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      Prologue: Four Years Later: A Call While Working Part 1


      I was currently working in my childhood bedroom, which hadn’t changed at all even after high school. The only sound in the room was my pen dragging across the screen of my tablet. Or at least, I believe my room is silent. I can’t really hear too well with my earbuds in.


      At the moment I was listening to a peer of mine over a communication app. She had a very clear, soft voice that made her sound very intelligent.


      “What made you start working as an illustrator?” she asked.


      I glanced at my second monitor, which had my messaging app crammed into a small corner of the screen. Since this wasn’t a video call, I couldn’t see her face—just her profile picture, which was of a girl with blonde hair.


      “Where’s this coming from all of a sudden?” I asked, cocking my head.


      “I’m curious, of course. You pretty much came out of nowhere and became a superfamous illustrator overnight. Now everyone’s trying to work with you. You haven’t even revealed what you look like. You’re a complete mystery.”


      “I’m a mere homebody. I still reside with my parents.”


      In the past, I’d assumed that after graduating, I would just automatically begin living by myself. However, the reality was that I’d never left my childhood room filled with video games and light novels. Thinking about it rationally, there was no place more convenient to live than home.


      “When did you debut again?” she asked.


      “Um... It was my second year of high school, so four years ago.”


      “You started regularly posting pictures before that, right? I still look at the first illustrations you posted every now and then. I’m your fan, after all.”


      “Please don’t. It’s quite embarrassing...”


      “I’m not sure how to phrase it, but it was a clever strategy. By periodically posting your illustrations, you publicized your journey as an artist. It’s hard to believe that you of all people, with your laissez-faire attitude, came up with it.”


      “Well...that’s because I’m not the one who came up with that.”


      “You weren’t?”


      “Did I never mention? I had a manager back then. He was in the same grade as me, and he was the person who suggested that I begin uploading in the first place.”


      “Oh, really?” There was a slight pause before she spoke again. “A boy, huh?”


      “Well... Yes.”


      “Oh?” she asked, her voice going up an octave.


      “P-Please don’t misunderstand. He had a girlfriend at the time!” I stammered—a little uncomfortable, but still drawing.


      “But you liked him?”


      “I mean...I suppose I wouldn’t have trusted him so much if I didn’t.”


      “How intriguing. So what’s he up to now? College?”


      “He’s at Kyoto University.”


      “He’s a genius?!”


      Hearing her surprise made me feel a little proud...not that I had anything to do with Mizuto-kun getting into Kyoto University.


      “We went to a pretty prestigious prep school. I...just barely managed to graduate though.”


      “Oh, I see... So you had your entire schedule from morning to night managed by a future Kyoto University student?”


      “Yes, pretty much...”


      “And you started getting work during high school?”


      “Yes, the first request I got was from a VTuber who wanted illustrations for a music video they were making. After that, I received a request to do the illustrations for a light novel...”


      “Oh! Her Final Episode! It’s going to be a movie now, right?”


      “Right... Back then, I struggled a lot with deciding whether I wished to accept that job or not.”


      “Huh? Why?”


      “So, it’s a long story...”


      I was a long way from both completing what I was working on and finishing this call. Though the night was dragging on, neither of us worked a job that operated by normal society hours, so it was possible for me to leisurely continue our conversation. I decided to talk about the fateful events of that September four years ago that had led me to decide the path of my life.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 1: The Reason the Illustrator Doesn’t Approve of the Character Design


      Isana Higashira


      “It’s a masterpiece.” That was the first thing Mizuto-kun said when he entered my room to talk about my future plans. “I took a look at the manuscript that the editor sent over and I think it’s gonna be a huge hit. The well-paced prose makes it feel like the tale of this girl who claims she’s in a time loop is being recounted to you. On top of that, the twist is compelling enough to keep readers going to the end in one sitting. Even though it’s a one-shot light novel, I think it’s gonna be talked about a lot for a long time.”


      The more he praised it, the more I felt myself shrinking. He’s right. It’s a very entertaining work, and I was requested to do the art for it. A complete amateur like myself with no real track record is being asked to do these illustrations.


      “In my opinion, you couldn’t ask for a better work to debut as an illustrator with.” It was difficult to tell if he knew how I was feeling or not, but he continued to urge me to take this opportunity in his calm and collected voice. Then he looked right at me and asked, “So what’s it gonna be? You doing this?”


      I couldn’t find it in me to meet his gaze. It was all I could do to steal a few glances at him. “Do you...think I can do it?”


      “I do,” he immediately said, clearly and firmly. “That’s just how talented you are. I’ve been watching your growth from the very beginning and I can assure you that you can do this. The editor of this book thinks so too. That’s why they requested you.”


      “Do you really think so?”


      “I do. Believe in yourself. Maybe you don’t really feel it because I’m the one managing your account, but you have fifty thousand followers right now. There aren’t many illustrators who can say that.”


      “But the ones I know have hundreds of thousands...”


      “You’re talking about the cream of the crop who have years of experience on you. Don’t compare yourself to them when you’ve only been doing this for a year.”


      “But...”


      If I did the illustrations for this work, it’d mean having my name listed next to these great illustrators in bookstores. I couldn’t imagine this at all. It felt like a fantasy I’d concocted. My entire journey as an artist had begun simply because I’d enjoyed putting what I imagined into drawings. Then Mizuto-kun had praised me, had sweet-talked me into doing this, and before I knew it, I was now being asked to do illustrations for a light novel.


      Most likely, I’m simply frightened, and that’s why I’m so hesitant. Up until now I’d been drawing to satisfy my own artistic desires, but now I’d be drawing for a lot of other people’s enjoyment. Once that happened, I’d inevitably begin to be compared to other people. Am I really ready to enter that world? I feel like I’m still lacking.


      “Sorry...but I’d like a little more time to think,” I said.


      “They can’t wait that much longer. They have their own schedule to keep.”


      “How much time do you think I can afford?”


      “I’ll try to see what I can negotiate, but most likely the best I can do is the end of September—the end of the cultural festival.”


      “Oh, right. I suppose it is that time of the year.”


      It hadn’t been on my radar whatsoever. I’d been so busy, desperately trying to finish the illustrations for the music video during summer break. Then right after I finished, I’d been paralyzed over what to do about this request... It was like school was in a different world entirely.


      “I’m not going to rush you. I’m sure you need to mentally prepare yourself too,” Mizuto-kun said, putting his hand on his knee as he crossed his legs on the floor. “But at the very least I hope you understand that there’s no guarantee you’ll get another opportunity like this. Honestly, it’s better if you think of this as your one and only shot. This is a serious, unbelievable stroke of good luck. You got that?”


      “Yes...”


      “I’m sorry to pile the pressure on you, but honestly...I’m freaking out a little too. I never assumed things would go this well so quickly.”


      I felt my lips curl into a smile hearing that I wasn’t alone in my anxiety. If Mizuto-kun is freaking out as well, then that means we are in the same headspace. It made me a little more comfortable now that it felt like we were really in this together.


      “I’ll think of a way to boost your confidence. That work for you?”


      “Yes. Thank you very much for working so hard for me...”


      “I’m doing it because I like doing this. I’m your first fan after all.”


      Oh jeez. Please stop. It’s been over a year since you turned me down. You can’t keep making me fall for you like this.


      Thus, I was given a little breathing room to decide my future career, even if it was much sooner than high schoolers usually did. If I had until the end of this month to think about this decision, that’d give me time to collect my thoughts and come up with some kind of answer. However, the world never stopped moving, giving me no chance to breathe, as if laughing at my naivete.




      Standing up in front of the blackboard, Minami-san cheerfully started, “Okay, let’s decide on what our class is gonna do for the cultural festival!”


      Kawanami-kun stood next to her, fiddling with a piece of chalk. Last year, Yume-san and Mizuto-kun had served as the committee members for their class. However, Yume-san was currently on the student council and Mizuto-kun had no interest in reprising his role.


      Minami-san had then been nominated, since she’d helped with her class’s presentation to the student council last year, and then Kawanami-kun had been roped into helping as well. Thus, they’d become the committee members for our class. Personally, I feel like they are the perfect people for the job.


      “Shout out any ideas you have, even if they’re a little wild! Don’t worry, I’ll have Yume-chan use her student council authority to approve it!”


      “No you will not!” Yume-san quipped, evoking laughter from the class.


      I used the cover of their laughter to begin drawing in the margins of my notebook. Though I still hadn’t decided whether I’d accept the request or not, I still very much enjoyed drawing. Due to Mizuto’s ruthless training, I’d become better able to draw the things I thought of. I didn’t have any ideas for what our class could do for the cultural festival, so I decided to do what I usually did and leave the planning to the class. I’d simply do whatever they asked me to.


      Now that I think about it, I think Mizuto-kun was roped into being a committee member while he was writing a novel to show me. Well, I suppose that won’t happen to me since the members are already chosen for our class.


      “What about a cosplay café?”


      “But didn’t Irido-san’s class do that last year?”


      “The outfits were so cute! I wanna see them again!”


      Hmm... I think these thighs require a little more meat. I’ll make them plumper...


      “I have an idea!”


      “All right, Yoshino-san—lay it on us!”


      “Let’s do an escape room! Everyone liked the one from last year!”


      “Oh yeah.”


      “The one that the upperclassmen did?”


      “That was fun!”


      “Good idea!” Minami-san answered. “I bet that’ll get a lotta customers! Write it down, Ko-kun!”


      Kawanami-kun nodded. “Got it. An escape room, huh?”


      “Oh, wait.”


      “What’s the matter, Yume-chan?” Minami-san asked. “I don’t like the look on your face...”


      “This might not be fair of me to share, but...there are a lot of classes who want to do an escape room this year. Our class will probably have to do a presentation and hope that we win out.”


      “Another presentation?!”


      “But Irido-san and Asuhain-san are gonna be the judges this time, right? We got this in the bag.”


      “I told you, I won’t help our class cheat,” Yume-san said.


      “We’re going to be impartial,” Asuhain-san said.


      “You two are such Goody Two-shoes. So what should we do? Give up on the escape room?” Minami-san wondered.


      “Wait! All we have to do is have a plan to win with our presentation, right?!”


      “You’re already thinking about winning, Yoshino-san?” Yume-san asked.


      “Of course! This won’t be any old escape room! We’ll give it a specific story! It’ll be like those escape rooms that collab with anime, you know? We’ll make a character that’ll be the face of our scenario and then make a sign with an illustration! If we do that much, there’s no way we’ll lose out to any other class!”


      “Who’s gonna draw it?” Minami-san asked.


      “We have the perfect person to do that, and they’re right here in our class! Higashira-san!”


      “Huh?” I heard my name, drawing me out of my focus on drawing thick thighs.


      Before I knew it, Yoshino-san had woven between the seats to get to me and placed both her hands on my desk.


      “Huh? What? What’s going on?”


      “You’ll draw our class’s sign, right?”


      “Huh?”


      I was completely flummoxed, but she just blinked her sparkling eyes at me.




      “How dare you not check with me first,” Mizuto-kun growled.


      He was angry. No, he wasn’t simply angry. He was furious. Homeroom had ended and we were currently on the landing of the staircase to the first floor. Mizuto-kun was currently backing Yoshino-san into the wall, glaring at her with his arms folded, impatiently tapping them.


      This might have been the first time I’d seen him so furious. His irritation was palpable. Overpowered by the pressure he was exerting, Yoshino-san meekly backed against the wall, her eyes looking in every direction except his.


      “W-Well, this is like the only opportunity for everyone to find out how good she is at drawing...”


      “And why do they need to know that? Once our class finds out she’s good at drawing, they’ll shower her with praise for a bit, but that’s it. I can’t believe her skills are being exploited for something so worthless. This is why I wanted Isana to hide her drawing talent from everyone.”


      “But she’ll never make more friends at this rate! Is that okay with you?!”


      “That isn’t for you or me to decide. It’s her decision. Plus, you didn’t even get her permission before you blabbed. This is something I can’t just turn a blind eye to as her manager.”


      “Why not?! Who cares?! All I want to do is show everyone how amazing she is!”


      Perhaps influenced by Yoshino-san raising her voice, Mizuto-kun did the same.


      “Have you not been listening to a word I said?! I bet all you wanted to do was feel superior by using Isana and boast to everyone that you knew how amazing she was and they didn’t.”


      “Not at all! Don’t put words in my mouth!”


      “This is a crucial time for Isana! She doesn’t have time to be involved in something so stupid like the cultural festival!”


      “It’s not stupid! I don’t know how you feel about the cultural festival, but for a normal high school student—”


      “U-Um...” I nervously spoke up, not being able to watch this anymore, drawing both of them to look at me simultaneously. “I-I’ll do the sign...”


      Yoshino-san’s expression filled with joy and she jumped with glee. In contrast, Mizuto-kun gritted his teeth with a sour look on his face.
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      Mizuto Irido


      “Damn it...” I cursed under my breath for the umpteenth time today, this time at the dining table as I rested my head in my hand.


      “Rare to see you in a bad mood,” Yume said with a wry smile as she placed a cup of black tea in front of me.


      “Of course I am. That damn gyaru didn’t have a single thought in her brain when she volunteered Isana...”


      “She didn’t do it with any kind of ill intention though, right? She just wanted everyone to know how amazing Higashira-san is.”


      “It’s worse this way. Since she was just being impulsively nice, there’s a high chance she’ll do something like this again.”


      “Everyone was pretty surprised when they saw Higashira-san’s drawings in her notebook. Nobody knew she was so good.”


      “What are you trying to say? Nothing good’ll come of the people in our class having a higher opinion of her. The only thing that’ll increase are the headaches.”


      There wasn’t anything more troublesome to deal with than when normies found out that someone was a talented artist without knowing their true value. I’d interacted with a few creative types when I worked part-time for Keikoin-san, and most of them had experiences where people tried to get free work from them. Most of the requests had come from a place of ignorance or lack of consideration, and unfortunately for us, high schoolers were both ignorant and inconsiderate.


      “I understand how important Higashira-san is to you,” Yume-said, sitting down, holding her cup of tea with both hands. She slowly adjusted herself to face me. “I’ve thought this for a while, but don’t you think you’re a bit too protective of her?”


      “Not at all. I’m appropriately protective. Talent is more fragile than glass.”


      “I don’t think it’s just because of her talent though... Maybe you should try spreading out your kindness to other people instead of focusing it all on her—just a little bit.”


      “Things like kindness are resources, and they’re not infinite.”


      I don’t get the feeling that I can be the kind of person that treats everyone equally. If anything, I judge people based on their actions and choices. I only became more confident each day that this was how I could get the best out of myself. It was the same logic behind why I didn’t value Yume and Isana the same way.


      “I forget—did you say that Higashira-san might try doing this professionally?” she asked, bringing her cup up to her mouth. “Maybe you should try to believe in her more. If she keeps relying on you, then she won’t be able to do the things she should be able to.”


      “You’re not wrong, but...”


      I know I’m a little soft on her...with the exception of her deadlines. I’m very hard on her when it comes to those. But outside of that, I do everything for her. I’m the one doing all the communication with the editor for the light novel, which they’re a little confused about. I doubt they’ve ever really seen a high school manager.


      “If she’s going to do this for a living, then it’ll be necessary for her to be able to interact with people both socially and professionally. I know that, but...” Before I knew it I had trailed off.


      “Professional communication?”


      “I’m saying that the communication abilities needed to talk with friends versus businesses are different.”


      “Oh, that’s true.”


      Isana one hundred percent did not have the communication skills necessary to make friends. To be honest, neither did I. However, communicating in a business environment really only required experience and prudence, so it was honestly easier to get the hang of. There were clearly defined correct answers and with emails, you could take your time to think before sending them out.


      “What does Higashira-san think about drawing the sign?”


      “When I was arguing with Yoshino about it, I got the impression she only agreed to do it to stop us. To be honest, I have no clue how motivated she actually is to do it. She won’t be able to use any of her illustrations since they’re chock-full of her fetishes.”


      “Aren’t her illustrations pretty PG though? I’m surprised.”


      “At first glance, you’re not wrong. After all, I’m the one holding the more risqué stuff back. That being said, she fixates on parts that some people won’t notice easily. For example, there was a drawing where she focused pretty hard on how big the girl’s chest would have to be to make the sailor uniform she was wearing show just the right amount of belly.”


      “I understand what you mean now.”


      “That’s not really suitable for a cultural festival, is it? She might be able to sneak it past the teachers, but my point still stands.”


      “True... That might not be a great idea.”


      “If I cut her off completely from drawing exactly what she wants, I’m not sure how to manage her motivation...”


      “You have to manage that too?”


      “Well, to an extent. Yoshino thinks drawing is a lot simpler than it actually is. As a viewer, you only see the end product, not the entire, long, difficult process. Just like you need stamina to complete a marathon, you need motivation to finish illustrations.” I took a deep breath before sipping the tea Yume had placed in front of me. “I just hope we don’t find ourselves in a shitty situation...”


      Yume Irido


      The day after Mizuto-kun had his moment of frustration with Yoshino-san, I had my own difficulties to deal with.


      “It’s already time for the meeting?” I asked, sighing as I looked at the clock.


      Aso-senpai beamed at me. “Make sure you’re not all doom and gloom around the committee members. Come on, smile!” She pulled up the corners of her mouth with her fingers, but I wasn’t really in the mood to mimic her.


      “Why am I the head of the committee? Asuhain-san would’ve been a better fit...”


      The head of the committee was always someone on the student council who was vice president or lower. The head was also usually the one who was being eyed to be the next student council president. President Kurenai hasn’t decided between me and Asuhain-san, so why would she pick me—someone who’s fundamentally shy?


      “Titles don’t have much meaning. What’s important is what you do at the station you’ve been given,” President Kurenai said from her desk, a faint smile on her face as she rested her head in her hand. “If I had to give a reason I chose you, it’s because you aren’t comfortable being in a position above others. Now it’s time to find out if you just don’t want to do it or are genuinely not good at it. You’ll never know until you try.”


      “This is like a trial by fire...” I muttered before sighing once more.


      “Seriously,” Aso-senpai said, laughing.


      “Let’s get going, Irido-san,” Asuhain-san said while she stood up, tucking the documents she’d prepared during my whining underneath her armpit. “We can’t be late as student council members.”


      “True...”


      Knowing she was right, I sluggishly got up.


      “You got this!” Aso-senpai said, breezily waving her hand at us as we left the student council room to go to the meeting place for the cultural festival committee.


      “She’s really taking it easy. Is it because she did it last year?”


      Maybe that’s it. I know that I feel a kind of sense of superiority when I see someone doing something I struggled with before. I sometimes even felt happy seeing that...


      “Hmm? Wait, but Aso-senpai couldn’t have been on the committee last year...” I pointed out.


      Asuhain-san narrowed her eyes and looked back at the student council room. “Then that just makes her a carefree idiot. Let’s go.”


      Sheesh, if looks could kill... Asuhain-san had always been infatuated with President Kurenai; on the other hand, I got the feeling that her opinion of Aso-senpai was falling rapidly. This is in spite of the fact that Aso-senpai was the very same person who’d recommended her for the student council... Granted, she’d only done it because she’d thought Asuhain-san was cute.


      I took two deep breaths outside the room for the meeting. Asuhain-san patiently waited as I mentally prepared myself.


      Okay. I’m ready. Then I opened the door.


      In that instant, all the eyes in the room focused on me, and I couldn’t help but remember when I’d been sitting in their position and President Kurenai had walked in.


      She was a charismatic person to the point that even the way she walked had been enough to command respect. Can I give off the same aura as hers? No. Of course I can’t. It’s pointless to think about that. I’ll just have to do the best with my own abilities, not copy her.


      At the very least, I had to make sure that they didn’t feel as if I were unreliable. With that in mind, I focused on my steps and made for the whiteboard. There was still a little time before the meeting was scheduled to start, so I took the opportunity to review today’s agenda. As I did, the door in the back of the classroom opened and a few more students filtered in, sitting in the designated seats for their respective classes.


      Those who’d been selected to serve as committee members for their classes sat in pairs along the long tables which had been placed in rows. There were seven classes per grade year, meaning that there were forty-two people looking right at us.


      If this were the me of last year, this would’ve been enough for me to clam up—I wouldn’t have gotten so much as a sound out. Even now I was nervous, and I could feel my throat drying up, but I hadn’t spent this past year doing nothing. Once it was time, I opened my mouth.


      “I’m the student council secretary, Yume Irido. I’ll be serving as the cultural festival committee president.”


      “I’m Asuhain, and I’m in charge of General Affairs,” Asuhain-san said, briefly introducing herself after me.


      I guess even at times like these, she won’t use her full name. “It’s tradition for future leadership of the student council to lead this committee. In other words, both Asuhain-san and I have a high chance of being the next student council president. Please keep in mind that this committee is a way of announcing that.”


      I remembered back to last year when President Kurenai had said the same words with much more majesty. After I finished, I forced myself to smile leisurely. In the next minute, I heard some of the committee members gasp and begin whispering to each other.


      “I’ve seen them in the assemblies before, but now that I see them up close, they’re really cute.”


      “I’m Team Asuhain. I love her stoic attitude paired with her tiny size.”


      “Liar. You just like her chest.”


      Asuhain-san immediately shot these guys a sharp glare. She hadn’t actually called them out or anything, but this shut the other students up too. She’s really reliable, but she scares me a little.


      “Let’s get right into it, starting with what each of your classes would like to do for the festival. Please know that there might be instances where due to logistical constraints, you might not be able to do exactly what you had in mind. Also, if multiple classes want to do the same type of activity, then you’ll have to prepare a presentation.”


      The more I talked, the more I felt myself calming down. Yeah, I really have grown over the last year. Feeling this tangible growth made me happier than anything else.


      Mizuto Irido


      It was now after school and I was sitting in a booth at a family restaurant, with Isana and me on one side and Yako Yoshino on the other. We were all gathered here today to talk about the cultural festival, and apparently she had something to show us. After paying to use the drink bar, Yoshino spread out several pieces of paper on the table in front of us.


      “One of my friend’s pretty good at this kinda thing so I asked her to write out a script for us. Take a look.”


      “Oh yeah? You make it sound so easy.” I furrowed my brow at her while bringing the papers closer to me.


      It’d only been two days since our class decided on what we were doing. There was no way that someone could write this all out in such a short time...


      “Mizuto-kun?” Isana asked nervously, noticing I’d fallen silent as I read through everything.


      I finished the first page, then passed it over to Isana. “You should read this too.”


      “O-Okay,” Isana said, albeit a little confused.


      Then, the only noise that came from our booth was the sound of pages flipping as we read the entire script to the end.


      “It sounds...actually fairly amusing?” Isana said hesitantly.


      I nodded in agreement. “The players and a guide character are trapped in the classroom by a mysterious force. As they solve the riddles, the guide character’s past is revealed, as well as why they’re trapped in the classroom. It fits the idea of an escape room in a classroom to a T. It’s overall a perfect script.”


      “It kind of reminds me of that book. You know the one I’m talking about? The one that was written by the person with a cute name,” Yoshino said.


      “You’re talking about Mizuki Tsujimura’s A School Frozen in Time. I bet whoever wrote this was inspired by that.”


      “Oh, as expected from a bookworm. The person who wrote this said as much too!” Yoshino said with a proud smile.


      “Who’d you ask to write this?” I asked, glaring at her. “There’s no way a normal high schooler could’ve written this in two days.”


      “A first-year girl I know. I remembered that she said she’s written a script for a play before, so I asked her and she said yeah.”


      “‘Yeah.’ You make it sound so easy. Did you pay her? There’s no way she should’ve done this for free.”


      “Of course I did! I promised that we’d go to a collab café together!”


