more relaxing with three people rather than just two anyway.”


  “Yay. And I want that ring too,” Shisei added.


  “No way!” The outrageous request made Akane choke.


  “Why not?”


  “Just—no!” Akane exclaimed.


  “Because it’s a ring from Ani-kun?” asked Shisei, tilting her head curiously.


  “N-no, not exactly! It’s just a favorite of mine!”


  “So I’ll just go buy the same one to replace it for you.”


  “You can wear the one you’ll buy for yourself, okay?!”


  “So you want to wear the one he gave you?” Shisei placed her hands on Akane’s knees and leaned forward. Her big, round eyes were adorable, but Akane was clearly being teased. Even with her small animal look, she was still Saito’s so-called little sister—a crafty girl through and through.


  “A-a-anyway! No means no!”


  Feeling her whole body burn with heat, Akane desperately pushed Shisei away.


  Lately, his wife had been in a great mood. As Saito woke up, he could hear Akane humming in the kitchen. The rhythmic sound of her knife chopping, the light footsteps—it all told him how happily she was cooking.


  When he walked into the open kitchen, Akane turned to him with a radiant smile. Her hair was neatly done, and she wore her school uniform with an apron over it.


  “Good morning, Saito. Breakfast will be ready soon!” She hummed as she worked.


  “G-good morning…” Akane was in such an unusually good mood that it caught Saito off guard. The effect of the ring was beyond anything he could have imagined. All the part-time work had paid off—but he also feared any future backlash could be apocalyptic.


  “Here you go! Today’s special morning menu! Enjoy!” Akane cheerfully presented the food with wide-open arms.


  On the table was a sizzling hot steak, thick as an encyclopedia.


  “Steak for breakfast…” The meal offering this morning was intimidating.


  “You love steak, don’t you?” said Akane.


  “I do…but…isn’t it a bit heavy?”


  “Sure was. Lifting the frying pan was hard.”


  “I meant for my stomach…” Saito clarified.


  “You…don’t like it?” Her shoulders began to tremble.


  Oh no. Saito sensed the imminent danger and hurriedly stabbed the steak with a fork, shoving a whole chunk into his mouth.


  “Mmm, it’s great! Sch-s-teak tastes so good even in the morning!”


  It was too big to chew properly, but retreat was not an option. Domestic peace outweighed world peace. He had to defend it with his life.


  “Saito likes it! Yay!” Akane put her cheeks in her palms and smiled, completely lost in her happy-go-lucky strawberry field fantasy world. It was like a three-year-old watching animals being fed. The fact that Akane had said “yay,” which he’d never heard her say before, had practically screamed “anomaly.”


  Saito crammed down the steak and escaped before she could offer seconds. He was grateful for the appreciation, but being force-fed kilos of meat in the morning couldn’t be great for his cholesterol levels. Akane in her bliss mode might be more dangerous than her angry self.


  After he changed into his uniform, he and Akane left the house separately, as per usual.


  Upon stepping into Class 3-A and recognizing her, he nearly gasped. She was sitting at her desk…still wearing the ring.


  Oh no, has she forgotten to take it off?! Saito panicked. It wasn’t just any ring—it looked expensive for a high schooler. If someone spotted it, they’d definitely ask who gave it to her, and Saito could easily imagine Akane panicking and spilling the beans.


  Luckily, no classmates were around yet. But once Himari showed up, it’d be over. Saito quickly approached Akane and whispered, “Hey, that ring—”


  “Good morniiiing, Akane! Saito-kun!” Himari’s cheerful voice rang out behind them. Saito jumped in surprise and instinctively grabbed Akane’s right hand, covering the ring.


  “Wh-what are you doing?! Don’t touch me, you pervert! Sex offender!” Akane yelled.


  “‘Sex offender’?!” Saito reacted, still not letting go.


  She struggled to pull her hand away; Saito held on. Their classmates began to stir:


  “Saito and Akane are doing some kind of pervy skit…”


  “Is this their next stage of couple comedy?”


  “I like it. More of this, please.”


  “They’re definitely a thing now.”


  “We’re not!” Akane yelled with all her might, but their classmates were rapt. With this much attention, Saito had no choice but to keep that ring hidden. 


  “You really shouldn’t do stuff by force, you know?” Himari said with a frown on her face.


  “Himari! Beat this guy up for me! Crush him!” Akane pleaded.


  “Hmm? I don’t wanna beat up Saito-kun.”


  “So you don’t mind if I’m defiled in public?!”


  “I didn’t do anything like that!” Saito yelled. He was being made out to be the villain despite having no ill intent. Saito cursed the cruelty of the world. 


  Some students had even pulled out their phones. One wrong move and it’d be immortalized.


  “Hmm…I guess I can help a little, then. Take this!” Himari said, and hugged Saito from behind.


  His body stiffened as he was rendered speechless. Himari’s chest pressed into his back. Even through her bra, he could feel the bouncy softness of Himari’s breasts directly on him.


  “All right, one, two, heave-ho…!”


  Still clinging to him, Himari tried to peel him off Akane by force. Her breath brushed Saito’s ear. Himari’s whole body pressed against his, heating Saito’s blood to a boil.


  Shisei watched them coolly. “Being clung to by one beautiful girl while holding hands with another…Ani-kun is so darn spoiled.”


  “I’m not doing this because I want to!” Saito shouted.


  By this point, Saito had become public enemy number one in the minds of every student interested in women. Having had his body pressed against Akane, the model-like prettiest girl, was dangerous enough—adding Himari, the most popular girl in class, in the mix was just too much.


  “I wanna join too,” said Shisei, and she proceeded to cling to Saito’s waist.