      I went from a glare to a firm frown. She has absolutely no clue how valuable this is. This is something that would’ve easily cost tens of thousands of yen in the real world.


      The more amazing thing was the author though. She’d been able to finish this script and make it exactly as requested in no time flat. The ability to do that was impressive. She was definitely a totally different breed from Isana, who could only exhibit her full skills when doing something she liked. This first-year was probably the type of person who could work better when she had defined goals and tasks.


      But also, she’s only a first-year?


      “So I’m thinking of having Higashira-san draw character designs based on this script. I asked my friend to make the characters girls that Higashira-san would probably like! If we have her art, our presentation will win out for sure!” Yoshino said.


      “When’s the presentation?” I asked.


      “Uh...well according to Irido-san, it’s in three days.”


      “Get out of here,” I spat. “That’s not nearly enough time.”


      “Huh? Really?”


      I moved the papers in front of Yoshino and slammed my hand on them. “Just having this will be easy enough. For now, make do with it and we’ll work on the character designs.”


      “Huh? We’re gonna do the presentation without any illustrations?” Yoshino asked, skeptically.


      “If you want Isana to draw it for you by then, pay fifty thousand yen! Isana could easily get that much through commissions!”


      “O-Okay, okay! Don’t get so mad...” Yoshino recoiled, and I stopped to exhale.


      Once I calmed down, I turned to Isana. “You good with that? I’ll figure out your due date, but taking into consideration the day of the cultural festival, you’ll probably have a week to get it done.”


      “Hmm... I believe that should work out.”


      “Okay.”


      For now, we had this settled. As expected, when they did the presentation two days later, they were easily able to get it approved by focusing on the scenario that’d been written. Like this, our class decided on doing an escape room based on the scenario and we quickly ramped up to get everything ready. The only thing was that Isana didn’t have the character designs finished by the deadline.


      Yume Irido


      “I’m off...” I said to the rest of the student council members through a sigh as I stood up from my seat with Asuhain-san.


      “Still nervous? How many times have you run these meetings by now?” Aso-senpai asked with an amused smile.


      “Of course I’m still nervous. I’ve never had to run a large group of people before.”


      “Maybe you’re too nice to really keep people in line.”


      “Maybe...”


      “Ranran may be better in that regard. She’s pretty fearless when it comes to that.”


      I looked over at Asuhain-san, who was gathering the materials for today’s meeting. Aso-senpai’s right. Asuhain-san isn’t reserved with anyone and has been able to give out orders to the committee members. She’s always able to stay calm and collected when she notices a mistake. She’s so methodical that she reminds me of a robot.


      I couldn’t be like her. I felt bad if I corrected people too much, so I’d always hold back a bit. As a result, the younger students had a good impression of me, but it also meant that they didn’t really respect me. Can I really be the student council president like this?


      Honestly, I wasn’t all that attached to the idea of becoming the president. I was even thinking of yielding my candidacy to Asuhain-san. After all, she revered President Kurenai and wanted to follow in her footsteps.


      Something inside my heart stopped me from doing that though. It wasn’t so easy for me to give up the candidacy to her. In the corner of my mind, I couldn’t help but wonder if this meant that I hadn’t changed from when I first entered the student council.


      “What makes someone a leader depends on the person,” President Kurenai said, continuing to tap away on her laptop. “As you know, the previous president, Hoshibe-senpai, was great at delegating, but I’m the type who likes to do everything myself. Regardless of whether you want to be the student council president or not, just be sure to find your own method of doing things. There’s no one right answer.”


      I nodded. “Right...”


      She’s right. There’s no point worrying about this. For now, I need to do my job.


      “Let’s get going, Irido-san,” Asuhain-san said, holding the documents against her chest, looking up at me.


      “Yeah.”


      Before we made it out the door, President Kurenai called out after us. “Be sure to keep a close eye on your underclassmen.”


      “Yes, President Kurenai,” Asuhain-san replied as we stepped out into the hallway.


      At the end of the cultural festival, President Kurenai, Aso-senpai, and Haba-senpai would end their terms on the student council. This would be our last job together. One of the pressing problems I needed to solve was finding out how to fill the holes that they’d be leaving. As we walked down the hallway to the meeting room, I looked at Asuhain-san.


      “Have you seen any promising underclassmen?”


      “I think Endo-san from class 1-2 has promise,” she answered, looking back at me. “She’s quick and precise with her work, and attentive to other people. The only thing is she’d have to split her time between the art club and the student council if she joined.”


      I was a little surprised by how clear an answer she’d been able to give. “Wow, you’ve already found someone to scout?”


      “I’m not sure if I’ll recommend her yet, but I can’t help but focus on girls who would be a fit. We need to find boys who would be good too.”


      “Boys? You’re thinking about recommending boys too?”


      “Is that so surprising?”


      “Well...a little. You hate guys, don’t you?”


      “To be honest, I think the perfect person for the job would be your younger brother.”


      “Mizuto?”


      I was a little surprised, but thinking about it calmly, I agreed. He not only had good grades, but he also kinda fit the bill for how a student council member acted. Add to that the fact he could easily give tough orders and he certainly would be a good fit.


      “The only problem is that he seems to have no interest in the student council. Or school, for that matter.”


      She knows what she’s talking about. I guess she still remembers how President Kurenai recruited me instead of Mizuto despite him standing out the most during our presentation.


      “Oh wait. I just realized—you’re considering second-years too?”


      “If the requirement for candidates is for them to be able to work a full year on the student council, then there shouldn’t be any problems with second-years.”


      “Well, that’s true...” I said with a slight sigh. “I guess I’ll ask Mizuto as a last resort.”


      “Are there no underclassmen who meet your standards?”


      “It’s not like I have high standards or anything, but I’m just not used to having to make a choice in general.”


      “I don’t think you have to rack your brain about it too hard. Just remember how lazy Aso-senpai’s criteria was.”


      Of all the people to tell me not to think too hard about it... It wasn’t technically necessary for me to make a recommendation. We could get candidates and decide from there, but it’d feel pretty pathetic if we couldn’t pick out anybody on our own.


      More than anything, I’d only thought about joining the student council because President Kurenai had chosen me. If possible, I’d like to give that same experience to someone else too. I looked at the students inside the meeting room as we entered.


      “Hello, everyone,” I said.


      “Hey!” everyone inside called back.


      In the center of the room, they’d combined all the long tables together to make one big one. On top of it were a slew of colorful markers, sticky notes, and in-progress posters.


      The room was filled with the sounds of papers rubbing against each other. I walked by them as they did their work, and I felt them look back nervously at me. It kinda feels embarrassing. I’ll never get used to this, no matter how much time passes.


      Asuhain-san and I then sat at our seats by the white board and opened our laptops on the long desk in front of us. Then one of the committee members immediately approached us as if she’d been waiting for this moment.


      “Do you have a second?” she asked.


      “Sure. What is it, Michikura-san?”


      She was a first-year with black hair that she tied up behind her neck and a pair of glasses, which made her the spitting image of a serious type of person. She wasn’t the type to express her emotions too much, and it kind of reminded me of how Asuhain-san was when I first met her. It was a little nostalgic.


      “I have a question about the schedule for the stage announcements. There was a request from the dance club because they’d like an extra ten minutes for rehearsal.”


      “Huh? Hmm... I think we can make it work if we change the order... Thanks for letting me know. I’ll talk with them.”


      “Thank you.” Then she turned away and went back to her desk. I took out my notebook, which I’d started using since I joined the student council, and wrote myself a reminder.


      There always seemed to be more to do, never less. Most likely it’d be like this until the cultural festival ended. For the time being, I decided to focus only on getting the stuff in front of me done.


      Mizuto Irido


      As soon as class ended, I quickly grabbed Isana by the shoulder before she could bolt for the door.


      “Where do you think you’re going?” I asked.


      She slowly turned around, a nervous smile on her face. “I’ve much work to do, so I was planning on returning home to really focus and finish all of it.”


      “The deadline was yesterday.”


      “Eek!”


      “Show me what you have done, even if it’s not complete.”


      I sat Isana back down in her seat and made her take out her tablet that she usually used to draw. After she unlocked it, I took it and opened her drawing program and saw the very first outlines of characters—more than I’d expected there to be. I could tell how hard she was agonizing over this.


      “Any that you like the most right now?” I asked, returning the tablet to her.


      She then slowly pointed toward one of the files. “The first one I drew...”


      Hmm. I opened the file and saw a girl in a school uniform with a bob cut, wearing a cardigan and a skirt that was on the longer side. Something about her gave an ephemeral vibe. If anything, she reminded me of a terminally ill heroine.


      “It’s pretty good.”


      “It...is?”


      “She’s the exact kind of character that you’d see on the cover of more mature light novels. I think she fits the scenario well.”


      Isana groaned though, seemingly dissatisfied with this character in some way.


      “What’s the hangup?”


      “I’m not sure... There’s just something off. It’s like I took something shapeless and then...gave it the shape of shapelessness.”


      I have no clue what you’re saying, but at times like this, it’s not right to completely dismiss an artist’s instincts. I need to think of how to put real words to how she’s feeling.


      While I was trying to figure that out, Yoshino poked her head in from behind us.


      “Is that the character design?! She looks so cute!” After catching a glimpse at the tablet screen, she wrenched it toward her, pulling my hands along. “She’s totally the kind of girl I wanna protect! I heard you were having a tough time, but she’s perfect!”


      “I honestly agree, but...”


      Isana pursed her lips and furrowed her brow, scrunching her face, then yelled, “You’re both incorrect! This won’t work at all!”


      “Why not? She’s so cute...” Yoshino said.


      “She’s not cute at all! Not at all! Not at all!”


      As Isana repeated herself, she banged her hands on her desk. Surprised by the noise, our classmates doing other work in the classroom turned around to look at us. She didn’t seem to notice them, throwing a tantrum like a child. Yoshino and I each grabbed one of her arms and tried to calm her down.


      “Okay, okay! We’ll wait a little longer, okay? That good with you, Yoshino?”


      “Yeah, yeah! Totally fine! We still have time!”


      “Grr...” Isana let out a growl like some kind of animal, so I took her and left the classroom.




      “Ha...” I exhaled as I stared at the script.


      “Last time you were cursing out Yoshino; now you’re sighing?” Yume asked me as she sat next to me on the living room couch, a wry smile on her face. “It was the first time I’d seen you so furious. Now this is the first time I’ve seen you so depressed. I’ve been seeing so many new sides to you recently.”


      “This isn’t the first time Isana’s not made a deadline, but this is the first time she’s acted like this...”


      There had been instances where she hadn’t met her deadlines because the quality of the illustration didn’t meet her standards, so she’d revised it over and over until she was satisfied. Sometimes she’d even redrawn it entirely. Usually I was able to convince her that it was more important to finish something rather than continue to try to perfect it. But I guess this time, in her mind, there was something fundamentally wrong with the character design in a way that neither myself nor Yoshino could identify.


      “So she’s having problems designing a character?” Yume asked.


      “Yeah, but both Yoshino and I think the design she has right now is good enough.”


      “Could I see it too?” I’d forwarded a copy of the file to my phone, so I opened it and showed her. “She’s cute. I’m sure she’d catch everyone’s attention.”


      “Yeah...”


      “So what’s the problem?”


      “No clue, and it’s bothering me to no end. The worst part is that Isana doesn’t know either.”


      “So she’s saying that it’s not right without knowing exactly what the problem is?”


      “Exactly. Worst case, I’ll have to force her to finish it, but I’d prefer her not getting used to me giving her slack all the time.”


      Professionals absolutely had to stick to their deadlines. If they got used to compromising, they’d lose their ability to grow. This was another thing I’d learned during my part-time job with Keikoin-san.


      “Sounds like managing creative types can be a handful... I wonder if this is what it’s like for novel editors.”


      “I wonder... I kinda have the image of authors in the Showa era and before that not keeping their deadlines and playing mahjong or drinking instead.”


      I need to figure out what exactly Isana is hung up on. I’ve been rereading the script ever since I got home, but I can’t pinpoint it at all. Is this the limit of someone without talent like me?


      “Talking about the cultural festival?” Yuni-san asked, popping up after finishing her bath, looking down at us. “It kind of looks like you two are adults—coworkers at a company.”


      “I mean, work for the cultural festival is still work,” Yume said.


      “That’s true,” she replied with a smile. “What’s your class doing?”


      “I’m on the planning committee, so I’m not really involved with what our class is doing, but...”


      “We’re doing an escape room with a story,” I interjected, taking over for Yume. “There’s going to be a guide character who will lead the characters through the story and they’ll solve the riddles that way.”


      “Oh that sounds fun! Is that the guide character in question?” Yuni-san asked, looking at my phone, which was currently in Yume’s hands.


      “Are the students in your class going to be reading her lines?”


      “Yeah... We’re going to have the girls in our class take turns doing it, me included.”


      “Oh really? Can you really play a wistful girl like this though?” she teasingly asked Yume.


      “What’s that supposed to mean?” Yume asked, frowning as Yuni-san laughed jokingly.


      “Well she’s nothing like you! You’ve gotten a lot tougher recently. You get mad a lot more too.”


      “I only get mad because you’re saying things to make me mad! I’ll have you know, I’m passing as a perfect honor student-type at school!”


      I silently held up my hand to Yume’s face. “Could you...be quiet for a second?”


      “Mizuto-kun?”


      I began rubbing the back of my neck as if I were massaging out the answer from there. “Play.” Voice. Performance. Different performers. Could this be it?


      “I need to make a call,” I said, taking back my phone and the script before running upstairs to my room.


      Isana Higashira


      I was currently in my room, facing my tablet and doing my best to draw something. The best thing to do when you were stuck was stop drawing, do nothing for a little bit, then try drawing something. Or at least, that’s what Mizuto-kun had told me before to get me out of one of my slumps.


      To his credit, it was a very effective method and had saved me on multiple occasions from missing my deadlines due to artist’s block. However, the artist’s block I was experiencing right now was akin to being in absolute darkness, frantically moving my hands around to grasp something—anything—but to no avail.


      This shouldn’t have been so difficult. It was for a simple little poster for the cultural festival, not a light novel illustration.


      I began having doubts that I was actually capable of doing illustrations for a light novel now. I could feel my anxiety spreading across my body.


      Am I truly a prodigy like Mizuto-kun claims I am? Perhaps I’m nothing more than a normal person who lacks an ability to effectively communicate with others. Perhaps...my ability to draw stands out because I am so lacking in every other regard.


      But as I fumbled through the darkness I was certain that what I wanted—what I was looking for—was somewhere here. It had to be.


      Suddenly, I heard my phone ringing from the edge of my desk, so I finally stopped staring at my tablet. Oh, it’s from Mizuto-kun. Is he going to push me to get this done? That frightens me slightly. There is nothing more frightening than having someone believe so strongly in you, yet failing to meet their expectations.


      I slowly, nervously, moved my hand to my phone and picked up the call.


      “Hello...?” I whispered, moving my phone to my ear.


      “We need to make one for every voice!” Ignoring all phone etiquette, Mizuto-kun blurted this out.


      “Huh?”


      I tilted my head, thoroughly confused. What’s he saying?


      “Remember when you were talking about it being shapeless?”


      “Y-Yes... I still haven’t been able to really get a good picture of what exactly I’m thinking of though.”


      “I think what you’re talking about, what you feel’s missing, has to do with the voices.”


      “You...do?” I blinked my eyes as I gazed down at the characters I’d drawn. “They don’t have voices. We haven’t even begun rehearsal for the lines yet. Besides, there won’t be just one voice, everyone’s going to take...turns...”


      Oh. Oh!


      “That’s what’s messing up your vision of the character,” Mizuto-kun said, eloquently putting into words exactly what I’d been hung up on. “Our class is gonna take turns voicing the guide character, since it’d be too much for just one person. Plus, it’s more fun for a cultural festival if different people voice the character. It’s more fun if the performance is done by someone we know, after all. It’s a good way to get the excitement going around the school when you know someone who’s in the attraction. The only problem is that the personality of the character will change even though the character’s design doesn’t.”


      “Yes... Exactly! Even though we have a script, I have no clue what kind of person the guide character is.”


      Perhaps I was subconsciously trying to imagine how the players will interpret this character when they do the escape room. But if we have the people voicing the character change and the players look forward to having someone they know doing the voices, then...


      “Ultimately, if the players hear the voice of someone they know, they won’t see the character I drew, but the person doing the voice... She’s not a character at all! She’s just a placeholder!”


      It was like the beautiful girl characters placed on advertisements for games that didn’t even have girls in them just to get people to click on them. Our escape room required a character, but there wasn’t one. That’s why I couldn’t come up with an image for what she looked like.


      “B-But even if we know what the problem is, how do we address it?”


      “Remember what I said? We have to make one for each of the voices,” he said confidently. “We’ll split up the people doing the voices into three groups based on their voices. Then from there, we’ll make three characters to match each group’s voice style. For example, try imagining a voice like Yume’s. What kind of character do you think of—what do you want the character to look like?”


      “For Yume-san... She’s typically calm, but I like how energetic she can become. I think a cute, energetic girl with pigtails would be good.”


      “This is what writing a character for someone is,” Mizuto-kun said.


      “It is?”


      “You imagine the person who’ll be acting and then write a character that fits them. One famous example is Franky from One Piece, whom the author drew specifically to match the voice actor.”


      “B-But is it okay for me to just make characters? We already have a script...”


      “It’s fine. This all came together because Yoshino wanted to use your drawings. She’s not allowed to say no.”


      If there are going to be three different characters, that means there will need to be three different scripts. At the very least, all the lines will need to be rewritten. Is it really okay for someone to do that for the sake of my own whims? But if it really is, then...


      “Mizuto-kun... In that case, um...could I make one more selfish request?”


      “Go for it.”


      “Could I draw guys as well?” I could hear a soft gasp from the other side of the phone, but even so, I continued to explain myself. “If we’re going to do this, then I think having guys as well will make it even more enjoyable. I’ll make three characters for them too, for a total of six. Is that...okay?”


      “Are you going to be okay? That’s six whole characters.”


      “Yes, I can do it.” I immediately adjusted my grip on my tablet’s pen with my free hand. “I’ll do it all by tomorrow.”


      Mizuto Irido


      It was now the beginning of our lunch break and Yoshino and I gathered around Isana’s desk to look at the drawing on her table.


      “What...do you think?” Isana asked.


      “Whoa...”


      “Whoa!”


      Both Yoshino and I let out sounds of amazement. Just as promised, Isana had certainly drawn out three guys and three girls.


      “For the girls, I separated them into three categories: cute, cool, and passionate,” Isana explained.


      “What about for the guys?” I asked.


      “Gloomy, delinquent, and hyper.”


      So those are the groups she’d put the guys in our class into? I mean, I get it, but still.


      “These are sooo good!” Yoshino exclaimed, holding the tablet close to her face. “The one you did before was really good too, but these are like...”


      “Refined?” I asked.


      “Yeah! That! They’re suuuper refined!”


      The girls had three types of hair styles: short, long, and in pigtails. They each had distinct facial expressions and poses, as well as varying items on their uniforms to express their personalities. Her first design of the sickly type of heroine felt so much realer now than it had before.


      The guys were drawn at different heights, which most likely had to do with Isana’s preferences. One of them had a jacket on, while another’s shirt buttons were open. She’d done these obvious differences to differentiate them, but there were even smaller details like the size of their eyes and their facial expressions that really stood out. These weren’t drawn to be eye candy for girls. They were designed like a mix between the characters in shonen and seinen manga.


      “These are good... I know I’ve been wanting you to practice drawing guys, but I never thought you’d be this good at doing it.”


      “Heh heh. I got super excited when I thought what kind of characters would go with your voice.”


      “Are you planning on making me do all the voices?”


      “Hey, stop flirting in front of me!” Though Yoshino said it jokingly, there was a hint of anger in her voice.


      Before I knew it, there were several people looking over my shoulders.


      “Are the character designs done?”


      “There are guys?! Huh? Does that mean Irido-kun’s gonna do a voice too?!”


      “Oh, which one? Which one?”


      “I think the gloomy one fits him best!”


      “No way, the pairing of an innocent voice and the delinquent character would be so amazing!”


      “I haven’t said I’d do any of the voices,” I pointed out.


      But my words were drowned out by the excited squeals of the girls. Sheesh, I’m glad that Yume’s at the committee meeting and not here. If she saw this, she’d definitely sulk...


      Then I noticed Minami-san looking at me, a shit-eating grin plastered on her face.


      “I’m gonna tell Yume-chan!” she mouthed.


      “Don’t you dare!” I mouthed back, heavily frowning.


      I held myself back from letting out a heavy sigh, knowing we weren’t in the clear yet. There was still work to be done. Isana had done a wonderful job, and now it was my turn.


      “Yoshino, can you introduce me to the person who wrote the script?” I asked, raising my voice over the girls who were excitedly sharing their fantasies about the character designs.


      Yoshino groaned and tilted her head. “I figured this would happen. It’s gonna need rewrites, isn’t it?”


      “Is that okay?”


      “Weeell, she said to let her know if there’s anywhere we want her to fix, so it’ll probably be okay.”


      In order to fully utilize the characters Isana had drawn, it was vital to rework the script. Negotiating that was my job...and Yoshino’s, in this case.


      “Okie dokie. I’ve already shot her a message, so we’ll meet her after school.”


      “What kinda person is the scriptwriter?”


      “I call her Miyo,” Yoshino said with a grin. “I guess you could say she’s a gyaru friend of mine.”




      When school ended, Yoshino and I went to the floor that the first-year classrooms were on. Just a few months ago, this had been the floor we’d been on, but it already felt nostalgic being back here. For some reason, the students here all seemed really young.


      Yoshino led me to the room for class 1-4 and flung the door open without any hesitation.


      “Miyo!” she called out loudly. “You here?”


      How can she not only go to a different year’s floor, but also just so casually yell into their classroom? I wasn’t sure whether to be impressed or aghast, but as I internally debated, a girl near the entrance of the classroom nervously spoke up.


      “Um...if you’re looking for her, she said she was going to the library. She told me to tell you that if you came here.”


      “Oh really?” Yoshino then checked her phone. “Oh yeah, she texted me.”


      “Check your phone first...” I quipped.


      “Shaddup, she just texted me!”


      She changed where we’re going to meet up? Maybe it was hard to talk in her classroom since she’s technically helping a class that isn’t hers despite the preparations for the cultural festival ramping up.


      With that said, we went to the library.


      It’d been a while since I’d come here. At this point, Isana was drawing at home more than reading, so we usually just talked over the phone or in person in her room. Despite the entire school pretty much being filled with cultural festival-specific excitement, the library alone was quiet and left out from all of that. On our way in, I saw the librarian silently reading a book at the counter, but there didn’t seem to be anyone in the reading corner.


      “Hmm? Where’s Miyo?” Yoshino asked.


      “Probably in the back somewhere.”


      “As expected from a bookworm, you know the ins and outs of the library.”


      “I don’t think this has anything to do with me being a bookworm. It’s more like you’ve just never been to a library in your life.”


      “Don’t make it sound like I’m stupid! I’m a student at the prestigious Rakuro High School too, you know!”


      And the million dollar question is, How? It’s one of this school’s seven great mysteries. I led Yoshino toward the back of the library near the window where Isana and I used to hang out. It was also coincidentally where the light novels were. But as we moved that way, I stopped one row before that, assuming that this Miyo girl wouldn’t be looking at light novels.