  “Please! Don’t make this worse!” Saito pleaded.


  Now he also had the wrath of all Shisei’s fangirls, servants, or patrons on him. He felt like he might be consumed completely by the sheer dark energy.


  Headwind. Rough seas of society. Death throes. In a panic, these thoughts raced through Saito’s mind, and he managed to break free from both Himari and Shisei. Saito grabbed Akane’s hand and dashed out of the classroom.


  “Let go! Let! Me! Go!” Akane screamed.


  Dragging the still-resisting Akane, he evaded the paparazzi and fled down a connecting corridor. Only when they reached a quiet building corner did he finally stop. 


  Akane trembled. “Wh-why’d you bring me here? Are you gonna…beat me up?!” Her imagination had a dangerous edge to it. 


  Shaking his head no, Saito whispered in Akane’s ear while checking for eavesdroppers. “The ring.”


  “R-ring…?” she repeated, tilting her head.


  “Don’t wear it to school.”


  “Oh!”


  The realization dawned on Akane, and she hastily took it off.


  “I appreciate that you like it, but if someone sees it, we’re in trouble,” said Saito.


  “I-it’s not like I treasure it or anything! I simply forgot to take it off because it means so little to me!” said Akane, crossing her arms defiantly, her cheeks red.


  “Means so little, huh…” replied Saito, feeling a bit hurt.


  “Yeah! It means as little to me as water or air do!”


  “Those are both essential for survival.”


  “D-don’t get cocky! That’s not what I meant! I can live without water or air!” Akane retorted.


  “That’s…impressive…” quipped Saito. She was clearly a carbon-based life form.


  “Maybe you can keep the ring in your bag,” Saito suggested.


  “I was going to! I’ll put it in a pouch, then put that in my bag so I don’t lose it!”


  Despite everything, it did seem she was really taking care of it.


  When she got home, Akane went to her study and opened her schoolbag.


  She had taken off the ring at school, but she wanted to wear it again now that she was back where no classmates could see. She felt like she fought less with Saito when she had the ring on. Maybe it had some kind of magic in it—it made her feel a little softer inside. 


  She reached into her bag to grab the pouch she’d stored the ring in.


  “Mmm?” It was gone.


  Akane thought maybe it had slipped into a corner of her bag, so she dug deeper. And yet, she still couldn’t find it. 


  An awful feeling crept up her spine. She dumped out the bag completely. No pouch. She even shook it upside down, but nothing fell out.


  “The ring…I definitely put it in here…the entire pouch is gone…” Akane felt the blood drain from her face.


  Why? How? Did I drop it somewhere?


  The empty bag felt like a gaping abyss swallowing her whole. Her knees wobbled, and she gripped the desk to steady herself.


  Clinging to a shred of hope, Akane searched her room—under the desk, behind the bookshelf, everywhere. She even checked the stairs and the entryway, but there was no sign of the pouch anywhere.


  I just got the ring…but now it’s gone…it was a present from Saito…


  In the living room, Akane sat down and cradled her head in her hands. The excitement she had felt before had flipped into a chilling despair that felt like it was sinking into her gut. If Saito found out about this, she wouldn’t be able to face him.


  Saito called out from the living room. “Something wrong?” 


  Akane felt like her heart had stopped. “N-nothing!” she blurted.


  “That’s not nothing—your face is pale as a sheet,” said Saito, looking at Akane solicitously.


  Akane quickly covered her face with her hands and said, “I’m just not feeling well!”


  “Then you should head to bed early. I’ll make dinner tonight.”


  Why did he have to be kind at a time like this? 


  His thoughtfulness only pierced Akane with even more guilt. She clenched her fists and shouted with all her strength, “I said it’s nothing! It has nothing to do with you, so just leave me alone! Don’t get involved with me!”


  “I…I see…sorry,” Saito backed off, visibly hurt.


  “I’m going out for a bit!” Akane brushed past him and ran out of the house. 


  She felt miserable. She was the one at fault, and yet she had lashed out at Saito. He was only trying to help, and yet she had slapped away the hand he offered.


  But…I can’t possibly bring myself to tell him I lost the ring…


  Biting her lip, she ran through the residential streets. She retraced her route to school, scanning the ground for the pouch in question. If it were just the pouch, maybe it wouldn’t have been stolen—but with the ring inside, she couldn’t be sure. She had to find it before someone with bad intentions did.


  When she arrived at school, she collapsed to the floor, out of breath, before rising back to her feet. From the entrance to the hallway, then to the classroom—she searched everywhere. She stuck her hand into her desk drawer and groped around. Still, nothing.


  A group of girls passed by in the hall, laughing. She felt like they were laughing at her.


  Did they…take it?


  The thought crept into her mind, but she shook it away. That kind of thing might’ve happened in elementary school, but in high school, she hadn’t been a target of bullying. Her classmates didn’t necessarily love her, but she didn’t think anyone held a grudge.


  She went to the faculty office and asked if anyone had turned in a lost item. She dug through the lost-and-found box, but her pouch wasn’t there either. 


  Giving up on the school, she ran to the nearby police station, but nothing had been turned in. She looked up phone numbers for other local police stations on her smartphone and called them one by one. No luck.


  It was as if the ring had vanished completely from this world. And with it, the memory of Saito giving it to her felt like it was fading too.


  What do I do now…?


  Wandering aimlessly through the twilight streets, Akane was truly lost. Should she secretly get a part-time job and buy a replacement? The thought crossed her mind as she stared vacantly at job posters taped to the wall of a convenience store.


  One thousand yen per hour. Even if she worked every day after school, how many days would it take to save enough for that ring? Could she keep it hidden from Saito until then?


  As she struggled with her thoughts, a stranger approached. 


  “Hey, you looking for a job?”


  The man had long, blond hair, and his lips and ears were covered in piercings. Himari’s blond hair looked like sunlight, but this man’s looked as if it were smeared with mud. He looked sleazy and acted way too familiar to Akane for a first meeting, closing the distance between them quickly.


  “I know a great gig—you wanna try it?” said the man.


  “Wh-what kind of job?” said Akane, stepping back warily.


  “Ah, don’t be scared! It’s totally safe, for real! All you gotta do is chat with some older guys, let ’em take a few photos—easy money! A cute girl like you could make a million yen in no time!”


  He grinned as he reached for her shoulder. In no time, he had managed to pin Akane against a wall.


  “Tch!” Akane drove her foot into his stomach.


  “Guh—?! What the hell?! I’m gonna bang you and sell you off, you little—!” The man yelled and cursed at her.


  As the man reeled from the blow, Akane sprinted away as fast as her legs could carry her. She ran until her lungs felt like they would burst, stopping near another police station and crouching down to catch her breath. The whole world felt hostile. Tears welled in her eyes.


  Buying another one won’t work after all…


  That ring was one of a kind specifically because it was a gift from Saito. He had wanted to get closer to her, gone out of character and studied, worked hard at localization, and bought it for her. Even as she misunderstood his absences and blamed him for an extramarital affair, he kept quiet so he could surprise her. So much thought was packed into that present.


  Even if she bought the exact same ring again, it would never be the same.


  I must find that ring. No matter what. Before Saito finds out. Akane clenched her jaw tightly.


  Once again, today, Akane was out searching for the heart-shaped ring.


  She had no time or energy for after-school study. Her test scores might drop, and she might suffer a crushing defeat to Saito—but this time, something else had to take priority. Akane made rounds along the route to school again and again, checking every shadow, every patch of grass, determined not to miss a single detail. She called the police stations daily and had even started asking around the local shopping district. Yet there was still no sign of the pouch that contained the ring.


  “Haaah…” With a heavy sigh, Akane sat down on a bench in the park.


  “Haaah.” 


  Hearing the echo of her own sigh beside her, she turned and found Shisei sitting on the bench, licking something that looked like an empty bread bag.


  “Sh-Shisei-san? What are you doing?”


  “Practicing how to sigh,” she said.


  “…I see.” Akane didn’t have the energy to question it further.


  “I lied. I followed you because you seemed upset.”


  “I’m not…upset.” She feared if she told Shisei the truth, it would surely reach Saito. 


  As Akane tried to stand up, Shisei turned to her. “No need to worry. I won’t tell Ani-kun.”


  “How do you even know that you’re not supposed to tell Saito?!” Akane responded, stunned.


  Shisei tilted her head. “Want to hear the deep and noble workings of my mind? Ordinary people might not be able to process it—you could lose your sanity,” said Shisei.


  “I…I’ll pass,” Akane replied quickly. She had no desire to have her psyche shattered. Watching Saito’s study methods had already convinced her that the Houjou family wasn’t normal.


  Shisei took Akane’s right hand and stared at her ringless ring finger. “You lost it?” Shisei asked.


  Akane stiffened, hesitating for a moment before responding. “I-I didn’t lose anything. It’s not like I even liked it enough to wear it all the time,” Akane replied.


  “But you did like it, Akane. You even wore it to school, and Ani-kun tried really hard to hide it,” Shisei pointed out.


  “Ugh… You noticed that?” Akane was awed by Shisei’s perception. This girl simply wasn’t a regular high schooler—her appearance was otherworldly, and who she was inside might well be extraordinary too. 


  Shisei hopped down from the bench.


  “I’ll help you look for it.”


  “Why?” asked Akane. She was genuinely confused, considering how hard she had tried to get in the way of Saito and Shisei spending time together.


  “Because you make good food, Akane. That means you’re a good person. I don’t ever want you to be sad.”


  Akane was taken aback. “Judging people based on their kitchen skills is a bit too simple, don’t you think?” She couldn’t tell whether Shisei was mature or immature. Maybe trying to measure her by normal standards was the mistake to begin with.


  “If the ring isn’t found, Ani-kun’s house will become a warzone again. I want him to live in peace,” said Shisei.


  “You really do love Saito, don’t you?”


  “I do. I love Ani-kun very much.” Shisei clasped her hands behind her back, her long hair shimmering, and declared it with a soft expression—perhaps even a faint smile. 


  Akane couldn’t help but feel envious. She admired Shisei’s honesty, her innocence, and her strength in being able to love someone so openly without hesitation. No wonder her classmates adored Shisei. It wasn’t just her looks. Though she rarely showed it in voice or expression, this girl was as deeply emotional as anyone.


  Akane and Shisei began searching for the ring together. They scoured the 3-A classroom once again, the place where Akane had put the pouch in her school bag. They combed through everything—trash cans, cleaning closets, even the balcony. Shisei checked spots Akane hadn’t even thought of. She didn’t seem to care about her beautiful hair getting dirty, happily using her small size to crawl deep into the shrubs in the courtyard.
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  Still, there was no sign of the pouch.


  As the sun began to set, the cool evening wind made Shisei shiver. The city began to carry the scent of night. Akane felt guilty dragging a little girl around with her at this hour.


  More than that, it felt wrong to lean on Shisei’s kindness like this. Shisei had wanted that ring, too. In fact, she probably wanted it more than Akane did, given how deeply she adored Saito. Shisei would never have lost it. She would have treasured it with her whole heart. And yet, she was here helping Akane, putting her own feelings aside and trying to protect the peace between her and Saito.