      As expected, standing in the middle of this section was a girl who was reading a thick, hardcover book. She had glasses and a calm demeanor. She even had triple-braided hair. If anyone looked like they belonged to a prep school, it was her. But then there was a pink highlight down her braid, which made her look like she was part of a band. It was even more noticeable because it was a stark contrast to the kind of thing you’d expect from someone reading such a thick book in the middle of a row.


      “Oh, there you are!” Yoshino called out, grabbing the girl’s attention; as soon as they made eye contact, her face lit up.


      “Yoshino-senpai! How’s it goin’?” she asked, returning the book to the bookshelf and jogging over to Yoshino, and they gave each other a high five.


      Though Yoshino had mentioned that Miyo was a gyaru too, I still found it hard to believe that someone like this had written that script. I know you shouldn’t judge a book by its cover, but this feels like an egregious mismatch.


      “Yoshino,” I started.


      “Oh, right. Sorry. I mentioned him in the text, but this is Mizuto-kun. What’d I tell you? Unpleasant as hell, isn’t he?”


      “What kind of introduction is that?”


      Ever since the school trip, Yoshino would casually show animosity toward me. It wasn’t like Yume when we first started living together, though, where she was just a little short with me but would still make lighthearted jabs. I guess Yoshino still feels defeated from Isana turning her down on the school trip.


      Having no choice, since she wasn’t going to do it right, I decided to introduce myself. “I’m Mizuto Irido, a second-year. I read the script you wrote. It’s really well done.”


      “You think so? I kinda just threw it together in a jiffy, so it’s whatever to me.”


      “No need to be humble. If you really just threw this together, then I think you’re a genius.”


      “Aw, no way. This is coming from the rumored genius of the school, Mizuto-senpai? You’re gonna make me blush.” She sheepishly smiled as Yoshino went around and grabbed her shoulders from behind.


      “We were in the same middle school, and Miyo was in the literary club. Since we knew each other, I asked her to write the script for us.”


      “I’m just happy to be able to help you,” she told Yoshino.


      The literary club? If anything, she looks like she was in the light music club. I’d been a little worried when Yoshino had mentioned that she was a gyaru, but after talking to her, I could tell she was a gentle-mannered, polite girl. If this was the case, I had high hopes that we’d be able to easily negotiate the script rewrite.


      “Sorry to cut to the point, but I’m sure you’ve heard from Yoshino already. We were hoping you could go back into the script to change some of the lines, and—”


      “Oh, sorry,” Miyo interrupted, her bright smile unflinching. “But I refuse to do any rewrites.”

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 2: The Reason the Scriptwriter Wants to Confer with Me


      Mizuto Irido


      I found her already there when I entered the family restaurant near school, sitting at a booth by the window.


      “Hi there,” she said, scrunching and opening her hand.


      Well, that’s a unique way to greet someone. As I sat in front of her, she put her elbows on the table and rested her head in her hands.


      “Something wrong?” I asked.


      “No, it’s just that this feels like a meeting between a manga artist and their editor,” she explained.


      “Don’t you mean a novel author?”


      “Do novel authors meet with their editors at family restaurants?”


      “Your guess is as good as mine.”
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      The person I was meeting with today was neither Yume Irido nor Isana Higashira. Rather, she was a first-year by the name of Miyo. At first glance her glasses made her look like a diligent student, but she had highlights of pink in her braid that hinted otherwise.


      Usually I wouldn’t call people, especially girls I didn’t know, by their first names, but she had personally requested it, so I complied. I internally resolved to use her name as little as possible and just call her “you” at every opportunity.


      “Then let’s start with showing me as much as you have done right now,” I said, getting into the main topic of today, and the reason I’d come here to meet with her.


      “Here ya go!” she said very casually with a bright smile without even a shred of nervousness.


      She then took out the script she’d printed out. I’d asked her yesterday to revise the script she’d written for our class, so my job here was to read through it, give my opinion, and help her complete it. While I was reading, our conversation played back in my head.




      “Oh, sorry, but I refuse to do any rewrites,” she said, casually turning down my and Yoshino’s request.


      “Huh? Why?” Yoshino asked, more surprised than I was. The look on her face made it seem as if she’d been stabbed in the back. “You said we could ask you to fix it if we wanted!”


      “I mean, I did, but...you know, it’s already a lot of writing, and now I’ll need to write six different routes?”


      Yoshino tried to reason with her, saying, “Well, sure, but like, just changing the lines a little bit shouldn’t be that much work, right?”


      “Couldn’t you just do that yourself?”


      “Absolutely not,” I answered firmly. “Changing the personalities of the characters isn’t done just by changing their lines. You have to craft the world around them—that’s why we need you, the creator of this world, to write this.”


      “Well...” She looked a little troubled how to respond and tilted her head with a weak smile. “I think you’re overexaggerating how much thought I put into it all. But I’m glad you understand the difficulty involved with rewriting everything.”


      “I do understand how difficult it is, but I don’t think you’re incapable of doing it. You wrote the script in a day, right? For someone like you, I have no doubt you’d be able to pull this off in time.”


      “I really think you’re overevaluating me a bit too much. Besides that, being able to do something is different from wanting to do something.”


      “I can pay you.” I decided to play my first negotiation card. “Three thousand yen per route. With six routes that’d be a total of eighteen thousand. I know it’s lower than what people usually pay, but let’s assume that this is ten days’ worth of work. You’re essentially earning the same as if you worked a part time job for two hours a day at nine hundred an hour. It’s not that bad of a deal, right?”


      “W-Wait, we’re paying her?!” Yoshino asked, surprised, as Miyo blinked a few times.


      I snorted. “Of course. People should be appropriately compensated for the work they do.”


      From the start, I hadn’t thought that revising this script would be a simple task. Plus, I was asking her to go through this effort to selfishly support the character designs that Isana had made. Then the cherry on top was that she wasn’t even a part of our class. All in all, paying her was the least we could do.


      I wasn’t sure if it was me suggesting payment or something else, but Miyo just kept blinking for a little longer.


      “For my own reference...where is this money going to come from? Does your class have that big of a budget?”


      “Of course it doesn’t. This is coming out of my wallet.”


      “Huh?! Are you an idiot?!” Yoshino asked, practically screaming while grabbing me by the shoulders. “That’s basically twenty thousand yen! How much do you have saved up if you’re ready to just drop it that easy?!”


      “I’ve been working a part-time job regularly, but everything I’ve made has just been piling up because I haven’t had anything to use it on. But now I’ve finally found something to invest in.”


      “Huh? Invest in what?” Miyo asked, a little apprehensive.


      “There are two things. One is Isana’s designs for our class. The other is...” Then I looked right at the talented scriptwriter in front of me. “You and your once-in-a-lifetime talent. I want the opportunity to work with you.”


      Miyo fell silent and her mouth hung slack. Though I was very much struck by Isana’s talent and wanted to manage her, I wasn’t planning on managing only her for the rest of my life. I wanted to work with as many talented people as I could. And after seeing this girl’s script, I absolutely couldn’t let the chance to work with her go.


      After many seconds of silence, I heard someone clearing their throat somewhere behind us. It was most likely the librarian reminding us to keep our voices down since we were in the library, even if there wasn’t anyone else in here.


      As Miyo came to her senses, her face creaked into an awkward smile. “Well...let’s talk somewhere else for the time being.”


      The library door rattled shut behind us and as soon as it closed, Miyo’s face lit up with a bright grin as she looked at me. “You’re a strange person, just like the rumors said.”


      I couldn’t help but ask, “What kinda rumors are you hearing?”


      “Uh... Probably better if you don’t know.” Then she started walking away, puffing out her chest and placing her hands behind her back.


      She was a type of girl I didn’t regularly deal with. It felt kind of refreshing.


      “Regarding the payment suggestion, I can’t take your money. I don’t think I write anything that deserving of payment.”


      “I don’t agree.”


      “Well, can I ask for something else instead?” she asked, turning around to face me. “Part of the reason I can’t help you is because our class is stuck on something for the cultural festival.”


      “What do you need help with?”


      She sighed and confessed, “So, we’re doing a play, but...the script isn’t anywhere close to being finalized.”


      “And the person writing that script is...”


      “Me. But every time the people from my class tell me what they want to add, the script gets really messed up.”


      “I see...”


      If she had to incorporate all the requests of the actors and alter their lines, then it’d really tie her creative hands behind her back. The reason our script had come together so fast had been because Yoshino had delegated all the decisions to Miyo. Though Yoshino had next to no knowledge of the creative process, one could say that one of her virtues was that she didn’t ask for too many changes.


      “So, could you help me by giving me advice?” she asked, punctuated by a swish of her pink and black braid. “I heard from Yoshino-senpai that you’re managing the person who’s doing the character designs. Rumor also has it that you read a lot. I think you can help me finish this mess of a script I have.”


      Yoshino spoke up before I had a chance to say anything. “Wait... No... No! Absolutely not! He already has Higashira-san! So—”


      “Okay. I’ll do it.”


      “Irido?!” Yoshino looked absolutely flummoxed by my response, as if she couldn’t believe I’d done that.


      “She’s helping us with our class, so it only makes sense for us to do the same.”


      “Well, yeah, but, like, are you sure? What about...”


      “What about what?”


      Yoshino seemed a little uneasy or pissed off. “I should’ve known... You really aren’t the kinda guy who understands how a girl’s heart works.”


      Is she trying to say Isana will get jealous? If so, then she’s seriously underestimating her.


      “Well I guess that’s it then! We have a deal!” Miyo said happily, clapping her hands together. “I’ll bring my script tomorrow, so please give me your feedback. Is it okay if we meet at the family restaurant near the school?”


      “Yeah, no problem.”


      “Are you sure about that?”


      I guess I should let Yume know, just in case.




      And now we return to the present, with me having just finished reading the script. I placed it on the table, and she asked for my thoughts.


      At some point while waiting for me she must have gotten up, because she was sipping on a fresh melon soda.


      I flipped back to the first page and groaned weakly. “Uh, how do I put this...”


      “No need to sugarcoat anything. Otherwise, there’s no point in coming to you for help.”


      “I think it’d be faster to scrap it and start over.”


      She smiled wryly, as if she’d known I was going to say that. “Figured...”


      “Your class put in too many unnecessary scenes and dialogue, and the overall structure’s fallen apart. So it’s probably faster to just rewrite the plot entirely.”


      “When you say that the structure fell apart...could you explain what you mean, exactly?”


      “In writing, there’s a structure of having an introduction, development, turn, and then conclusion. But the development here is too long.”


      “And that’s a bad thing?”


      “This is my personal opinion after speaking with professionals, but the development part usually serves to link the introduction and the turn. Being more specific, the development sets up the turn, which will flip everything on its head. If the development’s too long, the readers are gonna get bored. The same thing can be said about the introduction too.”


      “So you’re saying I should be quickly bringing the readers to the fun parts?”


      “Exactly. But also, an even bigger problem with this script is that there are too many random, mysterious scenes that don’t have anything to do with the story.”


      Though they might’ve been fun for the actors, the audience would probably get bored because they wouldn’t understand what’s going on. People finding something hard to understand was a stone’s throw away from people finding something boring.


      “Was this script based on another story?” I asked, tapping it with my finger.


      “What makes you think that?”


      “It’s lacking a refinement that would have come through if it’d been your original idea. It really feels like something a high schooler would come up with.”


      “Well I am a high schooler, you know?”


      “Your writing level is way above a high schooler’s.”


      “In what way?”


      “I don’t feel your ego in your writing.” Though she certainly had no problem showing her personality with her appearance, I didn’t feel that in her writing. “You have a clear grasp on what kind of story people want to read and are able to efficiently use every sentence—every word—to bring that story to life. If anything, your style feels fit for a web novel at the top of the rankings.”


      Miyo awkwardly smiled and slightly tilted her head. “Is... Is that a compliment?”


      “It is. Whether it’s for a script or a novel, a high schooler’s writing is usually filled with their personality. There are probably only a handful of high school writers whose stories are free of their egos.”


      “You make it sound like you have experience with this.” The way she said it came off as prying for information. I brushed her off.


      “So what was the original script like? And if there was already a script, why did you have to write a new one?”


      A thoughtful expression crossed her face. “Well, the original script was apparently written by someone from our school a long time ago, and it was performed a few times at cultural festivals in the past. But yeah, our class ended up deciding on doing a play. When we talked about what play to do, this past script came up, and everyone decided to go with it.”


      “So, essentially, your class decided to work off someone else’s script since making an original was too much work. If that’s the case, I’m really surprised you rewrote it this much.”


      “Well, the script’s setting is a little...” Her eyes flew in all directions as she danced around what she was really thinking.


      “Boring?”


      “Well, if it was only boring, I could work with that, but it’s also old, so everything in it is pretty old too, like the way people talk, and the values...”


      “Values?”


      “There’s a scene where a same-sex romance is made into a gag. There are other things too...”


      “Oh...”


      In the past, this kind of stuff might’ve been normal, but as the times changed, so did people’s values. I had talked to Isana about A School Frozen in Time a while back; it had a scene in which high schoolers smoke. That kind of thing would raise eyebrows now, but it was maybe more accepted back then.


      “Yeah, that kind of stuff would need to be fixed.”


      “Right? My class already knew about me being in the literary club in middle school, so they pushed the task of fixing the script onto me.”


      “It’s best to hide the skills you don’t want to use. There’s a common trope of a protagonist who hides their true power in light novels, but it’s a good way to go about the world.”


      “Yeah... It’s a hard lesson I’ve learned.” She turned a little sullen, sipping at her drink again even though it was mostly air she was sucking up at this point.


      I reached into my bag and took out an old, very used laptop which I’d been assigned for my part-time job, then laid the script next to it.


      “Let’s start with making a list of everyone’s requests. After we do that, we can try to come up with a plot from scratch.”


      “It’s gonna take a while... Are we going to finish in time for the festival?”


      “That depends on how hard you work.”


      “Okay...”


      And like that, we began working for real.


      Isana Higashira


      Amid the hustle and bustle of the classroom after school, I sat at my desk, working on my tablet. Currently, I was making a mock-up of the sign for our class’s escape room. Though the sign itself would be physically drawn since it apparently looked more handmade that way than doing it digitally and printing it, Mizuto-kun had said that I could do the drafts digitally since that was my usual medium.


      However, I needed to draw six different signs, one for each of the characters. That might have sounded like a lot, but I didn’t need to draw backgrounds, nor did I need to decide on the compositions, so they were comparatively much easier than my usual illustrations. The only thing was that I needed to figure out poses that would easily demonstrate the characters’ personalities.


      “How’s it going, Higashira-san?” Yume-san asked as I silently continued my work. Apparently, the committee wasn’t meeting today, so she was helping out in our class.


      “I’m pretty much done with the girls, so I’ll show them to Yoshino-san later.”


      “Already? You work fast.”


      “Mizuto-kun thoroughly drilled into me that if I have time to worry, I have time to draw.”


      “I see... He sounds more like a coach than a manager.”


      No, he’s not just any coach. He’s a coach from hell. However, I will admit that I may not have become as skilled as I am by sticking to my usual patterns of just doing whatever I pleased whenever. However, right now, I...


      “Yume-san...have you heard?” I asked.


      “About what?”


      “About what Mizuto-kun’s doing.”


      “Ah...” She nervously laughed when she realized what I was referring to. “He dutifully reported to me yesterday that he’s helping a first-year girl with her script.”


      “You’re not angry that he’s alone with another girl?”


      There was a dry, mocking smile as she asked, “Are you really one to ask me that?”


      Oh. She’s right. “Now I feel like I need to apologize to you...”


      “Now’s when you feel bad? Anyway, I’m sure there’s nothing to worry about with Mizuto. If this were enough to make him cheat, then he would’ve cheated on me with you already.”


      There was a dignity in her now that she’d lacked last year. Is this the confidence of a girl in the endgame?


      “But how do you feel about it?” Yume-san asked, squatting down by my desk and looking up at me. “Do you feel lonely now that Mizuto’s splitting his focus between you and another girl?”


      “I’m not that childish. Mizuto-kun isn’t my property. If other people require his help, then it’s only natural for him to lend his aid.”


      “You’re more mature than I expected. I thought you’d be pouting and complaining from loneliness.”


      Well of course I’m lonely! Up until now he only praised me, he only took care of me—and now he’s suddenly going off to a younger girl?! Grr... Is he saying that she has the same level of skill as me? I’m so...so... Grr...


      “You look extremely angry.”


      “You’re mistaken,” I immediately replied, very calmly.


      Yume-san’s smile turned gentle. “After you finish your work, make sure he praises you properly, okay?”


      “I will!” I answered, gripping my pen tighter.


      Mizuto Irido


      I sat in my room, the silence of the night my only company, looking over the script for class 1-4’s play.


      Over the course of our meeting at the family restaurant, we’d come up with a rough idea on how to finish the script. Though she’d have to rewrite the entire thing from scratch, judging by how quickly she’d written our escape room script, I assumed that she’d be done with a first draft in a few days. That’d leave more than enough time for her to rework the script for our class’s escape room. As long as it didn’t affect the riddles our class were currently in the process of making, it’d be okay.


      But there was one hang-up I had. I heard a soft knock on my door, snapping me out of my thoughts. I stood up and opened my bedroom door to see Yume standing there in her pajamas.


      “Hmm?”


      “Mmm.”


      Though no real words were said, I understood that she’d asked if she could come in, and she understood that I’d said yes. Usually we would act like normal siblings when we were home. It was only when our parents weren’t home like when we had off from school, after school, or times like now that they were asleep, that we could act like a couple.


      Recently, we’d both been busy after school due to the cultural festival, so the only times we could act like this were late at night when our parents had gone to sleep. That being said, we couldn’t really do much because we couldn’t afford to stay up too late.


      “Is this...” As Yume came in and I shut my door behind her, she saw the script on my desk. “Is this what you were talking about yesterday?”


      “Yeah. We’re in the process of rewriting it entirely.”


      “Oh?” Yume began flipping through it. “If I remember right, class 1-4 is doing an original play, right? I feel like this is a little long for the time allotted though.”


      “It’s because this draft has every last one of her classmates’s requests in it. If they went with this, they’d be ten minutes over the scheduled end time and still have more stupid, pointless scenes.”


      “Original works are pretty difficult, huh?”


      “They need someone who can give clear orders. In that regard, Yoshino’s surprisingly doing a good job for our class.”


      Yoshino was the overall leader for our class’s escape room, partially because she’d been the one to suggest it in the first place. While she couldn’t write a script, do the drawings, or craft any of the riddles, she was pretty decent at managing everyone’s work. I was beginning to realize how grateful I was for someone like her during a team project like this.


      Yume put the script down and turned to look at me. “So? What’s she like?”


      “Why’s that matter?”


      “You’ve never gotten involved with underclassmen before. This is your first time working with one, so I’m just wondering how you feel about it.”


      “Well...” I sat at the edge of my bed while beginning to think about her question. Yume followed suit and sat next to me, her shoulder bumping against mine as she looked up at me. “She’s kinda hard to get a read on. She’s polite in her speech, but I get the sense that she’s always trying to size me up.”


      “How so?”


      “So, she’s apparently a gyaru friend of Yoshino’s, but every now and then I get the sense that she’s highly intelligent and sophisticated. She’s probably pretty clever, and, unlike Yoshino, probably has pretty decent grades.”


      It was like she immediately understood ninety percent of the things I told her, but then was able to get the remaining ten percent by asking me questions. Though I wouldn’t say she was as smart as President Kurenai, she was one of the quickest thinkers I’d met since entering the school.


      “I’m surprised you’re praising her so much. You look down on most of the people in our grade.”


      “What kind of person do you take me for?”


      “I feel like if she’s that smart, I should have heard of her. I’ve been looking for someone to invite to the student council, and I’ve been looking at the first-years with the best grades, but...I don’t think I’ve seen her. I would definitely remember someone with pink highlights in their hair.”


      “Maybe she doesn’t do too well on tests.”


      “What, like some kind of book protagonist?”


      “No, if she were, she definitely wouldn’t have revealed to anyone that she could write.”


      Protagonists in stories usually hid their skills to avoid having to be dragged into doing extra work. Now that I think about it, I had the impression that she was that type of person. I even brought it up with her earlier. “But anyway, I think the script for their class should be fixed pretty easily, which is surprising and honestly makes me a little confused.”


      “About what?”


      “About why she needs me at all. I’ve been thinking about it, and I feel like she could’ve finished this script without my help.”


      Our meeting had gone incredibly smoothly today. Too smoothly. Was it even possible for her to be so stuck and then just easily figure out how to fix everything with the help of a fresh pair of eyes?


      “If that’s the case, then why would she come to a stranger like me for help in the first place? Maybe I’m overthinking things, but I can’t help but wonder.” I noticed Yume looking at me, a little displeased. “What’s wrong?”


      “Couldn’t that be her aim?”


      “Huh? What could?”


      “You!” she exclaimed, poking me in the chest. “If she’s coming to you for help even if she doesn’t need it, that can only mean one thing! It’s the most clichéd pretense to use to hit on someone!”


      “Now that I think about it...” I guess I have heard about this kind of trope, where a character sets up a meeting with their love interest under the guise of getting help. “But I don’t think that’s what’s going on here. We only met two days ago.”


      “Even if you didn’t know who she was until two days ago, it’s possible she knew about you before that.”


      “Is that even possible?”


      “It is!”


      “Okay, okay. I get it, so calm down.” I hugged Yume’s slender body.


      I wasn’t sure if it was because she had to act really mature on the student council, but she would always act a little more childish when we were alone. I ran my hand through her silky black hair and she nuzzled her head into my shoulder.


      “By the way...what do you call her?” Yume asked in a childlike voice.


      “Nothing special.”


      “What’s that mean?”


      “She wants me to call her by her first name, Miyo, but I feel weird doing that, so I don’t really call her anything.”


      “Miyo? Wait.” As if she just figured something out, Yume looked up at me. “Miyo from class 1-4?”


      “Yeah. Now that I think about it, I haven’t said her name yet.”


      I’d told Yume that I was helping someone out with their script, but hadn’t actually mentioned her name. Yume put her hand to her mouth and looked down, beginning to think.


      “No, but... Highlights in her hair? Her personality is completely different...but that hairstyle...”


      “What’s wrong?”


      “Do you know her full name?”


      “Well, yeah. If I remember right...” I began going back in my memories. “Right. It’s Miyo Michikura.”




      Three days later after school, I was drinking iced black tea at the family restaurant near the school.


      “Sorry for the wait,” Miyo Michikura said as she came over, apologetically bowing. “Sorry, our class discussion went longer than I expected.”


      She put her bag down in the seat across from me and then sat down, moving it aside as she did. Then she took out her phone and very deftly used the store’s app to place an order. You got held up by your class, huh? I idly twirled my straw in my drink, mixing it around.


      “It’s fine. More importantly, you already finished the script?”


      “Yeah, just barely. Well, I guess it didn’t take super long since it’s on the shorter side.”


      “Don’t be so humble. This isn’t something that can usually be done in only three days.”


      Miyo brought out the script from her bag, placed it on the table and pushed it toward me. “Please take a look.”


      “You could’ve just digitally sent me the file too, you know?”


      “This kinda just feels more real, you know? Atmospherically speaking.”


      Well, if she prefers this, then there’s no point arguing. I took the script and began reading it. In the meantime, she got up and went to the drink bar to get herself something. Plays were allotted twenty to thirty minutes per performance, so I was able to finish reading it in about ten. As I finished the last page, flipping it back to the cover, I placed the script on the table and looked up. As I did, Miyo removed her mouth from her straw and looked at me intently.


      These are the eyes—the ones that feel like they’re assessing me. She’s trying to find out what I’ll say to her. She’s trying to see what I’ll praise her on and what I’ll point out. It feels like she’s trying to use that to figure out what kind of person I am. But even if that’s true, my job here doesn’t change.