  Akane couldn’t let herself rely on that any longer. It would only end up hurting both of them. In the growing twilight, Akane stopped walking and said, “Thanks for your help…I’m sorry. That’s enough.”


  “Enough? You’re giving up on the ring?” Shisei blinked.


  “I’m not giving up on the ring. But I can’t keep dragging you along, Shisei-san. I’ll keep searching on my own,” said Akane.


  “Trying to deal with everything on your own, refusing help when others give it freely—that’s your worst habit, Akane.”


  “This is my responsibility. I have to find it myself,” Akane replied, clenching her fists.


  Yes—this was all my fault. I’d gotten so carried away over receiving a ring for the first time. I failed to live up to the thought and effort Saito put into gifting it to me, carelessly trampling over his feelings.


  Akane blamed herself. She should’ve been more careful. She should’ve valued it more. She should’ve…she should’ve… 


  Akane was wracked by guilt and regret through and through. She wished she could run away from herself.


  “Why don’t you try talking to Ani-kun? He’s reliable—he can fix anything,” Shisei suggested.


  Akane shook her head furiously. “No, that’s the one thing I can’t do!” 


  If Saito found out, it would truly be the end, she felt. Two classmates who hated each other had gotten married, made desperate compromises, and were just now beginning to live in some semblance of peace. If he learned about this, he’d finally lose all patience with her, and their relationship would be irreparably broken. In the past, she would’ve been fine with that…but now, the thought terrified her.


   


  Saito took a container of leftover curry from the fridge, scooped some onto a plate, and set it on the table. It would probably taste better heated up, but for a solitary dinner, he couldn’t be bothered. With the news playing on TV in the background, he took small bites of his curry.


  Lately, Akane had been coming home late. She usually rushed back after school to study on her own, but recently, her grades seemed to have slipped. When he asked her why, she brushed him off with “none of your business.”


  Knowing Akane’s hyper-serious nature, it was hard to imagine her going out at night for fun. Maybe she’d decided to study somewhere else. Or maybe she got into some argument outside and was caught up in some drama—his imagination spiraled.


  Not having her around should feel more relaxing… That should have been true, and yet, this strange sense of unease kept gnawing at him. Not seeing her face around made the house feel dim and empty.


  He could now understand why Akane had been irritated while he was out working at Shisei’s place. Maybe he should have told her about the part-time job. 


  Lost in thought, Saito accidentally bit down hard on his spoon, and a dull pain radiated in his mouth. He sighed and put the spoon down on the curry plate.


  At that moment, the front door opened.


  “You’re finally back. What’ve you been doing out so late every day?” he called, stepping into the hallway.


  But it wasn’t Akane who came in—it was Shisei. She kicked off her shoes carelessly and leaped at him.


  “I haven’t been doing anything. Just wasting the days away,” she said.


  “Oh…it’s you, Shise.” Saito was visibly disappointed.


  “Who did you think it was? Akane still hasn’t come back.”


  “Do you know where she is?”


  “Nope,” Shisei replied, then began sniffing the air. 


  “This is…the legendary aroma—Akane’s special seafood curry. I caught the scent on her earlier and thought I might find some here…and, bingo.”


  Like a bold explorer, Shisei marched triumphantly into the depths of the living room.


  “So you do know where she is, don’t you?!” Saito called after her.


  Ignoring his question, Shisei triumphantly raised Saito’s leftover curry plate from the table like it was a buried treasure.


  “Found it! However, the ancient energy thereof has faded. Commencing ritual,” said Shisei.


  The “ritual”—reheating the curry in the microwave—was carried out by Shisei. Once the curry was hot, she returned to the table and began to shovel it into her mouth with a spoon.


  “Yummm.”


  “You really just do whatever you want, don’t you…”


  Shisei grinned. “The world is a giant theme park. And I’ve got an all-access pass.” 


  “You’re not wrong, but the fact that you’re aware of it is kind of alarming,” he replied. If there was one small blessing in this chaotic life, it was that this otherworldly girl who could probably grant any wish seemed to have no desires beyond food. Following the common knowledge that interrupting an animal’s meal could get any human bitten, Saito patiently waited until she finished before asking again.


  “So? Are you gonna tell me where Akane is?”


  “I can’t,” Shisei answered.


  Saito grabbed the plate from her before she could start licking the leftover curry. For a high schooler, her table manners were appalling.


  “Did Akane tell you not to say anything?”


  “I can’t tell you. Even I, Shise, have my code of honor,” Shisei answered firmly, refusing to break her silence.


  Saito took another container of curry out of the fridge and showed it to her. “If you fess up, I’ll give you seconds.”


  “I…I…can’t…” Shisei trembled as she looked back and forth between Saito’s face and the curry. Drool poured from her mouth like a waterfall. This variety of interrogation was proving extremely effective. Saito heated the curry in the microwave, scooped some onto a spoon, and brought it close to Shisei’s mouth. He waved it gently in front of her nose to ensure she caught the full scent.


  “Come on, Shise, just give in already. You do want it, don’t you?” Saito enticed.


  “I do…” said Shisei.


  Saito cradled the back of her neck in his palm and whispered:


  “Then be honest. You can listen to your big brother, can’t you?”


  “Shise can…listen to Ani-kun…” She rubbed against him like a pampered cat, completely enslaved by her hunger.


  “Good girl. Now, where’s Akane?”


  “Chomp!” Just then, Shisei bit into the spoon with full force.