      “I think it’s gotten a lot better. There’s a clear structure now.”


      “Thank you very much.”


      “I think this is good enough for a cultural festival play, but I think just to be on the safe side, you may want to adjust the lines depending on who’s saying them. I feel like there are some lines that may work for novels, but might be a bit difficult to deliver in a play.”


      “Oh, I see. I didn’t even notice that.”


      “Are you okay with that?”


      “Hmm? Okay with what?”


      “Are you okay adjusting this script more? You’re going to help to do rewrites for our class’s script too, so are you going to be okay? Not to mention you work on the committee too, right? It’s gotta be a lotta work writing scripts while doing all that.”


      As soon as I said this, she pursed her lips as if trying to not let her emotions show on her face. I acted as if I didn’t notice, and kept going.


      “I know someone on the committee and they told me you’re the representative from class 1-4. Sounds like you’re a completely different person there.”


      “Hmm...” Instead of saying anything, she decided to look away and slightly tilt her head. “To start, may I ask if anyone tells you that you’re completely lacking in tact?”


      “Not really.”


      “In that case, you should have your little sister teach you. Or is she your older sister?”


      I guess she’s already known for a while that the Yume Irido who heads the committee is related to me. Is she trying to pull a “gotcha” on me? After sipping her drink for about three seconds, her lips curled into a smile that made it hard to tell what she was thinking.


      “It’s pretty embarrassing for someone to find out that you act differently depending on who you’re with, Senpai.”


      “I guess you only act more like a gyaru when you’re with Yoshino?”


      “Yeah, of course. If I acted like that all the time at our school, I’d stand out—and not in a good way. It doesn’t seem like Yoshino-senpai really minds too much about standing out though.”


      From what Yume had told me, Miyo seemed like the spitting image of an honor student during committee meetings. Most likely, she acted like that in class too. That’s why when Yoshino and I had gone to meet her, she’d changed our meeting place from the classroom to the library. She’d also probably changed her hairstyle there.


      “Which is the real you?” I asked.


      “Do you wanna know?”


      “Kinda. Everyone acts differently according to the time and place, but I don’t think I’ve seen anyone who acts like two totally different people. You’re so thorough with it that until Yume heard your name, she had no clue that you were the same person I’d been talking about.”


      “Thank you for your praise,” she said, as if to hide her true thoughts.


      But the way she was acting right now was different from the diligent student Yume knew and a little different than the cheerful, casual gyaru that Yoshino knew. I only realized now, but she was most likely adjusting the way she acted around me a little bit. The slight impression of high intelligence and sophistication I’d felt from her most likely wasn’t something she replicated when speaking with Yoshino.


      “Personally, I’m kind of curious which one you think is my real self—the diligent me or the casual, playful me.”


      There they are—those eyes again. I don’t know why she’s doing this, but I can tell that she wants a real answer, so I guess I’ll be honest. I can sense a great talent and charm from her. I thought that I wouldn’t be able to encounter diamonds in the rough or talents like Isana until I got to college and maybe made a name for myself, but this girl threw a wrench in all that.


      Disregarding whether or not I would try to become her manager like I’d done for Isana, at the very least, I wanted to be on friendly terms with her. I thought very carefully about what kind of answer she wanted from me.


      “If I had to say...I think both are real.”


      Miyo looked back at me, her smile not changing even a little bit. “What makes you think that?”


      “If the diligent side of you were your real side, you wouldn’t add highlights to your hair. Conversely, if your playful side were your true self, then you wouldn’t care so much about things. This is just my own assessment, but I think you don’t have a true self just yet.”


      This was my genuine impression of her. Changing herself to reflect the atmosphere she was in, almost like a mirror, was most likely the natural state of Miyo Michikura. Unlike Yume, who’d had to force herself out of her comfort zone to have a high school glow-up, Miyo was able to change the way she acted as easily as breathing. She gave the impression that she was born like this.


      Miyo stared at me for a little bit, and I stared back at her. Eventually, she closed her eyes and her smile widened. “Good job, Senpai! You really are the exact person I thought you were. You really get it.” For the first time it felt like she was revealing a bit of her true self.


      “So this is why you wanted me to help with your script?”


      She began calmly sipping her melon soda. It felt like she’d changed personality slightly. She moved away a little from being an outgoing underclassman and had moved closer to being a graceful lady. It was almost like how Yume acted at school.


      “I’m honestly the kind of person who can kinda do anything,” she said.


      “Are you bragging?”


      “The opposite,” she corrected me before continuing. “No matter what I do, whether it’s sports, academics, drawing, or writing, I’m always able to get to being sixty percent good at it, but I can never get to seventy. I feel like only people who can devote themselves to one thing can do that,” she said, looking up at me. “I’d have to be someone like your dear Isana Higashira.”


      I couldn’t sense any kind of jealousy or envy in her voice. It was almost like she was speaking for someone else. Then I realized that...maybe I used to do the same. Back when I’d felt like the world of books was realer than the one I lived in, I might have talked like this too.


      “I’m very crucially lacking passion for things. Even though I try to fall in love with things, I can’t seem to devote all my energy to them. So no matter how kind of good I get at something, I can never create something that’s actually amazing. In reality...” She took out the straw from her drink and used it to point at me, droplets of liquid dripping off of the end. “Even when you’ve praised my speed, you’ve never really praised the plots. Am I wrong?”


      That’s true. I definitely value her skills differently than Isana’s. When I see Isana’s work, I feel like I’m seeing a piece of her soul, but when I read Miyo’s script, it just seems like it’s good in a technical sense, like a professional wrote it. Isana and Miyo couldn’t be judged by the same metric at all. That’s why I have to set her straight.


      “This isn’t about who’s better. Even among manga artists, there are some who can come up with original stories while some can only put out their best work if they have a story to work off of. Nobody is better than the other in this situation. They simply possess different abilities.”


      “That may be true, but the ones who are more easily praised are the people who can come up with things on their own. That’s the typical image of artists after all.”


      “And you don’t like that? Even with all your skill, you’re bothered by not having enough passion?”


      “Yeah. It bothers me a lot,” she said with a soft smile, slowly sighing. “The people who stand out in the world are those who are so passionate that regular people can’t understand. Jacks-of-all-trades like me are unsung heroes. If we were in a party of heroes, we’d definitely be kicked out. Don’t you think it’s normal for people like us in our adolescence to yearn to become the best at something—so good that nobody can compare?”


      “I think you’re already past that phase, mentally speaking.”


      “That’s the problem. Even the problems I worry about aren’t really that interesting once you look at them objectively.”


      I didn’t feel any kind of sincerity from what she was saying. Even now, it felt like she was just kind of rattling off a random story she’d come up with. That being said, this was most likely only possible due to her high intelligence. It was precisely because she was smart that she was able to make even the things she worried over about herself feel like objective assessments.


      “That’s why I thought that I might need you, Senpai. You’ve helped Higashira-senpai grow so much, I thought that maybe you could somehow do the same for me.”


      Is she genuinely asking for help? I really can’t tell. But this was just how Miyo Michikura was. She didn’t have a true self, so everything sounded like it was her reading from a script. Even so, there was no reason for me to ignore her.


      So I declared, “You’re a genius.”


      She might have interpreted me as not being genuine, but I tried to show my intent through my gaze.


      “It’s true that you might lack passion. It’s true that you might have perfectly completed this script the way we talked about, but I don’t feel even a little bit of passion from you. But you know, that in and of itself is interesting.” She blinked and trembled a bit in response. “You definitely have potential to grow. I’m personally so excited to see what your writing technique, which is so far above a high schooler’s, can do if you get passionate about it. I want to see that.”


      “But...I can’t be passionate about something. That’s the problem.”


      “Do you remember how I told you that there are manga artists who can’t do their best work unless they have a story to work off of?”


      “Yes?”


      “All you have to do is get your passion from someone else.”


      I opened my bag, brought out a few pieces of paper and slammed them on the table. On them were the rough sketches of the illustrations that Isana was doing for our class’s sign.


      “Who cares if you can’t stand out on your own? Why should you give up? If there’s something you’re lacking, you just have to use other people. Even for me, I can’t draw or write, but by using people like you and Isana, I’m able to see things that nobody else has.”


      Maybe “using” isn’t the best word here, but that’s how the world works. We all use each other to get the energy to reach heights we couldn’t alone. She already had so much skill, and she wanted more still. If she wanted to climb the mountain to the peak, she’d have to use people.


      Miyo began quietly looking at the drawings. The power of rough drafts couldn’t be understated. Isana had drawn six different characters, and even though they would only be in the escape room for less than half an hour, they felt so alive—you could imagine their pasts and futures just by looking at them.


      I tapped a piece of paper twice and began speaking to the person who would be translating this passion into words. “This is the kind of quality she’s putting out for a cultural festival—a measly escape room. Don’t you think this is interesting?”


      At first, I’d been mad at Yoshino for so thoughtlessly suggesting this. But after reading Miyo’s script, my thinking gradually changed. In the small world of school where the only people who would praise you for your work were friends and family, it was incredibly exciting to create something that was genuinely good—the real deal.


      “We need your skills. Nobody else’s. Miyo Michikura, will you make a grounded story to go along with the characters this pervert’s come up with?”


      Miyo chuckled weakly and seemed to surrender. “That’s not fair, Senpai. If you say it like that...even I’ll get fired up.”




      A mere three days later, Miyo came back with six different scripts, each with their own unique route.


      “H-Hic... Ohh...” Yoshino started crying, no care whatsoever for the people around her, and I couldn’t help but recoil.


      “You’re crying too much,” I said.


      “B-But...” Yoshino said, sniffling.


      In front of her was the last page of one of the scripts. The amount of tears she was shedding onto the pages made me worry that it’d become unreadable.


      “Is it that good?”


      “Let us read it too!”


      Minami-san and Kawanami came over, noticing how strange Yoshino was acting. The students who were still in our classroom of 2-7 also came over and crowded around. The slightly damp script was passed all around, and Miyo Michikura sheepishly watched it change hands over and over. I began flipping through a script I’d already read and began speaking to her, the only first-year in our classroom.


      “Yoshino’s reaction was a little bit over the top, but I do think it’s really well done. This’ll work for us. All we have to do is change the phrasing of the riddles a bit. You did a good job getting this all done in three days’ time.”


      “Heh heh, thank you.”


      “Also...” I began saying as I reread the last few pages of the script I was holding. “I can’t believe you even prepared a true ending for people who clear all six routes.”


      “It might increase the number of people doing your class’s escape room because of people who want to try a different route, but I thought that it’d also give more meaning to having six characters. If you think it’ll be a problem though, I’ll remove it,” Miyo said softly.


      “No way! We’re so doing it!” Kawanami exclaimed, slapping the back of his hand against the script he was holding. “Having it is definitely more interesting! If anything, we’ll need to come up with some riddles for the true ending!”


      “Oh, in that case, maybe we should hide a special item for the end of the game somewhere else in the school!” Minami-san suggested, making the team responsible for the riddles stir with excitement.


      “Oh that sounds good! The idea to do riddles outside of the classroom’s come up before too!”


      “Yeah! But...we decided against it because we couldn’t come up with a good way to do it!”


      “But don’t you think having them will make the characters feel even more real?!”


      With Isana’s characters and Miyo’s script, our classmates—novices when it came to the creative space—were suddenly buzzing with ideas, their creative juices flowing.


      I’d once said that the cultural festival was a boring event that only friends and families cared about. To be honest, even now I didn’t feel any differently. Still, I got the feeling that what we were making had the potential to be really interesting. The minute people felt like what they were working on was truly special, that vision of the end product was enough to motivate them into making it happen. Or maybe talent was what inspired people and gave them the strength to work hard.


      I didn’t think I was experienced enough yet to tell which it was, but I felt like it was happening right in front of me. I moved a little bit away from Miyo, whose face reddened as she was surrounded by our classmates singing her praises. Then I walked over to Isana’s desk where she was quietly reading one of the scripts.


      “What do you think?” I asked. “As the person in charge of character design?”


      “I think it’s interesting...” she answered, glaring at the pages. “The characters act exactly as I envisioned them.”


      “I know, right? She’s pretty good, isn’t she?”


      “Yes...”


      “Isana?”


      I could tell she wasn’t happy. Usually she was very relaxed with her head in the clouds, but now she seemed a little more intense. That being said, she wasn’t exactly frightening since, at her core, she was a spacier kind of person.


      “What’s the matter? Is there something you don’t like?”


      “I’m fine!”


      The way she was acting reminded me of a pouting child who’d had their favorite toy taken away. I’d expected her to be more excited about this, but maybe there was something missing in the script. As I tilted my head, thinking about what the problem could be, I felt a tap on my shoulder.


      “Give her some space,” Yume said. “She probably really is fine.”


      “You think so?”


      “I don’t understand how you’re usually so perceptive—scarily so—but so dense when it comes to Higashira-san.”


      Am I? I really don’t feel that at all. If anything, I feel like I pay attention to her more than I do anyone else. Yume gave a half-exasperated look at Isana, who was still frowning, then me, whose head was still cocked in confusion.


      “Okay, people doing the voices, split up according to your type! Let’s rehearse!” Yoshino called out, wiping her teary, snotty face with a handkerchief, springing our class of 2-7 into action.


      Yume Irido


      “I’m going to go back to my class now, Senpai,” Michikura-san said, calling to Mizuto next to me. “If I stay here too long, my class will feel like I’m abandoning them. I also have my committee duties, so there aren’t many opportunities to watch their rehearsal.”


      “Don’t worry about it. If anything, thanks for coming,” Mizuto said.


      “No problem! Bye!” She scrunched her fingers open and shut in some unique gesture, then left the room.


      I couldn’t help but watch as she left, her braided hair with pink highlights whipping around with each step. She was socially adept enough to change the way she acted depending on who she was interacting with. She was also smart enough that Mizuto approved of her. She also had a knack for perfectly completing the tasks given to her.


      She’s like an upgraded version of me. Though it was self-abasing for me to think this, I couldn’t help it. But if that’s the case, then...


      “Hey, Mizuto?”


      “Yeah?”


      I thought there might not be a better person than her. “Can I invite her to join the student council?”


      Mizuto looked a little surprised, which was rare for him. But then he immediately returned to his calm demeanor and shook his head slightly.


      “That’s not something I can decide. You should ask her.”


      “True...”


      I was sure that he wanted her to dedicate her time to writing, which meant that he’d consider her spending time on the student council a complete waste of her time. It’d just be like how he felt about Higashira-san using her drawing talent on school stuff. But I felt differently.


      If she could do anything asked of her, then I’d want her to find her ideal self while using her strengths on the student council. It was just like how I was trying to grow as a person while working on the student council. Though it was probably too late for me, I was sure that my ideal self was at the end of the path I was walking.


      I wasn’t like Mizuto, who’d found something he could devote himself to. Nor did I have any special skills like Higashira-san or Michikura-san. Regardless, I needed to figure out my future, so I wanted to mentor a girl like her who was more talented than I, but more inexperienced.


      “I guess it’s a competition then, Mizuto,” I said with a grin.


      Mizuto snorted. “What competition? Whatever happens will happen.”


      Just like how we became a couple, I’m sure that destiny will play out the way it was written.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 3: The Reason Those Girls Ask Me About My Destination


      Mizuto Irido


      Isana placed a water-filled container for brush cleaning on the old table she was working at, and then she stared at the blank sheet of paper in front of her. It was the kind made for watercolor painting, and it seemed she’d decided on this method for the posters.


      The first character she’d be drawing out would be the cutesy girl who had the stereotypical pigtails and the even more stereotypical knee socks. But, thinking this design might be a little anachronistic as-is, Isana had also added can badges that were pinned to the bag the character had slung over her shoulder. These little details made her feel more realistic.


      “So you’re going with watercolor for this?” I asked.


      “I’m not too familiar with oil-based paint, nor do I have time to deal with mixing the sticky paints together to get the colors I want. Besides, it’s my opinion that the brightness of watercolor will match the atmosphere we’re going for,” Isana answered, mixing the colors in the palette on the opposite side of the water container. “Besides, watercolor kind of brings up memories of elementary school, which is fun for me because I didn’t take art classes in middle or high school.”


      “How ironic to have avoided art all that time, only for it to be the thing you’re best at.”


      “It’s more common than one would think,” she dryly chuckled.


      I figured this would be the best time to ask her about the thing that’d been bugging me the most since I arrived. “By the way, what are you wearing?”


      “Oh, this?” Isana asked, looking down at herself.


      She’d rolled up the sleeves of her button-up shirt to her elbows, and was wearing navy blue overalls that covered most everything. She looked more like a farm girl than a painter. If I’m being honest though, this is mostly due to the large bulge around the chest area of the overalls.


      “I found it at home and I thought it’d be a good idea to wear since I don’t want any paint to get onto my uniform.”


      “Wouldn’t an apron have worked just as well?”


      “But this way my skirt is protected as well. Plus, if I wear this while working at home, I can go without wearing a top, making it just barely socially acceptable.”


      No, I don’t think that’s socially acceptable by any metric... Isana didn’t seem to notice my doubts though, and began applying the colors she’d mixed on the palette onto the character’s skin without any hesitation in her movement at all.


      “It’s very fortunate that we were permitted partial use of the art room. This way we avoid causing any incidents in class,” Isana said.


      “Agreed. It’s really nice that they said yes despite having their own preparations to do.”


      We were currently in a corner of the art room. In the center of the room, the students in the art club were working on their own pieces while occasionally shooting us glances. I wonder if it’s because they’re interested in what Isana’s working on.


      “It’s also quite embarrassing for me when our classmates watch me draw.”


      It is? Is that how it is for her? She always draws without any reservation and very excitedly in front of me. Then again, it might’ve been a little distracting for people to say things to her while she was drawing, even if it’s stuff like how much she looks like an artist.


      “It’s good we got you a quiet place to work.”


      “You’re an extraordinary negotiator, Mizuto-kun. Your communication skills have improved much since last year.”


      “It only seems that way because you’re so bad at communicating with others.”


      “Heh heh heh.”


      Isana gave a bit of a grin at my light ribbing, and I couldn’t help but smile back.


      “Well, I’ll be back later. Don’t bother the club members too much.”


      “Where are you going?” she asked, a little worry in her voice.


      “I’m going to check on Michikura,” I answered casually. “Apparently she’s helping her class today, not the committee.”


      It wasn’t my place as an upperclassman to give feedback on her class’s play, but as someone who’d helped to write it, I felt as if I at least had the right to see how things were going. As a sidenote, I’d given up on forcing myself to call Michikura by her first name.


      “I see...” Isana said softly, dropping her eyes, seemingly uneasy.


      I guess she’s a little worried about being left in a classroom filled with people she doesn’t know. Though our relationship has changed a lot from when we first met, she’s still the same introverted, shy person when she’s not in a comfortable, familiar environment.


      I patted her on the head with an encouraging smile and told her, “I’ll check back in on you later, so do your best.”


      With that, I made my way to the door, but before I was gone, I could’ve sworn I heard the art club members whispering.


      “He patted her on the head!”


      “So adorable!”


      I wasn’t sure what they were so excited over, but I pretended to hear nothing as I left the room.




      “Why?! Why doesn’t anyone remember me?!”


      On the stage in the gym, the students from class 1-4 were rehearsing, still wearing their school uniforms. I stood in the back to watch and was decently impressed by their performances. Maybe partially because of all the feedback I’d given on the script, but I felt that the acting had an authenticity that made it hard to believe they were novices.


      Disregarding whether they were actually good or not, at the very least they were delivering their lines without any hint of embarrassment, which was more than enough. I was particularly impressed with the guy playing the main character. He was perfectly playing the selfish, sleazy, handsome, popular kid. I wonder if this character was written to match his personality.


      But if there was something that really caught my attention, it’d be the fact that a certain, familiar bespectacled girl was also standing on the stage.


      “Could you not talk to me? I hate guys like you.”


      Why is Michikura acting? Isn’t she the scriptwriter? Also, it seemed that when she was among her classmates, she stayed in her usual diligent, honor student mode and had her hair tied behind her head with a plain hair tie, skillfully avoiding showing her highlights. It’d be one thing if she usually acted like she did with Yoshino with all of her classmates, but why would they want her acting when all they knew her as was a studious student? Plus, she was one of the supporting characters with a decent number of lines.


      Anyway, after their run-through of the play ended, Michikura talked a bit with her classmates before waving to them and coming over to me, script in hand.


      “Hello, Senpai. You came to watch, huh?” Despite being in her usual studious student mode, she talked to me as casually and friendly as usual.


      It felt really off-putting, but I still managed to reply normally. “Well, I helped with the script, so I was kind of curious, but I never expected you to act in it too.”


      “Well, I suppose this is maybe an instance of reaping what I sowed. While I explained the intention of the script to them, it just kinda happened.”


      I guess she’s the type of person who has trouble saying no to people. Or maybe she has it in her head that it’s wiser to say yes.


      “Are you gonna be okay with your committee work? I know what it’s like to be a member. You’re gonna be pretty busy the day of.”


      “I’ve been adjusting my schedule for duties on the committee around this, so I should be all good. Say thanks to your older sister for me.”


      “But even if you can make your schedules not clash, that doesn’t change the amount of work piling up, not to mention the stress.”


      “Seriously, I’m good. You seem to be pretty worried about me. Oh, are you hitting on me, perhaps?”


      “If that’s what you think’s happening, you really need to rest your brain.”


      “So then you’re just being a little worrywart? You can’t play with a girl’s heart like that.”


      “I think it’s on you if this is enough to feel like you’ve been played with.”


      “Oh wow.” She giggled, seemingly perfectly fine and not stressed in the slightest. “You’re a real enemy of women, huh?”


      Seeing her like this was kind of annoying. Being a manager really was a thankless job, huh?


      “Well, I’m gonna get going.”


      “Huh? Already?” she asked, a little disappointed. “You just got here.”


      “I just came to take a peek. As an upperclassman and someone not even in your class, I shouldn’t be standing around like I’m your director.”


      “Well, yeah, I guess so...” she trailed off, but looked like she was holding back from saying something, and then she nodded.


      I stopped as I began turning around to leave. “Something wrong?”


      “No...” She looked like she was about to say something, but changed her mind and said something else. “I’ll just be a little lonely, that’s all...”


      I narrowed my eyes as she looked back at me with a cheerful grin. It doesn’t look like she’s joking, but...


      “Are you hitting on me?”


      “Of course!” she answered, beaming.


      Yep. She was joking. I started heading for the exit of the gym. “Unfortunately, I’m not that free. Try again another time.”


      “By the way, are you going to see Higashira-san?”


      She’s asking pretty much the same thing as Isana. Coincidence? Or...


      “I’m going back to my class. She’s working in the art room.”


      “Oh, that makes sense. It’d be easy for there to be accidents with the classroom as messy as it is,” she said in a casual tone. Then she raised her hand up to her shoulder and scrunched it in her usual fashion. “See you later, Senpai. Come back to watch us again!”


      “Yeah, if I feel like it,” I said, lightly waving back at her before leaving the gym.


      I guess if she herself is okay with acting, then I can’t really say much, but I couldn’t help but feel a little worried about her after finding out that she tends to not say no to anyone who asks for her help. I’ll take this as a learning experience. At the very least, I absolutely won’t let Isana do any acting for our class.




      “Irido-kun, you’re in charge of the gloomy guy’s voice now.”


      “Huh?”


      As soon as I returned to the classroom, Minami-san came right up to me to tell me this, and I felt my eyebrow twitch.


      “Who’s doing what now?”