  “Hey! Don’t eat it without permission!” Saito yelled. He tried to pull the spoon away, but Shisei wouldn’t let go. She clung to it like a snapping turtle, flailing around as her jaw locked shut.


  Worried her teeth might break, Saito gave up and let go of the spoon. Shisei dashed behind the couch and licked it reverently.


  “Is it really that good?” asked Saito.


  “Akane’s cooking is divine. That’s why I, Shise, won’t ever betray her.”


  “When did you get tamed like that?” Saito felt a pang of jealousy.


  “It’s not taming. It’s a contract.”


  “Something stronger than taming, then…” Saito gave up on extracting the truth and proceeded to sink into the couch.


  Shisei finished her curry, grabbed some milk from the fridge, gulped it down, and let out a satisfied sigh. “If you want to know where she is, maybe you should try stalking her yourself,” she suggested.


  “If I get caught, Akane’s gonna go nuclear,” Saito replied. With the house already feeling so cold and lifeless, he didn’t want to risk making anything worse.


  “She won’t get mad. She’s too desperate right now to worry about something like that,” said Shisei.


  “She’s desperate? Why?” Saito asked.


  “That’s top secret,” Shisei said, then pressed her fingers in an X over her lips. It seemed unlikely he could get anything more out of Shisei, but it was clear Akane was caught up in some kind of trouble. Saito couldn’t just ignore it.


  I’ll tail her tomorrow after school. Saito made up his mind, wiping some milk from Shisei’s mouth for her.


   


  The next day after school, Saito left the classroom ahead of Akane. He hid his school bag in a locker in an empty classroom so it wouldn’t get in the way. Then he waited in the shadows near the school entrance area. 


  Soon, Akane arrived looking exhausted. Akane put on her street shoes, then dragged her feet across the schoolyard as she headed toward the school gate. Saito followed her at a distance, making sure she didn’t notice him.


  The sky was overcast with thick clouds, and faint rumbles of thunder echoed in the distance. The damp air was heavy, thick with the smell of wet soil. Saito had a pocket-sized umbrella, but a raincoat would’ve been better for a tailing mission like this.


  A little ways past the school gate, Akane suddenly crouched down on the ground.


  Is she feeling sick? Just as Saito started to worry, she shoved her hand under a vending machine and started fumbling around. She groaned as she reached further, not caring that her uniform was getting dirty.


  Is she looking for coins?! Is she that broke?!


  Saito felt a painful pang in his chest. He knew Akane was frugal, and that was admirable in a domestic sort of way—but digging for coins under a vending machine was too much. It was crossing a line no one should.


  “No luck again today…” Akane muttered in frustration and stood up.


  She does this every day?! 


  Saito couldn’t believe what he was seeing. His grandfather, Tenryu, deposited living expenses for both of them regularly. Why was Akane acting like she was destitute? Even putting his top-class intellect to work, Saito couldn’t make heads or tails of it.


  After walking down the main boulevard, Akane headed toward a side alley, her footsteps unsteady. She wandered through the narrow, dirty path, her eyes darting around everywhere. Saito feared she was still looking for loose change, but he was wrong.


  Akane approached a large garbage bin, opened the lid, and peered inside.


  No way…is she…looking for food?! A chilling fear gripped Saito. Picking up coins was one thing, but foraging for leftovers? That was catastrophic. He’d eaten her homemade cooking just this morning. If she had been using ingredients scavenged from trash cans—the thought alone made chills race up his spine.


  “Nothing.” Akane sighed and closed the lid.


  What started as a way to help her with a problem had now led Saito to witness something he was probably never meant to see. He continued following her, now rattled to the core.


  Outside the alley, Akane stopped in front of a house. She stared at a doghouse, where a dopey-looking dog sat idly. A plastic food bowl overflowed with dry kibble. Saito witnessed Akane nervously approaching it.


  Saito was screaming internally. No! There’s no way you can go that far! Stealing a dog’s food is crossing a line! 


  But Akane didn’t even glance at the food bowl before reaching into the doghouse instead. Blankets, shoes, toy dolls—knickknacks the dog had apparently hoarded were crammed inside.


  “L-let me just…check real quick…” Akane said, pleading with the dog.


  The dog, clearly offended, began to bark furiously, its slobber flying everywhere. Akane shrieked and fled. She dashed into the street and was almost hit by a car, but she stumbled back onto the sidewalk just in time. She glared at the doghouse with a pout before trudging away.


  Saito intuited that she was looking for neither coins nor food. Come to think of it, someone like Akane wouldn’t ever stoop to that. 


  She must be looking for something she lost. 


  Saito pondered, mentally retracing recent events. What had changed around the time Akane started staying out late? Akane walking to school…Akane taking notes in class…Akane cooking at home…


  “Wait a second…” Saito froze.


  He hadn’t seen Akane wearing her ring lately. There was no rule saying she had to wear it all the time at home. He just figured she didn’t want to use something gifted by her nemesis after all.


  But…what if she lost it? What if that was what she’d been desperately looking for every day? What if that was why she insisted it had nothing to do with him? Still, it was too early to jump to conclusions. If he confronted her now, she’d never admit it.


  I have to get solid proof first.


  His resolve steeled, Saito resumed his pursuit. 


   


  The sun had set, but Akane continued her search. Reflected streetlights shimmered on the surface of the river as ripples spread across it. Finally, the thick clouds gave way, and rain began to fall.


  Akane knelt on the riverbank, her silhouette frail in the dark.


  “Why…” Akane’s voice came out in a fragile murmur. “Why can’t I find it? My ring…the ring Saito gave me…” Akane whispered, teardrops spilling down her cheeks. Her tears mixed with the heavy raindrops and soaked into the earth. Her small shoulders trembled in the gloom.