      “You, Irido-kun, are in charge of the gloomy character’s voice. After days of intense debate among the girls, they decided that this character would suit you the best!”


      “So they were debating what character in our escape room I would voice?”


      “Yep. And?”


      “When did I ever say I’d voice a character?”


      “You didn’t. It was decided by majority vote from the girls!” she declared boldly. The faces of many excited girls turned to me expectantly.


      I see.


      “Not interested.”


      “Huh?! But don’t you see how much they want you to?!”


      Your peer pressure tactics won’t work on me. My life principle is to never give in to peer pressure.


      “You’re really coldhearted, you know that?”


      “And you’re all inconsiderate,” I shot back.


      Their usual shtick may be deciding something as a group to get their way, but that won’t work on me.


      Minami-san then folded her arms and started frowning. “Aw man, even Yume-chan volunteered to do a voice.”


      “Don’t lie. You probably used the same tactic on her and she reluctantly said yes.”


      Don’t take advantage of her being so busy with the committee to say whatever you want. Besides, the tactic of saying that just because someone else is doing it, I should do it too won’t work on me either.


      Then Kawanami came along, throwing his arm around my shoulder in an annoying, overly friendly way. “Well, listen, Irido. It’s our cultural festival. Aren’t you sad now that your job with the script and illustrations is pretty much done? I don’t think it’d hurt to help out a little more with the escape room.”


      “Do you really think I’m the type who’d feel sad about missing an opportunity to be involved with the cultural festival?”


      “Okay. This is just between us, but...” Kawanami leaned in to whisper in my ear. Ew. Gross. “Irido-san said that she’d only do a voice if you did. Sounds like she really wants to hear your acting.”


      “And?”


      “I bet she’ll be so sad to hear you’re not doing it. That means she won’t have the opportunity to do it either even though she worked up the courage to voice a character despite how shy she is. Don’t you think that’s just really tragic?”


      I didn’t make any effort to hide my growing scowl. And who’s responsible for creating this “tragic” situation?


      “You only have to do it once! We don’t even need you to act well. All you gotta do is read the lines. If you do that, I’ll give you a front row seat to her performance.”


      I began rubbing the furrows in my scrunched up brow. These people are such a hassle to deal with. But honestly, I prefer Kawanami’s negotiation methods to Minami-san’s heavy-handed guilt-tripping.


      I asked to confirm. “Just once, right?”


      “Deal!”


      I hadn’t even said I’d do it, but Kawanami’s face lit up and he flung himself off my shoulder. However, Minami-san was less than pleased.


      “One time isn’t nearly enough to meet the demand. We need him to do it at least twice...”


      “It’s all good,” Kawanami assured, this time wrapping his arm around Minami-san’s shoulders and pulling her small body closer to his. “The rarity of it’ll make it even more valuable. We can auction off the tickets, right?”


      “I didn’t even think of that! Ko-kun, you’re a genius!”

    

  

  
    [image: insert3]
  

  
    
      Their faces were so close that they could feel each other’s breath. If they’d both been the same sex, people would have just assumed that they were a little too friendly, but this came off as especially friendly since they weren’t. They didn’t seem to think anything of it at all though, despite the comments from our classmates pointing out their flirting again. They’d truly become a normal couple.


      “Well, we’re gonna begin rehearsal soon, so here you go!” Minami-san said, all but shoving the script in my face.


      I took it in my hands and sighed. Is it really okay for me to just read the lines? How can I do that when Isana and Michikura worked so hard to bring this character to life?




      With the school closing for the day soon, I made my way over to the art club to check on Isana. The reddish tinge of the setting sun filtered in through the open windows, accompanied by a breeze that made the hem of my blazer flutter. Sunsets in September had the remaining scents from summer paired with the chilly temperatures of autumn.


      I glanced out of the window and at one of the classrooms. There were pieces of construction paper spread out on top of desks that’d been pushed together, and drawings on cardboard that’d been put up on the wall. From what I could tell, they were probably decorations for a haunted house.


      Compared to last year, feeling that I was in the heart of the cultural festival was coming much more naturally. Thinking back, I’d been in a much more perilous state of mind than I was now.


      Last year, I had a narrow world view, I only cared about the present, and I didn’t know anything about anyone else but myself. No surprise I couldn’t get into the festive atmosphere at the time.


      Even now, I didn’t really have any intention of being a part of it, but I felt like my role was more defined and it was completely voluntary. I was following what I wanted and creating something good. I was getting a sense of fulfillment through this.


      I turned my focus to the school gates and saw some familiar faces there. It was Joji Haba and Suzuri Kurenai, the treasurer and the president of the student council respectively. They were talking while looking at the screen of a tablet. Their shoulders were so close that they were touching, and neither of them showed any sign of hesitation or nervousness. They both seemed very comfortable.


      I had...stabilized. A year and a half had passed since the shocking event of my ex moving into my house. Now that I was used to it, had accepted it, and gotten over it, I was walking a smooth, stable path—or at least, that’s how it felt.


      Perhaps this was just heralding the end of my adolescence. After breaking free of the unstable, worry-filled part of my life, I might have entered the period of preparing to become an adult. I couldn’t say that I didn’t feel sad about that, but at the same time I did feel proud.


      If my reunion with Yume had been an act of some kind of higher power, then I felt like I had the right to laugh in that power’s face and smugly tell them that they had failed and we didn’t break from the trap that they’d set for us.


      “Isana?” I asked, opening the door to the art room, calling out to Isana Higashira, who was crouched over the table in the corner of the room.


      Isana raised her head and looked back at me, then looked out the window.


      “Oh, it’s already this time? I hadn’t noticed.”


      “Sounds like you were in the zone. How’s your progress?”


      “I finished one of them.”


      That was fast. Though I could maybe say that this was a result of our training, even without that, it was impressive for her to have been able to finish this in just a few hours.


      The completed painting had been left on the table, so I took a look at it. The girl had pigtails and knee socks. From what I’d heard from Minami-san, this was apparently the character that Yume would be voicing. The character seemed much more alive with color added. I was surprised by how, even though there was a purposeful gap between her skirt and the knee socks, it didn’t feel dirty or anything. I doubted that the festival committee would have any problem with the drawing.


      “It looks good. I like the little finishing touches you made too. I dunno how to put it, but she really feels like a girl from my memories.”


      “Hearing that is a little ominous, but...thank you.”


      Seeing this character in the vivid watercolors made me realize that she lacked the distinct color contrast that digital art had, but this wasn’t bad at all. Yeah... It’s definitely not “bad.”




      Since Yume had said she’d be going home with some of the student council members, I decided to leave with Isana. Though summer was over, the sun didn’t set until later in the day, so I didn’t have any plans to walk Isana all the way home, but those plans quickly changed.


      “Hmm? My mother’s calling,” Isana said, as she looked at her ringing phone. “Hello? Yes, I’m returning home now, but... Huh? Mizuto-kun? Yes, he happens to be with me. Huh? Why? Oh... I see. Okay, I understand. Yes, I understand...” After hanging up the phone, she looked at me, her head tilted, a slightly confused expression on her face. “My mother would like me to bring you to our home.”


      “Huh? Why?”


      “I am unsure... She simply told me to bring you.”


      This is certainly sudden, forceful, and very mysterious. But she must want to talk to me about something. I’ve got a pretty bad feeling about this though. With that decided, the two of us went back to her apartment.


      When we arrived, we found Isana’s mother, Natora-san, in front of the television in the living room. Instead of watching one of her usual evening programs, she was playing a video game. The screen was filled with stunningly crisp graphics of a new-gen game and her character was currently running at a monster that was many times the size of a brachiosaurus.


      “Oh, there you are.” Natora-san, who unlike Isana was on the more slender side, talked to us without putting down the controller. “Take a seat, Mizuto-kun. Isana, go to your room.”


      “Huh? Would I be interrupting if I remained?” Isana asked.


      “Yeah. Do your homework or something.”


      “I don’t really have any...” Though Isana seemed confused, she obeyed her mother and left for her room.


      I figured that if she wanted to talk to me about something it had to be related to Isana, but I couldn’t tell what exactly she wanted from me to the point of sending Isana away. She’d also told me to take a seat, but she was cross-legged on the ground in front of the television, so I wasn’t sure where would be best to sit. The way she’s sitting reminds me exactly of Chikuma back at our grandparents’ house.


      “Sit next to me. I don’t bite.”


      “Okay...”


      After some deliberation, I sat down and crossed my legs next to Natora-san. It didn’t really feel right to just stare at her, so I looked at the television screen as her character ran through the flourishing natural environment.


      “This game’s world is too huge, so it takes a while to go between places. But I guess it’s perfect for shooting the... Shit. That guy’s level fifty?” she said as she carefully approached an apparently dangerous monster. “So I hear that Isana’s been contacted by a publisher.”


      I was very taken aback by her jumping into the main topic, but I managed to squeak out a response.


      “Did she tell you that?”


      “Yeah.”


      I’d told Natora-san about Isana’s work as an illustrator a while ago. In order to receive payment for the work she’d done on the music video, she’d needed her guardian’s approval. Natora-san had a very laissez-faire parenting style, so she’d let Isana and me pretty much work on whatever we wanted. This might’ve been the first time she’d ever brought up Isana’s work on her own.


      “She’s told me she hasn’t decided whether she wants to do it or not, but what about you?” Natora-san asked. “What do you think?”


      “About?”


      “Do you want her to do it or not?”


      Just then, the monster noticed her character, and a plucky battle theme began playing as her character pulled out a machine gun.


      “The decision lies with her,” I answered.


      “I’m asking for your opinion. I didn’t come here for you to placate me with some kinda honor student response.”


      What is she trying to get from me? Even now I have no clue what goes through her head. “Personally, I’d like her to say yes. I don’t think she’ll get another chance like this.”


      “Is she gonna make money?” Natora-san asked.


      “I mean, that’s hard to say... I’ve heard that artists make pretty decent money if goods are made based off of their designs, but that’d be years down the line. The more important thing is that Isana likes light novels.”


      “Yeah, she’s in a position where a single nod of the head’ll make her dreams come true, and yet she’s hesitating. Why do you think that is?”


      “Well...” I feel like I do and don’t have an answer.


      Though she’d given me a reason before, it was more than possible that it wasn’t the full answer. With that in mind, all I could do was base my opinion off of what I knew of the current situation.


      “I think that she’s experiencing a lag between reality and where she thinks she is careerwise. Her mind hasn’t caught up yet. I’m sure she never thought last year that she’d ever have an opportunity like this.”


      “I see. So what you’re saying is that she’s not mentally prepared enough?”


      “I think that’s one possibility.”


      “Heh, tryin’ to make yourself sound smart?” she snorted as the monster she was fighting died and disappeared. She began moving across the map again. “I’m really thankful to you.”


      Gratitude was so out of left field that I didn’t know how to respond.


      “I really never thought she’d ever find a real job. But I mean, can you imagine her responsibly waking up every day, working an office job, and bowin’ her head to a customer?”


      “Not even in the slightest.”


      “Right? I thought she’d be the type of person who’d have to somehow learn some kind of trade to be able to find work. I just...never imagined that day would come so soon. The one who made that possible is without a doubt you. If she were on her own, she wouldn’t have tried to push herself and might have found herself at a trade school or something eventually.”


      I couldn’t agree more. That’s why I decided to manage her.


      “In other words, you’re the person who changed Isana’s life.” As soon as she said this, I felt a chill down my back. “You said earlier that you don’t think she’s mentally prepared, but what about you, Mizuto-kun? You ready? Are you ready to shoulder her life?”


      “I’d...like to think I am.”


      “Then marry her,” she said—forcefully, unilaterally, and very seriously. “I’m sure a smart kid like you’ll say something about how marriage doesn’t have anything to do with her career, but in my opinion, it’s pretty frickin’ weird to shoulder someone’s entire life if you’re not gonna be married to them. Feels like you’re makin’ light of the commitment.”


      “Wait a second. In that case, what about the editors for manga artists? Are they supposed to marry the artists they oversee?”


      “Don’t try to use logic to reason out what I’m saying. Does it sound like I’m trying to make logical sense?”


      This is insane... How does her brain work to enable to say whatever she wants like this?


      “I’m asking you about your mental preparedness. Are you gonna marry some other girl and still shoulder Isana’s life whenever you aren’t busy with family life? Do you think you personally have the skill to do that?”


      “Maybe not now, but I’m gonna keep growing. I’m still only sixteen years old, after all.”


      “Not even a hint of hesitation, huh?”


      Of course. I already decided this a while ago when I wanted to get back with Yume.


      “Then let me change tactics. You don’t plan to spend your entire life just taking care of Isana, right? Do you think you’ll be able to support someone else the same way you’ve been supporting my daughter?”


      Michikura’s face flashed through my head. Despite Natora-san being all over the place with her words, she was always saying things that struck at the heart of matters.


      “If I say I can’t, what then? Are you going to be against Isana debuting as a light novel illustrator?”


      “What the hell kind of parent wouldn’t be happy about their child’s employment? I might not seem like it, but I’m a pretty nosy adult.”


      “You don’t seem like an adult at all really...”


      “I’m just concerned about the future of my daughter and the kid who’s helpin’ her,” she continued, ignoring my quip entirely. “That’s why my recommendation is to marry her. Doin’ that’ll lighten’ your load a bit, or at least that’s the sense I get.”


      I opened my mouth to answer, then stopped for a second. I have to be clear here.


      “I can’t do that,” I said, standing up. “You’re right though. I don’t think marriage has anything to do with her career. I’m sure Isana understands that too.”


      “Hmph. For as smart as you are, you’re still just a brat.” Though I furrowed my brow at her, as expected, she kept her eyes on the TV screen. “Sooner or later, you’re gonna learn a hard lesson. You’re only allowed to mess up when you’re a kid.”


      Then she essentially shooed me away with her hand, signaling that she was done talking to me. I slightly bowed my head then turned away to leave. I guess she was genuinely warning me out of concern. But what would someone like her know? I don’t even know if she’s a stay-at-home mom or has an actual job. Anyway, marriage and Isana’s career are completely unrelated. My heart is with Yume, but my dream is with Isana.




      “Isana, can I come in?”


      “Sure,” she said.


      I opened the door to her messy room. In the back, she was hunched over her desk. Though it was hard to tell from the angle she was at, she was most likely drawing on her tablet. Though this wasn’t anything new, there was something that gave me pause—her back. I could see a lot of skin. The only thing I saw covering it were the straps of the overalls that she’d been wearing earlier. No way...right?


      I nervously looked around the room and then I saw her school uniform messily strewn across her bed. To repeat... No way...right?


      I once again very nervously approached her from behind and immediately realized that my greatest fears had been realized. From the side of her overalls, there were two plump, round masses peeking out. As thick as the overalls’ material was, they were no match for her breasts. Are you kidding me right now? You’re wearing overalls over your naked body?


      “Are you not embarrassed?”


      “Huh?” She turned around and then looked down at herself. “Oh, this? It was too bothersome to search for clothes, so I wore this instead.”


      “You’re seriously losing all sense of shame around me, huh?” I think when we first met, me seeing her panties was enough to embarrass her.


      “Well, it would be silly to get embarrassed after all this time. It’s not like I’m naked anyway.”


      “You’re practically naked.”


      I got the feeling that the more absorbed she was in her work, the less common sense as a human she had. At this point, I felt like her recognition of me in her mind had changed from friend to sibling. Then again, I don’t have a sibling who’ll walk around the house in such loose outfits. I’ve only seen them in fiction. My eyes landed on the bra, which was ridiculously huge, that she’d thrown on the bed next to her uniform.


      “You should at least wear underwear,” I said.


      “I took my bra off to wipe the sweat away, but then it became too troublesome to put it on once more.”


      “Do they not get in the way of your work, just hanging like that?”


      “They do! Could you hold them for me?” she asked.


      “I’ll pass. I don’t think I’m nearly strong enough.”


      Unlike last year, I’d worked out a little, but I felt like holding her breasts for her would be more of a workout than I was equipped to deal with.


      Time continued to pass as Isana drew, and after a point I began wondering what she was working on since the designs for the cultural festival should’ve been at the school.


      “What are you drawing?” I asked.


      “I’m thinking about the coloring for the escape room’s sign.”


      “Oh, for the other characters?” I asked.


      Though she’d be physically drawing out the characters onto signs for the cultural festival, it was quicker to decide what colors she’d use beforehand by drawing them on her tablet.


      “I’ve gotten a good feel for the colors after today, so I’m thinking of adjusting the colors a bit on the digital version.”


      “Makes sense. The colors between digital and watercolor are different.”


      “Right... I haven’t really thought about what things will look like when they’re printed before.”


      Up until now, Isana had only had to upload work digitally. Her works had never been printed out. If she was going to be a light novel artist, then she’d have to start taking that into consideration.


      “Mizuto-kun?” Isana asked, turning around to me.


      “Yeah?”


      “Was today’s drawing actually good?”


      “Huh? I said it was, didn’t I?”


      “I see... Never mind then.”


      At first, I was worried that she was going to throw a fit, saying that what she did was lacking something and needed to be scrapped, but it seemed I was wrong. Isana’s response had a hint of relief in it. Most likely, she’d been a little unconfident in the quality of her work because she’d never worked with watercolor before.


      “Don’t worry, even with watercolor, your illustrations are amazing. They definitely fit with the cultural festival.”


      “Okay. I feel better hearing you say that.”


      Maybe it would have been best to be overly friendly like Yoshino and put my hand on Isana’s shoulder, but I couldn’t even bring myself to get close to her.


      When I saw Yume smile, I thought she was cute and precious. But when faced with the view of Isana working, “beautiful” was the closest word to describe what I felt. It was similar to the reverence of gods, where Isana felt like an existence I was supposed to keep my distance from, but couldn’t stay away from. I might’ve been helping her with her work because I wanted to see this side of her.


      For the time I had left with her for the day, I simply watched Isana in silence.


      My job for the cultural festival should have ended when Isana’s illustrations were finished, but humans are creatures who tend to push things onto people who are good at their jobs. As a result, I was now monitoring the progress of several teams, including the one making the set, while also acting as an intermediary between them and Yoshino, the director.


      Though I’d planned on keeping my distance from the festival, I found myself in the center of it. There was nowhere to run. Before I knew it, I’d landed in charge of all kinds of different things. Apparently, the same thing had happened to Yume: my stepsister, girlfriend, and head of the cultural festival committee.


      “H-Huh? A-Are you stuck in here too?” Yume nervously recited.


      “No! Sound more like an idiot! Like someone who can’t get to the threes on the multiplication table!” Minami-san called out.


      “Easier said than done...” Yume sighed timidly, hiding her mouth behind the script she was holding. “Why am I in charge of the cute voice? Do I even have that kind of image?”


      “No,” Minami-san declared flatly, clenching her fist. “But that’s precisely why I want to see it! Be a girl who acts cool around everyone but gets all cuddly with her boyfriend! This is a surefire hit! Release your inner maiden, Yume-chan!”
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      Yume’s luck had run out when she’d just barely let slip that she wished she could be involved in our class’s escape room. For some reason, Minami-san, who was in charge of the acting, had decided that Yume should adopt the same kind of flirty, cute look as that upperclassman of ours on the student council.


      To be honest, I understood where Minami-san was coming from. Yume acted cute and cuddly in front of me, after all. However, from what I could gather, she acted like that subconsciously, so I could only imagine how hard it’d be to drag that side out of someone as normally reserved as she was. If she used a higher-pitched voice during her actual performance, I’d laugh...silently.


      “Throw away your shame, Yume-chan! Throw yourself into the part! You don’t feel any shame when you act all prim and proper, right? Become a girl who acts bubbly and carefree!”


      “You think I act prim and proper?”


      “Learn from Asuhain-san!” Minami-san said, ignoring Yume’s quip and pointing at Asuhain, who was practicing in front of some other girls.


      “It seems we’re trapped in here. I believe it’s logical to investigate the source of the problem by working with all of you.”


      The girls began clapping, impressed, while Minami-san sternly looked at Yume’s face. “You have to try to put your soul into your character—just like that!”


      “That just sounds like she’s reading her lines the way she usually talks...”


      Well, the cool character she’s voicing is based off of her. Isana had based the character off of Asuhain, and Michikura had written her lines to fit the character. Just reading it in her normal voice would be good enough. The character Asuhain was voicing didn’t really get too emotional either.


      “Hey, Irido,” Kawanami snapped, “stop lookin’ at the girls and get to practicing!”


      “Calm down.”


      “Why are you trying to tell me to calm down?!”


      After essentially shrugging off Kawanami, I began surveying the classroom. There were students rehearsing their lines like me; then there were some who were making decorations for the set; and there were a few others visibly agonizing over riddles for the escape room.


      Amid the hubbub of the cultural festival preparations, Isana was absent because I’d sent her to the art room so she could focus by herself. I felt bad leaving her all alone since she could get pretty lonely. It might’ve been more fun for her to at least be in a corner of the room, able to see and hear everything going on, even if she had nobody to talk to.


      However, I was scared of accidents happening with this many people around. Drawing on paper didn’t come with undo buttons. Mistakes couldn’t be taken back. We were sharing the completed illustrations with Yoshino, of course, and then with our classmates. Every time they saw her drawings for the escape room characters, our classmates would crowd around her and compliment her like crazy. She’d always sheepishly force a smile, but maybe having the attention of our classmates like this made her feel less left out.


      In that regard, I couldn’t say that Michikura wasn’t doing a good job. After all, she might’ve had a lot of work forced onto her, but she was still a part of her class. If Yume successfully scouted her to the student council, it was possible that the student council, which was lauded as filled with beauties, might become even more popular.


      Now that I think about it, I wonder how that’s going. When I saw a break in the rehearsal, I tapped Yume on the shoulder.


      “Huh? Wh-What?”


      “Don’t be so freaked out, I’m not here to give you more work.”


      “S-Sorry. I keep getting director notes, so I’m still unwinding from that.”


      “Do you wanna try to keep practicing that cutesy voice of yours?”


      “No, please!” Yume practically cried.


      I smiled before bringing up what I wanted to talk to her about. “I was just wondering how you were doing with recruiting Michikura.”


      “Oh. I was thinking about waiting until after the cultural festival. That’s how it happened for me last year, but since I don’t have any other candidates right now. I did try to casually bring it up and test the waters...”


      “And she said no?”


      “More like she said she’ll think about it,” she answered dryly. She then cleared her throat and said, “Allow me to reenact the scene. ‘Well, you know, your little brother’s kinda hitting on me, so I may not have the time to be on the student council. Just kidding...’”


      I couldn’t suppress a slight frown. “That was horrible.”


      “Huh?! I thought that was a pretty good impression!”


      “She’s much more in your face and insensitive, but it feels like you’re talking like a wall.”


      “You...know her really well.”


      I felt her eyes boring holes into me. I’d gotten used to her reacting like this, though maybe it’d be better if I hadn’t. If we were at home, I could just hug her and smooth things over, but I couldn’t do that here. All I could do was raise both of my hands in surrender, offering no excuse for my behavior.


      “That’s also the extent to which I know her. She’s incredibly friendly with everyone, but doesn’t show her true self to other people.”


      She was the exact opposite of Isana, who was shy with people, but an open book when she became their friend.


      Yume looked at me, a sour look on her face. “But you have been hitting on her?”


      “No. Not even in the slightest,” I said, putting my hands down. “Even if I said she should be a scriptwriter, I haven’t told her to write anything yet, so I don’t know why she’d use me as a reason for holding off on responding to you.”


      “Don’t look at me. Maybe she feels like you’re expecting her to write another script.”