  That’s enough. I can’t watch this anymore.


  Saito stepped out from the shadows and walked toward her. 


  “So it was the ring.”


  “Saito!” Akane looked startled. Her face was a swirl of surprise and guilt, a confused expression that flickered and faded.


  “Thanks for searching so hard for it. That’s enough now, though—let’s go home.” 


  Holding the umbrella over her, Saito extended his other hand toward her. But Akane didn’t take it.


  “It’s not enough at all!” Akane exclaimed. “I have to find it no matter what!”


  “Don’t worry about it. It’s just a ring; I’ll buy you another one,” said Saito.


  Working part-time wasn’t easy, but that was still better than letting Akane stay trapped in regret like this. He could just ask his aunt to let him keep working for her.


  “That’s not the point! You can’t just buy another one of those!” she shouted.


  “Why?”


  Akane pressed her ringless right hand to her chest and lowered her head, looking defeated. A teardrop trickled down her sharp chin, catching the light of the reflection off of the river.


  “Because that ring…it was for real,” she said.


  “What…”


  Akane looked up at him, tears flooding her eyes as she cried out.


  “Our marriage was something forced on us. So much of it feels fake. But that ring—that ring you gave me was special and…it was real! It was full of your feelings! You thought about me, wanted to get along with me, and you tried so hard for the first time in your life—just for me! That’s why I must get it back, no matter what!”


  Saito caught his breath. She was right; he really had tried. Someone who never put in effort, who never needed to, had tried. Just because he’d wanted to see her smile—wanted to find a way to make her laugh, even if it was out of character for him.


  And those feelings of Saito’s…had reached her. She had indeed cherished them. He should have been happy—so why did it hurt?


  “You really are…the most stubborn girl in the world,” Saito muttered.


  “Because…because…” Akane sobbed, shoulders shaking. Her smile was always so cute, but her crying face was truly beautiful. Her rain drenched hair glistened, and her pale cheeks, flushed with emotion, glowed under the streetlight.


  Saito gently took her hand and helped her up.


  “Then at least let me help you look, okay? When did you lose the ring?” asked Saito.


  “The day I wore it to school…I put the ring back in my pouch and stowed it in my school bag, but when I got home, the whole pouch was just…gone,” Akane replied.


  “I see.”


  “I’ve already checked everywhere I could think of. I don’t remember all the details…” Akane explained.


  Saito chuckled softly, raised a finger to his temple, and declared confidently, “Don’t underestimate my memory. That day, after school, we went shopping together. Every street we walked, every store we entered, every spot we stopped—I’ve still got it all up here.”


  Saito closed his eyes and summoned the memories of that day. He set his starting point at the moment Akane had taken off the ring and the endpoint at the moment they returned home. He sifted through all the visual data buried in the depths of his mind, restoring even the fine print on a shop poster they’d passed.


  Saito’s extraordinary memory, which had freaked out classmates and even his own family, could at least be useful for helping to wipe away one girl’s tears—for the girl who once said she envied his memory, it was time for Saito to put his talent to full use.


  Fast-forwarding and rewinding the images in his mind, he found something suspicious.


  “Akane, that day, you hesitated outside a café and checked your wallet, right?” said Saito.


  “Eh? D-did I…?” murmured Akane.


  “You were hesitating because another café farther down the road was ten yen cheaper, and I talked you into going into the one we were at, remember?”


  “I…really don’t remember doing that.”


  Saito rubbed his temple. “From what I saw on our way home, you opened your bag only four times—once outside of that café, once to get a handkerchief to wipe your mouth, once to take a photo of a stray cat, and once at the supermarket.”


  “You were counting?” Akane stared at him, flustered.


  “Not back then; I just counted right now. Excluding the time during which we were in front of that café, I am certain there is zero possibility of you dropping anything. Which means…” said Saito.


  “You think the ring might be near that café?!” Akane exclaimed.


  “Yeah. Let’s go!”


  Saito pulled her along. Huddled under the same umbrella, Akane looked anxious. After having been crushed by despair, she probably was cautious of holding onto even the smallest flicker of hope.


  “We’ll find it. I promise,” Saito reassured her.


  “Y-yeah…” Hearing his words, some of the tension left Akane’s body.


  The rain had stopped before they knew it, and the liveliness of the city returned to the streets. Through a gap in the clouds, the silver moon peeked down at the two of them.


  Saito led them through the shopping district, and soon they found themselves arriving at the café. It was already closed, and the shop floor glowed dimly under the security lights. Akane had stood right by a drainage gutter when she opened her bag that day.


  Without hesitation, Saito thrust his hand into the pitch-dark gutter where rainwater was draining away.


  “W-wait, Saito?!”


  “Ggh…”


  With a sure grip, he caught hold of something in the darkness. It was unmistakably Akane’s pouch. He opened it, and inside was the heart-shaped ring. Thanks to the pouch’s waterproofing, it was neither dirty nor rusted. It shone bright, strong, and clear. 


  Akane’s eyes widened in disbelief. “You actually found it…just like that…?”


  “Heh… I’m a genius, after all. Now you see why you can’t beat me on tests, right?” Saito grinned like a villain.


  He was trying to blow away the heavy air with a joke. However…


  “Thank you!”


  Akane had no energy left to banter. Instead, she threw herself into Saito’s arms. She clutched onto him and hugged him tight. She sobbed and sobbed in Saito’s arms, feeling her tension melted away.