      Expectations... I never meant to show her that I expected anything from her like that. In the first place, we only really meet once a day at most to talk about the script. Not to mention we barely meet by ourselves. I doubt she’s had a chance to feel like I expect anything like that of her.


      As I tilted my head, trying to think about what could be going on, Yume brought her face closer to mine with an accusatory glare. “I’m going to be mad if you’re toying with the emotions of an innocent underclassman.”


      “Even if I don’t have any intentions of doing that in the first place?”


      “Doing it unintentionally would make me even angrier, you enemy of women!”


      Damned if I do, damned if I don’t... Well, I don’t think Michikura is like Yume with her romance-addled brain, so I doubt I have anything to worry about in that regard.




      When it was close to the time to leave school, I went to go check on Isana again. As I walked through the orange-tinged hallways from the setting sun, I began thinking about what Yume had told me. Why would Michikura use me to put off a decision about the student council?


      She could’ve just simply asked for more time to think it over, so why would she go out of her way to make excuses? I guess if she’s looking to become a scriptwriter, that’d make me happy to hear, but...


      “Senpai?”


      Speak of the devil. Standing by a window and dyed by the setting sun was Michikura, her hair tied up into a simple bun.


      “I’m so glad I ran into you. I figured that might happen if I waited around here though.”


      “Do you need something from me?”


      “I could use your advice about some spots that I think need to be adjusted in the script...”


      Rewrites and adjustments coming up during the course of rehearsals wasn’t anything uncommon. Usually we’d meet about it whenever I stopped by her class though. She wouldn’t seek me out like this.


      “School’s closing. Is this urgent?”


      “It’ll be real quick. How about we go over everything on the way home?”


      Working on the way home? I feel like a professional now. But then I thought about how things had turned out for the workaholic, Keikoin-san, with Yuni-san, and started to get a little worried. Michikura, on the other hand, practically skipped over to me with a smile and slightly tilted her head.


      “Are you embarrassed about having an after-school date with me?” she asked.


      “I like to avoid risks. I have a girlfriend after all.”


      “Oh,” she said in a tone that sounded like she’d realized something, while looking upward and tilting her head. “But it’s not Higashira-senpai, right?”


      “Huh? Did I tell you that already?”


      I thought that everyone assumed that we were dating.


      “I just kinda figured that was the case while talking to you. The way you talk about her is more like you’re proud of her than gushing.”


      “You think so? Is there a difference?”


      “Yeah—a big one.” Though she smiled, half her face lit with orange and red, she seemed a little troubled. “They’re completely different.”


      Something about the expression she made and the way she was talking bothered me, but before I could put a name to this, she giggled teasingly.


      “Also,” she added, “I can’t picture you getting excited by big boobs.”


      “I’m so happy to be correctly labeled for once...”


      I feel like we’ve been talking for a little bit too long. We probably could have used this time to talk about the script. I’d rather get that over with. But as soon as I thought that, I noticed a familiar face approaching. Out of the shadows of the corner to the stairs, I saw Isana poking her head out, idly staring at us.


      “Isana!” As soon as I called out her name, she jumped a little. It looked like she was going to make a break for it, so I ran up to stop her. “Say something if you’re here.”


      Isana shrunk her shoulders and faced the wall. “I-I didn’t wish to get in the way of your conversation...”


      “When’s that ever stopped you before?”


      Isana glanced past me at Michikura. Oh, is she having a hard time because she doesn’t know her? I guess I understand where she’s coming from.


      “Senpai!” I felt a tug on my blazer. Turning around, Michikura was standing there, slightly peeved. “Please don’t just up and disappear like that. We were in the middle of something.”


      “Ah, sorry. I saw Isana and I just kinda...”


      Michikura continued to hold the hem of my blazer while looking at Isana’s uneasy face.


      “Oh...Higashira-senpai. You were here?”


      “Yes...” Isana replied shortly.


      Afterward, an awkward silence fell around us. They simply stared at each other, unspeaking. Wait. Huh? What’s happening? What is this atmosphere? In the midst of my confusion, Michikura started talking.


      “I was in the middle of asking Senpai for his advice about my script. We’re making small changes as we rehearse, but it’s getting even better!”


      “I also...just finished an illustration. Now I only have one left before I’ve finished all of them.”


      “You’re fast at drawing! According to Senpai, I’m pretty fast too though.”


      “I’ve been trained by Mizuto-kun for a while now.”


      “Oh really? For that long, huh?”


      “Yes, that’s right. For a very long time.”


      What is this volatile tension? Is it my fault? I can’t shake the feeling that they’re trying to one-up each other. Even when Isana was strangely adversarial to Kawanami, she never talked like this. Michikura was the type to talk to everyone kindly, so I’d never seen this side of her either.


      “What’s wrong, you two? Have you had a fight or something without me knowing?”


      “No,” Michikura immediately replied, her voice a little stiff. “We would never do anything as coarse as fighting, right, Higashira-senpai?”


      “Yes... We haven’t fought.”


      “Well that’s a relief.” So they’re just a little tense because they’ve never talked to each other? Still, I couldn’t help but feel a little on edge. It was like they were keeping me out of the loop.


      “Were you planning on going home with Higashira-senpai today?” Michikura asked.


      “Y-Yeah... Yeah, I was. We usually go home together if I don’t have any other plans. We’ve been doing that more often than not recently.”


      She grinned and asked, “Then can I join you two? You’ll have two girls, cute as flowers, one on each arm.”


      As lightheartedly as she was approaching this, I couldn’t help but think these “flowers” that would be on my arms had thorns or poison.


      “You can give me some advice on the way,” Michikura added.


      “Well, I guess that would be the most efficient way to go about this, but...is that okay with you, Isana?”


      “It’s fine... I’m not your girlfriend after all.”


      Is it just me or is she pouting now? It felt like she was pouting, but also like she was hiding it because she didn’t have enough confidence. It’s not like I could just ask her what she was pouting about either.


      “Then let’s go!” Michikura said cheerfully, tugging me by the arm while Isana clung to my other arm without any reserve.


      More than having a girl on each arm, this felt like I was an alien being escorted away.
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      “Whoa!”


      As Kawanami put up the signboards at the entrance of our class, our classmates let out sounds of amazement. The guide character he was showing on the sign was the bluish-black haired, cool-type girl with a bob cut. Her cold expression really stood out. Isana had even drawn the details on her fingernails. With all these combined, it was like the character was right here with us.


      “It’s really good! I knew picking Higashira-san was the right choice!” Minami-san said, clapping her hands together with joy.


      Our other classmates also seemed overjoyed. The six signboards for each respective guide character would be placed wherever there was space, either in the window above the doors or the hallway windows, and I was sure they would stand out. There was no doubt we would draw more attention than the other classrooms.


      The guys were raring to go.


      “We got this in the bag!”


      “We’ve been testing the riddles like crazy and they’re at a good point now!”


      “We’re probably the only ones who’ve put in this much work!”


      Meanwhile, the girls crowded around Isana, hugging her one after another.


      “Higashira-san, you’re seriously a god of an artist!”


      “Can I get your autograph now while I still can?!”


      “Let me fondle your boobs!”


      “Eheh heh heh...” Isana’s mouth melted into a smile without being able to say anything in response, possibly overwhelmed by the deluge of validation.


      Things calmed down after a bit, and I met up with Isana once she was finally free.


      “Isana.”


      “Mizuto-kun...”


      “Great job,” I told her, looking her right in the eyes.


      Isana sheepishly blushed and looked at the completed signs. “Yes, I...did a good job.”


      I hope this’ll give her some confidence. If it does, then this was all worth it. I’m sure she’ll be more open to the light novel illustration request too.


      I decided to message Michikura next. As she was the person who wrote the script, I felt like she had a right to see the finished product. She arrived a mere five minutes after reading my message and looked at the signs Isana had drawn that were at the entrance of the classroom.


      “You really are amazing, Higashira-senpai. You’re like a professional.”


      “As of about half a year ago, she’s no longer like a professional. She’s already been paid for some of the work she’s done, so one might say she is a professional.”


      Michikura looked at the cool-girl character, and an unsteady, conflicted smile spread across her face like a watercolor painting that had yet to dry. Part of her seemed proud, but the other part seemed sad.


      “Senpai... Do you remember what you said?” she asked. It was so sudden, I was a little confused. “You said that if I’m lacking passion, I just have to borrow it from someone else. That’s why you showed me Higashira-senpai’s drawings, right?”


      “Huh? Yeah. That’s why you became so motivated.”


      Miyo Michikura turned to look at me and said, “No, that’s not it.” It felt like she wanted me to notice something.


      “It wasn’t because I saw Higashira-senpai’s drawings. That wasn’t what motivated me.” She tilted her head slightly and, though there were no tears, it felt like she was crying. “Senpai, I didn’t get my passion from her. Do you really not know who I got my passion from?”

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 4: The Reason She Won’t Show Herself


      Miyo Michikura


      I’m not sure when I started envying those known as otaku. Ever since I could remember, I was the type of person who could do anything. I never had trouble with my studies, never lagged behind in athletics, and was even able to pick up tough piano pieces quicker than anyone I knew.


      But for some strange reason, I never got first in any of the competitions I entered. I could score a hundred on the tests I took and I basically always placed first in the races at our school’s sports festivals, but I never took first place at any of the piano competitions I entered. There’d always be someone who performed with more uniqueness and passion than me, leaving me to never place first.


      The thing that really hurt what little pride I had occurred when I was in elementary school. One day, we were asked to write an essay about what we liked. As usual, we were given paper to handwrite it, and as usual, I went to just wing it, until I realized there was something wrong.


      I couldn’t think of anything.


      I had no clue whatsoever what to write about. Usually if I was writing about my opinion on something we read or a field trip we went on, I could easily write that out and be praised by my teachers and other adults, but my mind froze as soon as I was asked to write about something I liked.


      I couldn’t believe this was happening and was left stunned for a little bit. It was the first time I’d ever been stuck like this. I could hear the scratching of pencils against paper around me, which only made me panic more. I spent half of the class like this until, clever as I was, I finally realized that I didn’t have anything I liked.


      I was shocked. It was as if my world had been flipped upside down. If I’d been alone in the room, I might’ve broken down crying from the shock, but the clock above the blackboard continued ticking away without any regard for my dilemma. I knew I needed to start writing. By the end of the class, I’d somehow been able to write four hundred characters, filling the entire page. But that’s when something surprising happened.


      “Could I have another piece of paper?”


      If my memory wasn’t wrong, one of the boys in my class excitedly ran up to our teacher to ask them this.


      Because of my state of shock, I hadn’t noticed until that moment, but this wasn’t the first time he’d asked for a piece of paper. It happened over and over. Even after class ended, he continued writing until he was done, submitting about ten pages to our teacher.


      He hadn’t had any trouble with that assignment. He had something that he loved so much that he’d needed at least ten pages to write about it. That’s when that little shred of pride I had fell to pieces.


      It was most likely around that time that I became envious of otakus.


      I became envious of my classmates who talked excitedly about anime. Of people who were usually calm, but would go crazy posting comments online. Of people who could optimally use characters to their limits in game streams. Of people who liked something so much that they were able to pull others in.


      Of people who had what I was severely lacking.


      If I had to give a reason as to why I entered the literary club in middle school, it’d be that I felt like I wanted to be a little contrarian. Nobody around us was really reading books, and I wanted to be doing something that nobody else was really doing. I wanted to be different, so I knocked on the door to the club.


      Including me, there were five members. The upperclassmen of the club were very eccentric, but they were all very friendly to me even though I was only any good at going through the motions. I was able to efficiently pick up how to write better and they all praised me for my skills, but I could never keep up when they began talking about science fiction, fantasy, or mystery light novels.


      Though I could understand the content of their conversations since I’d been studying, I couldn’t share any of their passion. It was the same as how nobody would speak passionately about math as they’re being forced to do it in class. I only read what they read so I could converse with them. My attachment to these works went nowhere near as deep as theirs.


      I was pretty confident that I wouldn’t have a problem when I joined the workforce in the future, but my upperclassmen might. In those environments, people with eccentric personalities had a tough time finding employment. But that didn’t change that in those moments with my upperclassmen, I felt helplessly inferior. It was as if it were being shoved in my face that I lacked the components to be a charming person.


      Before entering high school, I added pink highlights to my hair. The reason I did this despite entering one of the best prep schools in the country was probably that, once again, I wanted to be contrarian. I wanted to be a little bit closer to my upperclassmen who were less constrained with how they acted. Despite that, I was also scared of being labeled an outsider, so I only put highlights in my hair in a way they wouldn’t stand out too much.


      Unfortunately, I was tragically devoid of cuteness between how I expressed myself and how I’d rationally analyze myself. Over the first half of high school, I slowly began to accept the truth: I was a jack-of-all-trades and master of none. I was a generic smart person. I accepted the reality that that’s just who I was...


      At least, until you came along, Senpai.


      “All you have to do is get your passion from someone else.”


      His fiery eyes had been filled with admiration of me. It’d felt like he was trying to make his own burning passion flow into me using only his gaze.


      Do you really not know, Senpai? Do you really not know who filled me with the passion to write? I wrote for your sake. I would write a whole book if it meant you would praise me. After you gave me so much of that fire, for the first time in my life, I was able to be passionate about something. I wouldn’t care if you were my only fan in the entire world.


      So I can’t help but want you to only praise me, Senpai.


      Irido-senpai, if I told you that I want you to look at me, not Higashira-senpai...would you get mad at me?


      Mizuto Irido


      I didn’t get much sleep the night before the cultural festival. When I came down from my room, my head swimming in a whirlpool of thoughts, I peeked into the living room and saw Yume, who’d already changed, eating a piece of toast at the dining table. Yuni-san was in the kitchen with her back turned. Hmm? Where’s dad? Is he still asleep?


      “Morning,” Yume called out, noticing me as I entered.


      “Mm-hmm.” I sleepily walked to the table and sat across from her.


      Waiting there was a piece of toasted bread with butter on the side, and I went about buttering the toast.


      “You look tired. We even finished the cultural festival preparations early this year,” Yume said with a half smile.


      Oh, right. Last year, we were basically working until the last minute. We even stayed overnight at school. Then I remembered how the morning air had felt on my face from the roof of the school.


      “I didn’t pull an all-nighter or anything. I just couldn’t really sleep.”


      “Do you really not know who I got my passion from?”


      Michikura’s words had played on repeat in my head all night. And the way she’d smiled at me before leaving, like she was giving up on something. She’d left before explaining what she meant, and I was stuck on deciphering it like a computer reading a file it didn’t have the program for.


      Who did she get her passion from? I could at least tell that she was trying to say it was me, but what I couldn’t figure out was her true intentions—and that look of resignation and loneliness. What exactly do you want from me, Michikura?


      “Isn’t that enough butter?” Yume asked, prompting me to look down.


      The toast was now shiny from how lathered in butter it was.


      “Yeah... My brain still isn’t all here.”


      “This feels kinda nostalgic. Recently, you’ve had an air about you that you can pull off all the work you’re doing, so I haven’t seen this side of you in a bit.”


      “Is that right?” I asked, biting into my no longer crispy toast.


      “I don’t know what you’re worrying about, but if you can’t figure it out, maybe it’s best to focus on what’s in front of you first, hmm? Maybe you’ll figure something out while doing something else.”


      “Yeah...”


      “But if you still can’t work things out, then...” Yume bent over the table and lowered her voice so that Yuni-san couldn’t hear us from where she was in the kitchen. “I’ll let you lie on my lap and help you relax.”


      I smiled at her. “Will that really help solve things?”


      “It’s best to relax when you’re stuck on something, isn’t it? It’s kinda like when you have sudden flashes of inspiration when you’re taking a bath.”


      I knew what she meant, but in that case, wouldn’t it be more effective for relaxation if she was in the bath with me? Maybe I’ll ask her to do both for me.


      “Either way, we’ll need to wait until nigh—”


      “For what?” Yuni-san suddenly asked, making both me and Yume jump.


      Neither of us had realized she’d returned from the kitchen, and she was now looking down at us with confusion. I immediately choked down my panic and answered her.


      “Oh, we’re talking about the festival after-party.”


      “Y-Yeah, exactly!” Yume stammered.


      “Oh, I see! That sounds fun!”


      That was close... We were being too careless. I got the feeling that it was dangerous to be here any longer, so I scarfed down the remainder of my toast. Seeing this, Yume grabbed her bag from the chair next to her.


      “W-We need to get going, Mizuto-kun,” she said. “Hurry up and brush your teeth.”


      I’d only just gotten out of my chair and she was already pushing me out of the living room.


      “Mineaki-san and I’ll be there later,” Yuni-san called after us.


      Now in the downstairs bathroom where the washing machine and bath were, Yume and I shared a glance and sighed. If this was how this morning went, I was beginning to get fearful for how things would go in the future.


      Anyway, changing gears, I’d done everything I could yesterday. Now all I could do was believe that I’d been right. I then picked up my toothbrush, gripping it tightly as if trying to renew myself with confidence.




      Then again, I didn’t really have much to do for the cultural festival. Yoshino was in charge of looking over the classroom, and with the illustrations and scripts finished, I had nothing left to do. Of course, I had to voice a character once, but that wouldn’t be until the afternoon.


      Yume had rushed off to a committee meeting, so I was honestly pretty bored. After doing one last check on the escape room, I decided to kill time with Isana and walk around the school together. Of course, I would invite Yume if she had any spare time.


      “Is Isana not here yet?” I asked.


      “I dunno,” Yoshino said, a look of worry on her face. “Nobody’s seen her yet. At the very least, I think she came early and went off somewhere. Her cubby’s empty too...”


      “There’s no way she’d ever be capable of waking up that early to come in before all of us. In regard to her stuff, maybe she doesn’t usually bring anything or just carries it around with her.”


      “Do you think she caught a cold? I’m pretty worried.”


      Yoshino’s pretty overprotective of Isana... Not that I’m one to talk.


      “Can you try calling her?” Yoshino asked.


      “Do you not have her number?”


      “I don’t!” she answered angrily. “I meant to ask, but I kept missing my chance!”


      Fine. I guess I’ll message her then. But after waiting a bit, I didn’t see any read receipt. I guess I’ll call her then.


      “She’s not answering.”


      I was pretty confident that her phone was charged. I doubted she’d have let her phone run out of battery.


      “Maybe she’s still sleeping...” I said.


      “Huh?! On the day of the cultural festival?!”


      “It’s precisely because today’s the cultural festival that she might have taken today as a day off.”


      But also, would she really sleep through the day all her illustrations would be on display? She came last year without any issue... Ultimately, I hung up the call since it hadn’t stopped ringing.


      “I’ll keep calling her, but if she doesn’t pick up, I’ll go to her place later and check up on her.”


      “You...know where she lives?”


      “Yeah, I go there all the time.”


      “Ugh! Stop trying to brag!”


      It’s what you get for making me do all this work for the cultural festival.




      The cultural festival officially began, and there was a loud energy from the arch at the entrance of the school that the festival committee had made as people began to pour in. Students called out from the nearby stalls to attract customers, filling the school’s courtyard with noise.


      As people passed by our classroom, I heard everyone gawk with excitement.


      “The art’s amazing!”


      “Did a student really draw these?!”


      “No way; definitely a professional.”


      “But this was painted with watercolor.”


      “I like the girl with the bob cut!”


      Everyone seemed to really like the drawings. Ten minutes hadn’t even passed since the start of the festival and we already had people lined up for the escape room. If Isana had actually come, she could’ve heard all these people complimenting her work... What a waste.


      I left the classroom and walked by myself through the festival—not to enjoy it, but because there was another class I wanted to check on.


      Eventually, I reached the gym where they were apparently in the middle of rehearsal. The stage lights were on and the students onstage were in their costumes, reading out their lines. It’s not her class. Are they waiting for their turn? If that’s the case, maybe they’re somewhere around the gym? Thinking that, I began looking around the gym and found who I was looking for soon enough.


      Not far from the stage, I saw Miyo Michikura looking up at it.


      “Do you really not know who I got my passion from?”


      This would be the first time I was seeing her since she said that to me. Though it was simple enough to ask her why she’d seemed so sad when she said that, this was definitely not the time to do that.


      “Hey,” I said, calling out to her as I approached.


      “Senpai,” she said, looking at me with surprise.


      “You look kinda pale. Are you nervous?”


      She giggled as if to play it off. “Yeah, kinda. I guess I’m more worried than nervous though.”


      “Worried about what?”


      “I’ve been worried about some of the lines I wrote... I’m wondering if they’re okay as they are or if they might be too hard to understand.”


      Oh, she’s not worried about performing, but about her script?


      “Well, not much you can do about it now. I think it’ll be easier to just go with it.”


      “Yeah, you’re right that I can’t do much about it, and that’s precisely what I’m worried about. It didn’t bother me during edits, but for some reason it is now...”


      This was something I heard happened a lot. The minute you submitted something, you immediately thought of a different way you could’ve done one thing or another. Most likely this happened because you could become objective about it now that it was out of your hands.


      “I read your script a million times. If you can’t believe it’ll be okay, I’ll tell you a million times until you do,” I said, patting Michikura on her small shoulder.


      She looked at my hand and giggled. “You can’t act like this when I’m feeling vulnerable. You’re gonna make me fall for you, Senpai.”


      “Please don’t. I wanna have a long working relationship with you.”


      “That’s so harsh. You’re just assuming you’re gonna turn me down?” She giggled again. “Thank you very much. I feel a little better now.”


      “Good to hear.”


      “You can leave now to go on a date with your girlfriend.”


      “Unfortunately, she’s working.”


      “Huh?” Michikura blinked with disbelief. She looked up and to the side, muttering, “That makes it sound like she’s on the committee.”


      Oh crap. I can’t believe I slipped up like that.


      “Who on the committee are you most likely to have a relationship with... Huh? Could it be... But which one of them?”


      Damn her smarts. She’s probably already narrowed it down to Asuhain and Yume.


      “Who cares? Later.”


      “So it is between the two of them?! I wanna get more info, Senpai!”


      Before she could pester me more, I made a hasty escape. I guess since I don’t have anything to do, I’ll look for a quiet place to read or something. As I began walking through the hallways, I saw a familiar pair of girls.


      “Oh, Mizuto,” Yume said, waving her hand at me.


      The other girl, Asuhain, silently glared at me. Both of them had armbands that designated them as members of the cultural festival committee.


      “What are you doing by yourself? And why do you have a book?” Yume asked.


      “I’m looking to kill time. I don’t have anything to do until afternoon.”


      “Why don’t you go around the festival with Higashira-san? I doubt she’s capable of going around by herself.”


      “Well, that was my original plan, but it looks like she overslept. She hasn’t come to the classroom yet.”


      “Huh? Today of all days? I mean, I guess this is kind of on-brand for her though.”


      Personally, I was pretty happy with how she moved to the beat of her own drum, but today was the only day that I wished she didn’t. If she could hear how people were raving about her art, then I was positive she’d get a huge confidence boost.


      Also, I was surprised that Yume could so easily suggest I go around the school festival with Isana. She must feel a lot more confident in our relationship. It’s best that she’s not actually jealous of me, but I’m kind of...sad about that, which just shows how fortunate of a position I’m in.


      “How about you come with us on our patrol?” Yume suggested.


      “Your patrol?” I asked.


      “Remember last year how we walked around to check on all the classes?” she clarified.


      “Irido-san...” Asuhain frowned, tugging on Yume’s sleeve. “I don’t know if we should allow someone who’s not a part of the committee to participate in our activities...”


      “Having a guy will make sure that we can go into all of the classrooms’ activities. Like last year there was a class that was geared toward couples.”


      Oh, right. That haunted house. But hearing this only made Asuhain’s attitude sour further, and she made no attempt to hide it.