  What a handful… Saito felt himself getting flustered. He was so used to her biting remarks, he didn’t know how to handle her being so straightforward and honest.


  The moonlight shone down on the two of them. After Akane calmed down, Saito gently took her left hand. She didn’t pull away, just waited quietly. Her hand, soaked from the rain, was painfully cold. 


  Saito slid the ring gently onto her slender ring finger. “Don’t lose it again.”


  “Promise I won’t. Never.” 


  Her tear-soaked eyes gleamed with a soft, heartwarming smile.


  [image: ]


  [image: ]


  Epilogue


   


  SAITO AND AKANE WERE WALKING HOME TOGETHER through the night streets.


  “I wish I could show the ring to my little sister,” Akane murmured.


  “You said…you can’t see her anymore, right?” asked Saito.


  “Yeah…she’s gone far, far away. But I still wish I could show it to her. She was into cute things—she would’ve loved this.”


  Saito was at a loss for words. Akane’s lonely eyes made his heart ache once again. Would there ever come a time when her heart, wounded by the loss of her sister, could heal? What could he do for her? He had no answer.


  Sharing a tiny folding umbrella, an act neither of them were used to, probably didn’t help. By the time Akane and Saito returned home, both of them were on the verge of catching a cold. Worried about Akane collapsing again, Saito hurried her into the bath first. He blasted the heat in the living room to warm things up. The warm air from the fan felt good on his tired body.


  They had taken turns bathing, and as Saito was drying his hair, Akane appeared in the living room. She was peeking in from the hallway side door, fidgeting shyly.


  “What’s up, Akane?”


  “Umm, so…I looked up what it means to wear a ring on a certain finger…on the internet…” she murmured.


  “Meaning…”


  A wave of uneasy feelings began to creep up on Saito. Akane thrust her smartphone screen at him. Displayed on it was a section of an article that read: “Engagement rings and wedding rings are typically worn on the ring finger of the left hand. This signifies a deepening love and bonds of the couple.”


  Blushing furiously, Akane asked, “Umm, I used to wear the ring on my right hand before I lost it, but then when we found it…you put it on my left hand…d-does that mean…”


  “N-no…” Saito felt his entire body erupt into a blaze of embarrassment.


  I did it unconsciously, but…was that what I really meant deep down? Naaaaw! No way! This was Akane—the rampaging dragon! “Deepening love and bonds of the couple”? Absolutely not!


  Saito slowly rose from the sofa. Even this soon after his bath, fresh sweat was already pouring down from his body. This fatal misunderstanding had to be corrected at all costs.


  “O-okay… I’ll just put it on a different finger. That solves everything,” he declared.


  “Don’t touch me, you perv!” Akane shrieked.


  Saito reached out, but Akane instantly leapt back from him.


  “I’m not a pervert! I’m just trying to move the ring!” he exclaimed.


  “Yeah right! You’re clearly trying to take off my clothes in all the confusion!” Akane yelled.


  “I don’t think the confusion would give me cover for something like that!” Saito retorted.


  “So, you mean to tell me you can undress me without needing to create confusion? That’s committing public indecency!”


  “I never said that!” Saito yelled.


  Just like that, Akane sped around the living room, Saito desperately chasing after her. It was probably a nuisance to the neighbors late at night, but tonight was special—they’d have to forgive them. Saito’s honor, peace, and future were on the line.


  They glared at each other across the table. Saito twisted his lips into a sneer.


  “Hoo hoo…it’s useless to run…we sleep in the same bed anyway…after all, we are husband and wife…” said Saito.


  “You devil! What are you planning to do while I sleep…?” Akane yelled. Akane wrapped her arms around herself, teary-eyed.


  “Nothing much… Just gonna slip the ring on a different finger…” Saito answered.


  “Then I’ll sleep with scissors, so I can cut off your finger anytime!” Akane shouted.


  “Okay, that’s taking it too far!”


  Touch her and lose a finger. It wasn’t just self-defense—it was overkill. Obviously, whispering sweet nothings to this rampaging dragon was impossible, even if the entire world flipped upside down.


  Akane tilted her chin proudly. “This ring is mine! I’ll never let you touch it!” 


  “Um. I’m the one who gave it to you, remember?!” Saito lamented the injustices of the world.


  “You’ve got it all wrong. I bought this ring myself,” Akane declared.


  “Stop rewriting history!”


  “If you want this ring, you’ll have to defeat me first!” Akane placed her hands on her hips as she made her challenge.


  “Defeat you? What do you even mean?” Saito sighed.


  Apparently, recovering the ring from Akane was going to be a challenge. With her now in full defense mode, letting things escalate into a full-blown household war would be a problem.


  “Oh—someone’s calling.”


  Her smartphone rang, and Akane went on to answer it.


  The call seemed to be from someone close to Akane, judging by the tone of her voice as she gently stroked the ring finger of her left hand that held the phone. Watching her like that, Saito found himself feeling it was okay for him to let it go and let it be. 


  He felt oddly ticklish and restless in his chest, but it wasn’t an unpleasant feeling. Then, Saito remembered. In a book he once read, there was a passage that said a ring worn on the ring finger of the left hand held another meaning aside from “deepening love”: to accept someone’s heart.


   


  “Okay! I’m heading back to Japan now. I can’t wait to see you, sis!”


  Ending the call with Akane, the girl stood in the terminal of an international airport. Her clothes were revealing, her smartphone decorated to the extreme. Her pink carry-on suitcase was plastered with stickers from all over the world.


  Armed with a beauty that could captivate anyone, the girl was constantly approached by men who tried to flirt with her, only to be shooed off with a glance that told them that they were garbage, their pride in tatters.