      “You want me to pretend to be a couple...with this guy?”


      “Huh? No, I could do it—”


      “You’re siblings. That’d be weird.”


      “O-Oh. Y-Yeah. True...” Yume began slightly panicking in the face of Asuhain’s sound logic.


      Then again, we were treated as a couple when we went into the haunted house last year.


      “I suppose if it’s for work, I’ll do it,” Asuhain conceded, staring at me adversarially. “But let’s get one thing straight: Don’t get any strange ideas.”


      “Don’t worry. I won’t,” I said, piling on the snark. I’m assuming she means not to drag up when she asked me out during the school trip.


      “But are you okay with coming along with us?” Asuhain asked. “Won’t Higashira-san be unhappy if you aren’t with her?”


      I guess Asuhain, like everyone else, assumes that Isana and I are dating. If that’s what she thinks, then of course she’d assume that me pretending to be a couple with another girl would be like cheating.


      “As you said, this would be strictly for work, and it’s not as if we’ll be flirting,” I assured her, casting a sidelong glance at Yume. “My girlfriend’s not the small-minded type who’d get jealous over something like that.”


      Yume blinked, but she caught up quickly. “That’s true... I agree. Yeah, you’re right!”


      “If you say so...”


      I’m sure this’ll help Yume get it together a bit. She was a little careless earlier. With things seemingly settled, I said, “Well, I guess I’ll join you two then. It’ll be a lot easier since I don’t have to be in a costume.”


      “True,” Yume added with a strained smile.


      “Costume?” Asuhain asked.


      “Last year, our class did a Taisho Roman Café, so I had to walk around in a girls’ student uniform with the hakama and everything.”


      “That sounds wonderful!” Asuhain exclaimed, leaning over toward Yume, her eyes sparkling. “Even without having seen you in that costume, I just know that it looked really good on you!”


      “D-Do you like that kind of thing, Asuhain-san?” Yume asked.


      “Historical stuff is nice, but the idea itself is simultaneously intellectual and fashionable. Of course you were able to think of something that great.”


      “Th-Thank you... I’m not the one who came up with the idea though.”


      Are you a heroine from an isekai or something, Asuhain? If you can act like that, you should’ve acted like that while trying to ask me out.


      Either way, with that, I decided to go around the cultural festival with Asuhain and Yume. Though I felt like I was attracting a lot of antagonistic glares from the guys we passed by, I decided to ignore them.




      I couldn’t say why, but somehow, despite the students in the classroom being different, it was once again host to the same haunted house as last year. It came across like the students had inherited it.


      Asuhain and I walked through and were faced with the same sign at the end of it that Yume and I had been faced with last year. It more or less said the couples had to kiss if they wanted to leave, or hug if they couldn’t do that.


      As soon as Asuhain saw that, she quickly wrapped her arms around me in a way resembling a sumo wrestling move. Then once we were let out, she went off on the classroom’s students waiting outside.


      Apparently, a hug means something different in Asuhain’s mind and is a kind of grappling technique. If it bothered her so much though, she could’ve just ignored the instructions on the sign.


      As Asuhain blew up on the students, Yume was shooting me a glare with her lips pursed.


      “Cheater...” she mumbled.


      “Huh?” I was genuinely confused by this. “If that’s considered cheating, sumo wrestlers could never be in a relationship.”


      “Even if it was for just a second, Asuhain-san of all people hugged a boy. When did you make her fall for you?”


      “If she were really into me, she wouldn’t have tried to break my spine.”


      “She wouldn’t even try to touch a guy’s spine in general unless they were special to her!”


      I feel like in my case the only thing Asuhain feels for me is hostility, but I guess in Yume’s mind, that means more than being ignored.


      “If that’s true, then it’s probably better not to have told me that,” I said.


      “Oh.”


      If Yume hadn’t said anything, I’d never even think that I was getting special treatment from her.


      Yume began pouting. “It’s not my fault... Asuhain-san’s cute, and I feel like your personalities mesh well...”


      “They do?” I’ll admit that Asuhain is objectively attractive, but there’s no way our personalities are in any way compatible.


      “She also has a nice body,” Yume grumbled, closing in on me. “I know that you’re not especially uninterested in bigger ones...”


      “Okay, okay! Calm down, we’re in public!”


      The only girl I’m interested in is you. It doesn’t matter how big or small you are. It’d have been nice if I could have said all of this out loud, but this was neither the time nor place. In the future I’d have to try and assuage these fears before they became a problem.


      “I’m not falling for any other girls. I’m sure she doesn’t feel anything toward me either.”


      “Really?”


      “Seriously. I promise.”


      Though she had been able to hide it better recently, her clingy side was rearing its ugly head again. I’m sure she’s worn out from her committee work. I decided to lightly rub her shoulder to comfort her a bit. It was really surprising to me that she’d become very accepting of Isana yet acted this way about Asuhain. Maybe it was proof of how highly she thought of her. It was almost like she was trying to gush about her.


      By the time Asuhain was done with her lecture, Yume seemed to have calmed down. Sheesh. Yume really got me sweating. She does remember this is what led to our first breakup, right?


      “What do you think about this year’s cultural festival?” I asked Yume as we left the haunted house behind us.


      “Everything’s going smoothly for the time being. Nothing really troublesome’s happened so far.”


      “That must be nice for you.”


      “Don’t act like you’re not part of the reason. We’re still using the system you came up with last year, you know?”


      “Ohhh, right. I forgot about that.”


      I’m really only remembering now that she’s bringing it up. Last year, I made a system where everyone could share data on people who caused any problems in order to prevent future problems from occurring in the first place. I’d only really proposed it as a way to help our class’s plan for the cultural festival be approved. But it had ended up being an annoying masterpiece that the current student council president seemed to have remembered and implemented this year.


      “You’re the one who came up with that system?” Asuhain asked, looking up at me with surprise.


      “Yeah, but I’m sure that the president could’ve come up with it on her own even without me.”


      “Excessive humility isn’t a virtue. You should be proud if you did something good,” she said, surprisingly praising me, which caught me off guard.


      I could feel Yume staring holes into me.


      “But I agree that President Kurenai could have come up with the same system—no, an even more efficient and logical system,” she said, with a composed expression. “So I suppose your accomplishment is certainly not too impressive.”


      Never mind. She’s not complimenting me anymore. If she was even trying, she was doing a horrible job.


      Replying to her felt like a pain, so I refrained, but then I noticed the sounds of droplets against the hall windows.


      “Rain?” Yume asked, stopping to look out the window at the sky.


      Looks like it’s drizzling. The droplets were so small you could barely see them, but a light rain had certainly begun.


      “The weather didn’t say anything about this...” Yume complained.


      “What should we do? Should we have the outdoor stalls pack up?” Asuhain asked.


      “Hmm...” Yume groaned as she put her finger to her chin.


      “Wouldn’t it be okay to just wait and see for a little longer?” I asked. “It doesn’t look like it’s gonna become a full downpour.”


      “Can uninvolved people please stay out of our official affairs?” Asuhain growled, glaring at me.


      I’m a student here too, you know. I’m hardly uninvolved.


      After thinking a little longer, Yume turned to Asuhain. “Let’s wait a little and see. In the meantime, let’s prepare the inclement weather backup space for the outdoor stalls.”


      “Oh, good idea.”


      Seeing this made me a little emotional. Yume Irido used to be someone who had difficulty making snap decisions, but it seemed that through her experience on the student council, she’d matured and was evolving from the meek, cowardly person she used to be. Though it was a little sad seeing her grow so much, I felt like being happy, both as her stepbrother and her boyfriend.


      “Sorry, Mizuto. We need to go now.”


      “Don’t worry about it. You gotta do your job.”


      “Sorry,” Yume apologized again before darting off with Asuhain.


      I guess I’m all alone again. I ended up pulling my phone out of my pocket but saw no notifications. Isana had yet to read the message I’d sent earlier. How much longer is she gonna sleep for? Maybe I should have contacted Natora-san. Or maybe I should try calling her again.


      But then I felt my phone buzz from a call coming in. At first I thought it might have been Isana, but the ID read Akatsuki Minami.


      “Hello?”


      “Irido-kun! Come back! We need help!”


      “Got it.” I left her with that and hung up.


      This is why I told you you needed to increase the number of shifts.




      As I helped out in our classroom, the rain didn’t seem to be getting any stronger, but it didn’t show any sign of letting up either. It simply cast a haze on the day.


      About an hour later, it was lunchtime. The number of customers had dropped a bit, and I was freed. I didn’t have anything special to do, so I left the classroom, looking outside through the hall window to the sounds of students calling for customers and others wondering where to go next. The modest gloom imposed by the weather really didn’t fit the bustling festival atmosphere.


      If I remember right, Michikura’s play should be starting soon. As someone who helped make it, I’d like to see it. I took my phone out of my pocket and stared at the screen. I hadn’t heard anything from Isana or seen her around all day. Her sleeping in until the afternoon was normal on weekends, but something inside me was getting increasingly worried. Don’t tell me she’s not coming at all. There’s no way she’d do that. Not after working so hard over the past month.


      I couldn’t shake this feeling, so I headed for the shoe cubbies downstairs. I walked past the girls wiping the rain droplets off of their hair and opened Isana’s cubby. Our shoe cubbies were separated into two sections. The top one was for the shoes we used at school while the other one was for the shoes we used outside of school. Currently, the only shoes here were the ones she’d use at school, and the only thing in the bottom was some wet dirt.


      I guess she really hasn’t come to school yet. I slowly shut her cubby with a sigh, but something caught my attention right before it latched. Wait. What’s bothering me here?


      I was about to examine her cubby again, but my phone began buzzing—Yume was calling. As soon as I saw the caller, I felt a little disappointed. Sorry, Yume.


      “Hello? Something wrong?”


      “Mizuto? Are you free right now?”


      “Yeah. Got let loose not too long ago.”


      “I just figured I should tell you something...”


      You want to tell me, someone who’s not on the committee, something? I had a bad feeling about this and I could feel a tingling in the back of my neck.


      “Michikura-san was taken to the nurse’s office because she wasn’t feeling well. It seems like she got hurt during rehearsal too.”


      What...?




      When I opened the curtains to Michikura’s bed in the nurse’s office, she looked up at me with a guilty expression.


      “Senpai...”


      “I guess you’re not doing so hot?”


      She was as pale as a sheet and didn’t lift her head from the white pillow, which led me to believe that she wasn’t feeling well mentally, rather than physically. I sat on the stool next to her bed and looked at her.


      “This is why I told you not to try to do everything.”


      “Sorry...”


      “Don’t look so apologetic when Yoshino comes later, okay? I wouldn’t put it past her to feel like she’s entirely to blame and worry her head off. Your class’s play is going to be pushed to the afternoon.”


      Not only had she written the script for her own class, but she’d done so for ours as well. She’d also rehearsed as part of her class’s play and helped to adjust its direction. She was doing all of this on top of her duties as a member of the festival committee. Of course she was overdoing it. All the exhaustion that’d been piling up until now probably came out in a bad way when combined with the anxiety before the actual performance. It was almost like the human body was made to just fall apart in the most important moments.


      “Did you hurt your leg?” I asked.


      “Yes... I sprained it apparently.”


      “Doesn’t sound like you’ll make it in time for the start of the play.”


      There was only about thirty minutes until her class’s play was scheduled to start. Regardless of how quick her ability to recover was, there was no chance she could recover from a sprain fast enough to join.


      Michikura frowned as though blaming herself. “I asked someone to fill in for me, so...I’m sure that they’ll be fine.”


      “I see. This kinda feels like the cultural festival arc in a romcom manga.”


      “Like when the protagonist or heroine gets subbed into a role at the last minute? Wouldn’t that make me the mob character who gets sidelined?” she asked. She was chuckling, but her face was a little stiff.


      I’d intended that to lighten the mood, but all I’d managed to accomplish was making her feel like crap. For a little bit, the only sound in the room was the ticking of the clock. The noise from the cultural festival was faint and muffled, like it was playing out of someone’s headphones.


      “Michikura, you did a good job.” What I finally settled on saying was a clichéd phrase of praise. “You took on way too much and still managed to get it all done. It’s a shame you can’t be on that stage, but the person subbing in for you only feels confident accepting the role because they watched your rehearsals. You really did a good job. Thanks to that, your work is out in the world now. You should be proud of that.”


      That’s right. She did a good job. She should be proud. There’s nothing she should feel bad about. A proper smile spread across Michikura’s face now, but I saw sadness—maybe even resignation—in it.


      Then, once again, her words played in my head. “Do you really not know who I got my passion from?” The smile she had right now was the exact same one as when she’d said that to me.


      “I figured you’d say that, Senpai.”


      “What do you mean?” Chills started running down the back of my neck and wouldn’t stop.


      I truly couldn’t understand what she was saying, and that made me more scared than anything.


      “I’m...much greedier than you think I am, Senpai,” she said as she looked up at the light above her. “At first, I was content with just doing what was asked of me. I was satisfied with being praised by you. But then I wanted more. Then even more than that, my heart began wanting so much more. I wanted to be praised by you more. I wanted to be praised by you more than you praised anyone else.”


      Then she placed the back of her hand over her eyes and gave me the answer I’d been looking for. “I wanted you to praise me more than you praised Higashira-senpai...”


      I gulped. It all made sense now. It made sense why Michikura had looked so reluctant to see me go when I left her rehearsals. Why Michikura hadn’t been too fond of Isana when they first met. Why her smile had been so pained when she saw Isana’s finalized illustrations.


      “It was only because of you that I was able to figure out how to use my strength as a writer. It’s only because you filled me with the passion I was lacking... That’s why I wanted to be the most special person to you. I didn’t care if I was second or third in anyone else’s minds. All I cared about was being number one to you.”


      “There’s no... I mean, drawing and writing are completely different, so...”


      “I know. I... I know.”


      “You could have just focused on your writing. You didn’t have to take on everything that everyone asked you to do...”


      “I had to...” Despite revealing the most vulnerable part of her, she was able to state this in a strong, clear voice. “You acknowledged my talent, but I wanted you to acknowledge me.”


      This was very unexpected, but it should’ve been obvious. I froze up and spaced out.


      “I knew that when you were complimenting my writing, you were complimenting my talent to write, not me. I knew that, but...my greed wanted you to see me as a much more amazing person.”


      Creative types were still only human. I thought I understood that better than others, but was I actually perceiving both Isana and Michikura as no more than machines that produced works? Had I only been looking at their talents and not at them as people?


      “But in the end, this is what I get... All the emotions I’d been trying to freeze just came out like this. It’s so embarrassing...”


      Something Isana had told me came to mind. “It’s also quite embarrassing for me when our classmates watch me draw.” Although she had no qualms with wearing nothing but overalls, she was embarrassed about people seeing her draw.


      “Senpai...could I ask for one more thing while I’m spilling all of this shame?” She slightly moved her hand away from her eyes, and looked at me through a gap in between her fingers. “Please, watch the play. Even if I was a little too greedy and ended up like this, I’d still like you to watch what I made.”


      This is an understandable request, but... I paused, hit by a sudden epiphany, and realized where Isana was.


      “Please watch it,” Michikura pleaded.


      In the past, I’d told Isana I might not be able to kiss her, but I could at least hug her.


      “Please...watch it.”


      The rhythmic patter of rain was drowning out what little other sound made it into the infirmary now, and Natora-san’s voice played back in my head. “Do you think you’ll be able to support someone else the same way you’ve been supporting my daughter? Sooner or later, you’re gonna learn a hard lesson. You’re only allowed to mess up when you’re a kid.”




      In the past, I’d told Isana that I had a duty to train her and spread her talent to the world. When I did that, I had bet everything on her talent. Now, approximately nine months later, Isana had exceeded my wildest expectations and grown past wherever I’d thought she’d be right now. She was improving so fast that nobody could catch up to her.


      What about me? Compared to her growth, could I really say that I’d grown at all?


      I at least thought that I’d gained some experience and knowledge after working at Keikoin-san’s company, but in reality, I was lacking something very fundamental. I wasn’t able to face others. In this regard, I wasn’t too different from when Yume first moved in and we just sulked at each other without ever really talking things out. Somewhere inside me, I felt like it wasn’t worth the trouble to earnestly face others. After what happened with Yume so long ago, that thought had burrowed into my heart.


      Maybe that indolence had put me in this situation. Artists and writers were humans, not machines. Of course they got jealous. Of course they wanted to be acknowledged. Their talent was just a part of their humanity.


      I might have built artists up in my mind to be some kind of fantastical beings. I might have thought that the kind of people who live with pure, inexhaustible talent wouldn’t be burdened with the mundane emotions of ordinary people. I wanted to believe that so bad, but like hell that’d ever be true. There’s nobody out there who’ll stay emotionally neutral as they continue living, interacting with others. If this bothered me so much, then I should have focused on my relations being strictly professional. I never should have tried being friends in the first place.




      When I’d peeked into Isana’s shoe cubby, I should have immediately realized what was going on when I saw the bottom shelf for outside shoes. There’d been wet dirt strewn across it, and it should have clicked for me then.


      I rushed down the stairs and out of the school, through the light drizzle. It was at that annoying point where it was hard to tell whether it was worth it to use an umbrella or not.


      The wet dirt in the bottom shelf of her shoe cubby meant that Isana had come to school after it’d started raining. It was proof that she’d come to school and then went back outside. Since nobody had seen her, this most likely meant that she’d put her shoes in there, but then changed her mind and left without anyone seeing her.


      I ruled out the possibility that she’d gone home. After checking with the cultural festival committee members at the entrance through Yume, I found that nobody matching Isana’s description had left the school. Thanks to that system, the students carefully checked the people going in and out of the school, so they definitely would have noticed someone like her. After all, she had some very easily definable features.


      Either way, I was positive that Isana was still at school—just not inside it. The biggest hint to where she could’ve been had been given to me by Michikura. Embarrassment.


      The reason Isana hadn’t shown up was because she was embarrassed. If she was embarrassed about seeing her drawings being hung up and displayed then there was no way she’d be able to overcome that through sheer force of will. Most likely she was somewhere not far, trying to work up her courage. But where would she do that? If she wasn’t in the school building, then there was only one other place I could think of.


      And so I found Isana behind the school building, all alone, soaking wet.




      Over a year ago, Isana Higashira had asked me out here, and now she was leaning against the wall, staring at the damp ground. I could see drops of water clinging to the ends of her hair. Her long-sleeved sweater was drenched and sticking to her skin. If she didn’t have that on, I had no doubt it’d be easy to see her cleavage through her white dress shirt.


      The weather hasn’t been that bad. How long has she been out here to be practically dripping like this? I made my way across the damp ground and called out to her.


      “Isana...”


      Hearing me, she finally looked up and noticed me. She gave an awkward, weak smile and said, “Oh, you found me... Sorry.”
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      “Why are you apologizing?”


      “I feel as if I’ve caused you trouble...” Then her eyes dropped to the wet ground again.


      I probably should have said something more to her—walked over to her. But I felt like she was trying to find the words to say, so I patiently waited until she did.


      “When I’m working, I’m able to not think about anything...” she confessed softly as the rain continued to fall. “I thought it’d be okay to simply feel excited about completing the drawings I was working on. I thought that I didn’t need to think about anything else as long as I focused on that. Showing you my finished work felt like an extension of that. Being complimented by Yoshino-san and our classmates felt the same.”


      In this lonely section of the school, the lonely artist’s monologue continued.


      “Up until now, I never paid any attention to any of this. I left publishing my art to you and then focused solely on my work. But I never thought...that... I never thought that I’d be so scared—so embarrassed of other people seeing my work. I had no idea.”


      I couldn’t understand how she felt. Of course, the only thing I’d ever made was that story I wrote about a year ago, and I’d only shown it to Yume and Isana. How could I understand what it was like to show something I’d put my heart and soul into to strangers?


      But this wasn’t a matter of simply not understanding.


      I’d been the one who’d told her to post her art online—brought her into this difficult world where her work would be on full display with nothing to hide behind. Authors and the works they produced were not mutually exclusive. People always had differing opinions, but that’s just how it was when people consumed your work. I was sure that regardless of the genre or creator, there was nobody who could completely detach themselves from their work. Isana was no different, and neither was Michikura.


      If their work was criticized, it’d feel like they themselves were being criticized. Though I couldn’t imagine it on my own, seeing Isana here, soaked by the rain, I felt like I was somewhat starting to get an image of what it felt like.


      Saying that artists should always be open to criticism was self-serving logic used by critics. Being criticized by others was terrifying. Even if there were people who grew numb to it from exposure, I doubted there were any who were happy to be criticized.


      Osamu Dazai had written, “Mine has been a life of much shame.” What came after that was a book modeled after his own life. Dazai had no doubt known that he’d be displaying his shame to the world and thus chose to start the book with that line.


      Though maybe not to the level of No Longer Human, creating something was more or less revealing what one would usually keep hidden in their heart. The reason I sought out books so much when I was little was precisely because I liked seeing the true essence of humans. I liked seeing humans exactly as they were without any pretense to hide behind. That taught me how life was. I was sure that when my great-grandfather had written The Siberian Dancing Girl, he’d felt fear and shame too. That’s probably why he’d kept it in his study, letting it collect dust instead of letting anyone read it.


      Publishing your work and showing it to the world was a battle with fear. It was a battle to overcome your shame. I hadn’t understood that. Works being published was just so commonplace in this day and age so I’d made baseless assumptions. Of course it was frightening. Of course it was embarrassing. There was no way you could simply be indifferent to giving your preferences, ideals, and fantasies a shape and showing that to people. This entire time, I’d never really truly supported her by understanding her.


      I couldn’t find the words to say to her. What did I even hope for after coming this far? Did I want to bring her inside, away from the rain? That’s rich, knowing full well why she’d come out here in the first place. This was the place where Isana worked up her courage the most in her life, and she was trying to get that same courage from her past self when she’d asked me out.


      Okay. In that case... I need to imitate my past self.


      I started slow, matching her tempo. “Isana. I don’t know what you should do. I might be able to tell you about industry tips, tricks, and trends, but as someone who’s never actually made something like you have, I don’t know how to face the process of creating something. Calm down and slowly say what you want to, in the order that you want to say it. I’ll do my best to interpret whatever it may be.”


      Isana’s eyes slightly widened and then she weakly smiled. She moved her back off from the school and faced me. “Mizuto-kun...”


      “Yeah?”


      “To be honest, I... I don’t like the sign I drew.”


      “Okay.”


      “The entire time, I felt as if I were being impeded by something. I wasn’t sure if it was fear, shame, or something else, but...I think if I can have you indulge me a little bit, I’ll be able to figure something out.” In her tone, her gaze—even her posture—she was spilling everything out from her heart. “So could you...keep me company?”


      In the same spot where she’d asked me out, she once again asked me to be by her side. This time, my answer was different.


      “Yeah. It’d be my pleasure.”




      For the time being, Isana and I went somewhere she could change so she could get out of her wet clothes. Since our class didn’t really need a changing room for the escape room, we hadn’t set one up. Instead, we went to the girl’s locker room in the gym. Though she didn’t have any clothes to change into, I contacted Yoshino and she said she’d bring something.


      So while we waited for Yoshino, I went to the locker room and stayed outside the door as Isana dried herself. As I waited, I glanced at my phone. It’s been thirty minutes since I left the nurse’s office. Michikura’s class play should be starting about now.


      “Mizuto-kun?” Isana called from behind the door.


      “Yeah?” I responded, putting my phone back in my pocket.


      “Could you...open the door?”


      Is there something wrong? I turned toward the door and pulled the doorknob. I wasn’t particularly on guard or anything, so as soon as the door opened slightly, a hand stretched out from inside, grabbing my arm and easily pulling me inside.