  When she learned that her sister had gotten married, she first thought it was a joke their parents had made. Akane wasn’t the kind of person to get caught up in romance. She’d assumed her sister would stay single forever.


  So, just what had happened in Japan? And what kind of guy was this Houjou Saito who married her sister? She needed to check it out.


  “Getting married in high school? No way. I’m gonna steal everything away for myself!”


  Sakuramori Maho—Akane’s little sister—giggled mischievously.
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  Bonus Story:
Frugal Girl


   


  ON THE WAY HOME FROM SCHOOL, SAITO AND Akane stopped by the shopping district. Back when they first got married, even going shopping together felt awkward. But since they needed groceries no matter what, they’d gradually gotten used to it.


  Akane came to a stop by the roadside. “Wait a sec. I’m tired—I need a break,” she said.


  “Want to hang out in here?” said Saito, pointing to a nearby café.


  Akane pulled out her student wallet and checked inside. “Hmm…no good. I’ve been spending too much lately. The café ten blocks down is about ten yen cheaper—let’s go there,” said Akane.


  “You’re gonna walk ten blocks for a mere ten yen?!” Saito exclaimed.


  “Walking is good for our health!” justified Akane.


  “But you just said you were tired and wanted to sit down! That’s kinda putting the cart before the horse.”


  “If I get too tired, I might circle back to feeling energetic! One last bloom of energy!”


  “I really don’t want this to be my final bloom.”


  It was great that she was frugal, but sometimes Akane took things too far. 


  Saito sighed. “Look, pick the tea you want, and I’ll treat you. Let’s just relax right here,” he proposed.


  “Huh? Are you hitting on me?” Akane blushed and clutched her school bag tightly.


  “I’m not hitting on you! I am not a stranger who just met you! We’ve been together this whole time!”


  “You mean…forever?! Is this a proposal?!”


  “No! Get a grip!” Saito began to worry that maybe she really was exhausted.


  “You said you’re buying me tea… What are you gonna ask for in return? My body?” said Akane.


  “I do not want your body!” Saito exclaimed.


  “Then…my heart?! No matter what devious means you use, I’ll never hand over my heart to you!” Akane exclaimed.


  “I don’t want that either! Come on, let’s just go in already!”


  With that, Saito grabbed her arm, and Akane flailed in protest.


  “Help! Someone! He’s treating me to tea!” screamed Akane.


  “That’s not even a bad thing!” Saito exclaimed.


  Since they were causing a scene out front, Saito pulled her inside the café by force. What neither of them noticed at the time was that right then, Akane’s pouch had slipped out of her school bag.


  Afterword


   


  SOMETIMES, IN TRYING TO RESPOND TO SINCERITY with sincerity, people suffer; good intentions clash, and a conflict arises. 


  That means conflicts can arise even if everyone around us is a good person. What really matters may be for us to have the perseverance and patience to keep the dialogue going. Then, what becomes necessary for us is to have the imagination—toward the others’ positions, values, and emotions.


  This time, both Saito and Akane went through pains in trying to be sincere with each other. But their efforts will surely pay off in building a strong foundation for the future of their relationship.


  Thanks to all your support, I Got Married to the Girl I Hate Most in Class has now reached its third volume. Volumes one and two have even received major reprints, and the manga version is ongoing. Additionally, a sleep-aid audio track is being produced. I’ve listened to it myself and almost fell asleep in my work chair. The reader has an incredibly effective, soothing voice, so I’d be thrilled if you’d give it a listen too. 


  Recently, commercials for the series have aired in anime slots—it’s all thanks to your continued support. Whenever I’m worn out and thinking I just can’t anymore, your letters and messages of feedback give me strength and push me to try just a little harder. Thank you so very much, dear readers.


  To editors K-sama and N-sama, thank you for your unwavering support. I entrust my work with full confidence, knowing it’s in such capable hands.


  To everyone at MF Bunko J editorial department and everyone in the publishing industry, thank you for featuring I Got Married in so many events, fairs, and promotions. At the summer sports festival, I Got Married and Days with My Stepsister were featured front and center in the announcement illustrations. I deeply appreciate all your backing.


  To illustrator Nanami Narumi-sensei, Akane’s date outfit was incredibly beautiful. Your illustrations always exceed my expectations and are way beyond “killing it”—thank you as always.


  To character design artist Mosskonbu-sensei, thank you for perfectly catching the occasional “wild pitches” thrown in my scripts and perfectly expressing the intentions behind them. Reading the monthly manga version you make has become one of my greatest joys lately.


  With the appearance of a certain important character, the excitement of the married life of the nemesis couple is only going to accelerate from here. I’ll keep working on my best writing, and I truly appreciate your continuous support.


  As summer begins,


  July 17, 2021


  Amano Seiju
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  Seiju Amano 


   


  A writer/scenario writer based in the Kanto region. Born on July 20.


  Author of 10-year-old Supreme Mage (Hero Library) and Do You Like Being Romanced by Cute Girls? (GA Library), among others.
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  “I recently tried out a meal delivery service, and it’s so convenient that I might end up using it regularly. I have a feeling it’s going to make me even more of a recluse.”


   


   


  FROM THE ORIGINAL CHARACTER CONCEPT/MANGA ARTIST


  Mosskonbu


  I work on illustrations for the YouTube manga and I am in charge of comicalization. Lately, I’ve gotten really into taking care of my betta fish.
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  Thank you for reading!


  Get the latest news about your favorite Seven Seas books and brand-new licenses delivered to your inbox every week:


  Sign up for our newsletter!


  Or visit us online:


  gomanga.com/newsletter
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