      “Hey!”


      I didn’t even have a chance to struggle before I tumbled inside the girls’ locker room. Then I heard the door slam shut behind me.


      “What are—”


      As I turned around to confront her, I froze.


      Isana was against the door, cutting off my retreat, and she was wearing nothing but her underwear. Her damp skin was glistening, her naked body only covered by her light-blue bra and panties—a matching set, each decorated with a blue ribbon. I tried to say something, but I couldn’t find any words.


      Isana looked at me, red in the face. “I-I’m sorry Mizuto-kun, but I couldn’t think of any other way.”
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      Other way? What way? For what? Her words spun around my head as I tried to find meaning in them. In the meantime, Isana put her hands behind her back, going for the bra that supported her breasts, for which even “bountiful” felt lacking as a description. I could tell that she had her fingers on something. Isana exhaled, her mind seemingly set.


      “Wait!” I yelled to stop her, but she was too fast.


      The sound of her bra being unhooked rang out. Losing their support, her two plump breasts went slack, becoming victims to gravity. The straps of her bra slid down her shoulders and her bra dropped to the ground.


      All I could do in the face of what was happening in front of me was gulp. She showed no sign of hiding her body. The ample, bell-shaped lumps on her chest and the round pink flower petals in the center of them were right in front of me. She had goose bumps, possibly from the chill of the rain, and the round protuberances in the middle of those petals were bulging.


      Next, Isana put her hands around her panties and closed her eyes, then yelped slightly while pulling them down to her ankles in one swift motion, exposing her round butt and curved hips. Isana then kicked them away, leaving herself completely naked.


      I’d once seen her face at the door of her bath while she was naked behind it, but this was the first time I was seeing her fully naked, which was a given. I wasn’t dating Isana. It wasn’t normal to see the naked body of a girl you’re only friends with. I couldn’t bring myself to move, so I looked away. If I looked at her any longer, it felt like I’d be betraying Yume, regardless of what kind of thoughts I had as I looked at her, but then Isana spoke.


      “P-Please look at me,” she said, her voice trembling. It sounded like she could break down and cry at any given moment. “I-I’ll apologize to Yume-san afterward, so please look at me. I-If you don’t, then there will have been no meaning in my disrobing.”


      “Explain yourself then! This is way too crazy, even for you!”


      “I-I figured that if I could endure having my naked body looked at, then having my art looked at would be no big deal.”


      “Hu-Huh?!”


      She’s showing me her naked body to override the embarrassment she feels from other people looking at her art?!


      I exhaled slowly to collect my thoughts, my eyes still averted.


      “You really are just so... You’re always exceeding my expectations.”


      “S-Sorry?” she replied, uncertain.


      “But I did say that I’d keep you company,” I continued with a frown. “If she breaks up with me because of this, I’m gonna hold you responsible. Got it?”


      “O-Of course!”


      I sighed and looked at Isana once more. Something inside me stirred looking at her fleshy, curvy body. I felt like I was on the verge of thinking her body was beautiful. I also felt like I was on the verge of calling her body erotic. But I forced those thoughts back and changed myself to be a coolheaded observation machine. Isana shrank her shoulders fearfully under my gaze.


      “Y-You’re seeing all of me...”


      Isana hunched over, overcome by something, and her huge, plump breasts jiggled before hanging down. What has she eaten to get them that big? This doesn’t feel real...


      Isana brought her hand to her mouth, her breath ragged and heavy. I wasn’t sure if that was from embarrassment or nervousness...or arousal. Knowing her, the third option might have been the most likely.


      The rain continued to beat down outside as this very abnormal situation unfurled here, completely separated from the real world. How long do we have to do this for? There is no way I could extend a hand to her. At the very least, I was certain about that, but I felt like if this kept going on, something inside me was going to break. The naked body of my friend, Isana Higashira, just had that much of an impact.


      Isana began uneasily rubbing her thighs together, which drew my eyes down. Noticing where I was looking, she jumped a little. Even though it felt like I could lose control at any given second, I managed to desperately grasp the one thin thread of sanity I had left and held on for dear life.


      Then Isana spoke up in a hoarse voice. “M-My bag...”


      “Huh?”


      “Please take my phone and tablet out from my bag,” she said, shakily pointing to her wet schoolbag on the bench behind me.


      I had no clue what she was planning, but I followed her instructions and quickly opened her bag, finding her phone and tablet. I took them out and handed them over to Isana, but she only grabbed the tablet, did something on it, then handed it right back.


      “Please...point the screen at me.”


      I quickly realized that she’d opened the camera app, and had even switched it to the front-facing one. As I accepted the tablet from her, Isana took her phone from me. I watched her move her fingers across her phone’s screen, and I began to realize what she was doing.


      I guess I have to do this. I held the tablet with both of my hands and faced the screen toward Isana. This way she was sure to be able to see her naked body, almost like she was using the tablet in place of a full-length mirror. As she looked at the tablet’s screen, she began drawing on her phone. She’s drawing a nude self-portrait.


      Personally, I had no idea what kind of artistic meaning this had for her, but it seemed Isana deemed this necessary. She must have instinctively felt that it was important to capture this moment not as a photo, but as something that she drew with her own two hands—a tangible form of determination.


      I had no doubt that Isana was so embarrassed right now that she wished she could disappear from the face of the earth. But here she was, etching this moment into her mind forever. She was trying to engrave this moment that would make her want to curl up and roll across the ground with embarrassment every time she remembered it so she wouldn’t be able to forget it. It was all so she could be a true artist. It was all so that she could be someone who wasn’t afraid to show her work to others.


      She held her huge breasts down with her elbows to keep them out of the way while she drew on her phone. She looked at her naked body on the tablet screen over and over, drawing with great detail. Her expression was desperate and peculiar, but very precious. It was almost like watching an artist emerge from her cocoon.


      As I watched her, something was filling my chest. It wasn’t the feeling of being moved or in awe of her. All I wanted was to cheer her on—to tell her she could do it.


      “Achoo!” Isana sneezed and trembled, but quickly resumed her drawing.


      She’d gone from getting rained on outside to wet and naked inside. She had yet to fully dry off. It was only natural that she was cold by now. Despite that, she didn’t even try to put on her clothes. In the meantime, even though my arms were getting tired, I commanded them to keep holding the tablet, not letting her lose sight of her reflection.


      Eventually, Isana stopped drawing and started zooming in and out of her drawing, looking it over. After fixing some parts of it, she finally loosed a long, breathy, relieved sigh.


      “Thank you very much. I’ve finished.” I lowered the tablet as Isana smiled at her phone. “I’m certain I’ll be okay now. I have the feeling that I more or less understand who I am now. As long as I know that, I’m nigh invincible.”


      I’m happy for you. I’m really happy for you, but... “Then can you please put some clothes on now?” I asked, averting my gaze.


      “Huh? Oh, sorry... I’m sorry for showing you something so abhorrent for an extended period of time.”


      “No...”


      “Hmm?”


      Isana looked at my face with confusion. Then she blinked in a daze for a bit before her face became bright red as she finally seemed to realize the situation we were in. My face had been extremely hot for a while now; it felt like it was on fire.


      “Heh heh...” she weakly laughed while picking up her bra from the floor. Then she teasingly added, “If you really want to see me naked so badly, I don’t mind showing you whenever you’d like.”


      “I’ll pass.” I’d rather not be a cheater.


      Hearing this, Isana cheerfully smiled and went about slipping her arms through her bra straps.


      “Higashira-san? Are you in there? I brought you a change of...”


      As if perfectly on cue, trouble reared its head.


      “Eek!”


      Freaked out from the sudden addition of a new voice, Isana and her bare body bounded right for me. Her two voluptuous mounds squished against my chest and I could feel her smooth skin on my hands, which I’d stuck out reflexively to catch her.


      It was at that moment that Yoshino poked her head into the locker room.


      “...clothes...” Yoshino walked in on a completely nude Isana embracing me and it looked like I was hugging her back. Time froze for Yako Yoshino, and she went deathly silent.


      Several seconds—which felt far longer than they actually were—passed before she probably figured she could run away from reality, backing herself out and very slowly dragging the door shut behind her.


      “W-Wait! At least leave the clothes in here!”


      I hadn’t been able to tell her this was a misunderstanding. After all, no matter how I thought about it, both Isana and I had been in the wrong.




      For some reason, the clothes that Yoshino had brought over turned out to be a maid outfit.


      “Th-The only clothes I could find happened to be from a m-maid café that my friend’s class was doing.”


      “Liar. This is just your fetish,” I accused.


      Yoshino looked everywhere except at me, and honestly, I might not have been in a great position to be tossing stones myself when I’d just been alone with a naked girl in the girls’ locker room. Besides, at this point, seeing Isana in a maid outfit was nothing to me.


      “Not to sound like a broken record, but you two really didn’t do anything?”


      “For the millionth time, wouldn’t it be weird for me to be wearing clothes if we had?”


      “Well, I guess, but...”


      Not like it’s impossible to do things even if one person’s fully clothed, but I’m not going to point that out and worsen my situation. Also, it seems that despite her flashy appearance, she’s deceptively innocent. As Yoshino scrunched up her face, trying to process her emotions, the door to the locker room opened.


      “Apologies for the wait...” Isana said, appearing in the frilly maid outfit that Yoshino had given her. She’d even put on the matching headband.


      I don’t think you need to wear that if you’re only wearing these clothes as replacements for your wet ones.
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      Perhaps because it was a maid outfit for the cultural festival, the chest area was properly unexposed and the skirt went down to about her knees. However, the white sash tightly tied around her waist emphasized her chest, making it not feel as PG as it might have been intended to be.


      “Sooo cuuute!” Yoshino exclaimed, her face flushed and her body beginning to tremble.


      Though I wanted to tell Isana that it suited her, I stood between her and Yoshino, who looked like she was liable to jump for a hug at the drop of a hat. After all, it was one thing if Yume or Minami-san hugged Isana, but the meaning behind Yoshino’s hug was different.


      “Um... Yoshino-san?” Isana hesitantly asked Yoshino, looking up at her. Meanwhile, Isana, maybe not realizing she was the reason behind Yoshino overheating, nervously began to speak. “May I ask for one selfish request?”


      “Huh? Of course! Ask your master anything!”


      Oh jeez, she’s lost in a fantasy now.


      Thankfully, Isana didn’t react to Yoshino’s delusions. “I’d...like to make some changes to the signs.”




      Finally, for the first time today, Isana walked into our classroom. She went straight to the staff area, which had been partitioned off by blackout curtains, toting her brush and palette. As she went in, Minami-san turned around and frowned at her attire.


      “Higashira-san...what are you wearing? Is that Irido-kun’s fetish?”


      “No. It’s hers,” I clarified, pointing at Yoshino with my thumb.


      Yoshino went red and began to panic. “Hey!”


      You’re reacting too honestly to the accusation, you know. Should probably tone it down if you don’t want people to know it’s true. Isana didn’t seem to be bothered at all though, kneeling down in front of one of the signs, and I watched over her shoulder. Out of the six characters, she wanted to fix the cute girl’s design most. The current one we had out in front of the classroom was for the passionate-type girl.


      “How long do you think you’ll need?” I asked.


      “Not long at all,” Isana replied as she began putting paint onto the palette.


      She focused on the lower half of the character. The cute-type character had pigtails and knee socks, which was the stereotypical beautiful girl kind of character. But the way that Isana had breathed life into her was one of the ways that Isana was amazing at drawing.


      Isana moved the brush without any hesitation. After painting a bit, she used a pencil to make an outline. This was opposite of the usual process, but it was precisely because she knew exactly how she wanted to edit it that this method worked. As Yoshino, Minami-san, and I watched her revisions, we found that she was editing the character’s thighs. She’d made them slightly wider and had the band of her socks dig into them a little bit. Essentially, she’d made her “thicc.”


      “That’s it?” I asked as she sighed with satisfaction at her handiwork.


      “Yes. Why?”


      Well, she wasn’t lying. That didn’t take long at all. But did this seriously bother her that much?


      “So good...” Yoshino said softly in the midst of my confusion. “That’s so good! It’s like...like, so soft looking.”


      “Right, right?!” Isana said with a wide grin.


      Soft? Oh, the fleshiness? The first thing I’d told Isana before she began working on this was to draw “safe for work” so that it could look “not safe for work.” Maybe it was because of that or because she used her own body for reference when drawing, but Isana had an abnormal fixation on the meatiness of girls. All of her illustrations for the cultural festival lacked in that aspect.


      Lurking behind the PG themes of adolescence and reality were the kinks that defined Isana Higashira’s true self.


      To be honest, when she’d first shown me the finished illustrations, I only really thought that they’d be safe for the cultural festival, but now, looking at the thicker-thighed character, I was wondering if it would really be a problem to use it.


      “I’m so glad I used a simple background. You can’t really paint over watercolor with other colors, because it’ll bleed through. May I edit the other illustrations like this too?”


      Isana looked me in the eyes, and hers were sparkling with excitement. I...don’t think I can stop her, I thought, so I nodded and patted her on the shoulder.


      “Knock yourself out. Give the people passing by our classroom a good shock.”


      “Will do!”


      After that, the girls of our class came over after hearing that there would be changes to the illustrations.


      “How are you going to change the guy characters?!”


      “I’m thinking of adding a little further detail to the nape of their necks,” Isana explained, eliciting squeals of joy from the girls.


      There wasn’t a trace of fear or embarrassment left in Isana.


      Now that I think about it, in the industry, there’s a phrase that they use when describing people who very clearly make their work with their own desires and sense of shame in mind without any reservations. It’s called taking off your underwear. In that case, Isana’s got everyone beat—she’s taken off everything.


      The rain stopped sometime in the afternoon. After eating lunch with Isana and Yoshino, I left the classroom and went to the nurse’s office because I had something to tell Michikura.


      When I arrived and pulled back the curtain around her bed, she was sitting up in bed and had a lunch box positioned on her lap. Her face brightened when she saw it was me.


      “Are you here to eat lunch with me?” she asked.


      “Sorry, I already ate.”


      “With who?”


      “Isana: Version Plus Alpha.”


      Her smile weakened a little at that. “Not even trying to hide it now, huh?”


      “Beating around the bush isn’t what you want from me, right? After all, it’s not like you and I are dating.”


      “I’m completely open to dating if you ever want to though.” As I sat down on the stool next to her bed, Michikura’s eyes fell to my shoes. “Your pants are wet.”


      “Oh yeah. From the rain.”


      “So you were outside when it was raining?”


      She’s sharp. What she’s trying to imply is that I was outside during her class’s play—in other words, when it was raining.


      “Are you here to apologize?” she asked.


      “What makes you think that?”


      “I heard from Yoshino-senpai that Higashira-senpai hadn’t come to school yet. You were looking for her, weren’t you? I don’t mind. I agree that she’s a bigger priority...”


      And she thinks that because of that, I missed her class play? I could practically hear her saying this out loud even if she was only implying it. It’s true that in terms of urgency, Isana’s case had taken precedence. After all, she could have caught a cold if she’d just been left alone. That being said though...


      “Don’t jump to conclusions.” Who said that you have to choose only one option when presented with two? “I saw your class’s play right before lunch. I thought the scene with the protagonist returning to his original world worked really well with the story; it was a good touch.”


      “Huh? H-How did you...”


      “I had your class’s start time pushed back a bit,” I said plainly, but Michikura looked confused. “I have connections on the committee, so I asked if they could switch your class with another so the girl subbing in for you could get more time to rehearse. Well, at least that’s the excuse I used, but that got your class’s performance moved. Thanks to that, I had time to spare even after looking for Isana.”


      “Y-You did all that just to keep your promise with me?”


      “It’s a very valid reason to do so. I’m the one you wanted most to see the play, right?”


      Well, in reality, all I did was make a single call, but where’s the flair in that? This may be the first time that I’ve been happy that Yume’s on the student council. I then leaned forward on the stool and looked right into Michikura’s eyes.


      “Don’t worry. I’m watching you closely, and I’ll keep watching as long as you still want to write.”


      This was something I had to do as the person who’d given her the passion to write. Michikura became a little visibly flustered, her eyes darting about the room only to soon fall to the bedsheets.


      “Please don’t do that,” she sighed. “You’re really going to make me fall for you.”


      “You’re free to do what you want. Just know that I won’t say yes.”


      “Is your girlfriend cuter than me?” she asked, using a joking tone to mask her curiosity.


      “She’s someone you should know pretty well,” I answered. She should have been able to pick it up based on that.


      “Huh?”


      “You’ve been talking to her a lot recently.”


      For someone as quick on the uptake as she was, I could tell that she’d gotten what I was saying immediately, and her eyes widened. “Are you...serious?”


      “Yeah.”


      This wasn’t something that I should have ever revealed to anyone, but I had to show her my sincerity, and this was the best way.


      Michikura slid down the bed a bit, burying her shoulders into the pillow beneath her. “I concede... Yeah, I definitely can’t win against her.”


      “You were actually planning on competing?”


      “Well... I was maybe sixty percent serious.”


      That’s more than I expected. I guess sometimes she does mean the things she says. Michikura sat back up to finish her lunch. After she was done, she stared at its empty interior longingly, but I knew it wasn’t because she wanted more food. She was thinking about the future with that big brain of hers.


      “Okay. I’ve decided,” she started resolutely. “I’m...going to join the student council.”


      “I see...”


      “Don’t be so disappointed. I’ll only be on it for two years at most,” she added with a bright smile as if to blow away my disappointment. “What’re you planning to do after graduating?”


      “Hmm? Go to Kyoto University. Why?”


      “Then I’ll go there too.” She was almost too casual about it, but she’d seriously declared that she would go to one of the best schools in Japan. “In that time, I’ll learn all sorts of things from your girlfriend until I’m able to be your equal—until I’m able to stand by your side without feeling out of place. I’m gonna become a real catch. Being on the student council also means gaining connections through President Kurenai, so I’m sure it’ll be helpful that way too.”


      “Yeah,” I said, acknowledging her plan. I suddenly felt a smile coming on. “I’m looking forward to it.”


      Nothing had actually been decided yet, but I was getting pretty excited for my future college life.




      Despite the morning being filled with problems, the afternoon went by smoothly...until it didn’t. The worst out of all of it was that when Yume was voicing for the escape room, our parents showed up. Even with how much more experienced Yume had gotten by working on the student council, that wasn’t enough to stop her from freezing up. She was so close to ending up on the blooper reel if I hadn’t been there to help her.


      But ultimately, we were able to get through all the issues that popped up, and with that, this year’s Rakuro High School Cultural Festival came to a close. I was now looking down at the bonfire for the after-party from the window of our classroom, and let out a sigh.


      I’d been tired last year as well, but this year I was exhausted for a different reason.


      I really hope that next year is a lot calmer for me. It wasn’t really my style to collaborate with my classmates like this to achieve something. What I wanted was individualism, so naturally I wasn’t very interested in making something as a team. School really isn’t a place for me.


      But just as Isana probably wasn’t too suited for school either, I was sure there were others. On the other hand, there were people like Michikura who were too suited for school, but their eagerness to please often got them the short end of the stick.


      If people like Isana and Michikura couldn’t use the full range of their abilities, it would be very sad. If, in the future, I was able to find other people like them... No, I’m thinking way too far ahead. Right now there’s something I need to come face-to-face with.


      “Mi-Mizuto-kun...” Isana called out to me nervously. She was carrying a paper cup which probably had juice in it that Yoshino had bought her from our class’s after-party. “I apologize for all the trouble I’ve caused you...”


      “Don’t be sorry. If anything, I should be the one apologizing for making you feel so anxious.”


      “It...kind of feels like you’re a boyfriend who’s experienced at glossing over their unfaithfulness.”


      “Uh...sure?”


      In that case, I’ll keep that phrase in mind for when Yume comes to me with doubt about my faithfulness for no reason. Isana stepped up next to me and looked down at the bonfire.


      “Um... Well, I was frightened.”


      “Right.”


      “But you, Yoshino-san, my followers...the light novel’s editor—all of you like the same things I like.”


      “Of course we do,” I told her without any hesitation. “I’ve been trying to support you so you can draw the kinds of things that you like. In turn, because you put effort into the stuff that you like, people end up liking it too and want more.”


      “That’s...not something I even understood. I don’t look myself up on the internet, nor do I look at my comments. I didn’t know anything about the people who were cheering me on.”


      “I don’t think that’s a bad thing. Everyone’s different. Though it’s true that, compared to in the past, there are more people who directly interact with their fans, the overall situation isn’t too different from school, where the people who have stronger social skills just stand out more. There’s no need for you to be like them. You just have to keep doing what suits you best.”


      It’s true that knowing the market is important, but that’s a business technique—not an obligation for her as an artist.


      “If you need me to, I’ll look into things for you. That’s what I’m here for.”


      “But...that will only make it so that I don’t even need to think anymore,” Isana said dejectedly. “At least... I at least want to be capable of making decisions for myself without having to rely on you.”


      “So you don’t need me anymore?” I asked jokingly, to which Isana desperately waved her hands and nearly spilled her drink.


      “N-Not at all! I’d very much like your assistance from here on out as well. However...I can’t help but think it won’t be fun for you if I’m continuously relying on you like I am now for every little thing, and just doing exactly as you tell me to do.”


      “So you don’t think I’ll be happy if you only do as you’re told?”


      I get what she means. An artist who only ever draws what they’re told isn’t much better than an AI image generator. I’m not trying to speak ill of the people who draw things for work, but it’s definitely more fun when they draw things they can put their souls into.


      “So, what’s your plan?”


      “First...I will accept the light novel illustration job.”


      “Okay.”


      “Then...would it be okay for me to begin posting on my social media account?”


      “As in making posts that don’t relate to release dates for your drawings?”


      “Yes.”


      I don’t get the feeling that Isana can use social media as well as professional VTubers can. But I can hear how serious she is. How can I stop her when she’s so earnestly trying to move forward?


      “I’ll allow it as long as you let me screen your posts first.”


      “I’d appreciate that very much. I’m worried I might accidentally say something weird...”


      I softly chuckled. With her admirable attitude and unique personality, it was possible that she might gain a lot more fans than she expected.


      “In that case,” I said, “there’s one last job we need to take care of, isn’t there?”


      “There is?”


      “We gotta confront the final boss: Gotta run this by your parents.”




      The next day, after we were done cleaning up the cultural festival, I visited Isana’s place and was now in the living room across from Natora-san. I’d also brought an offering of sweets with me and placed the box on the table.


      “This isn’t much, but...”


      “Don’t need it then,” Natora-san snapped back, but before she even finished speaking she’d torn through the wrapping paper and had her hands digging.


      I guess she did need it then? Isana was nervously sitting next to me on her knees. It was almost like we were in a situation where I was here to ask for Isana’s hand in marriage, but...Isana’s dad wasn’t here. Now that I think about it, I don’t think I’ve seen him once. Does he even exist? At the very least, I’m pretty sure that he’s someone who has it tough due to being under Natora-san’s rule.


      As cookies crunched between Natora-san’s teeth, she shot me a sharp look. “If a mere high schooler like you’s bringin’ a box of cookies, you must have somethin’ you really don’t wanna tell me. You knock Isana up or somethin’?”


      “If that happened, I’d bring a marriage registration,” I answered with a seriousness that didn’t get extinguished by the pressure Natora-san was exerting.


      However, it seemed that Isana had started to freak out a little beside me and was making weird panicky noises. I’ll ignore her for now.


      “There are two things I’d like to talk to you about today. The first is that Isana has officially been chosen as the artist for the light novel we were talking about. The editor just sent me a response today.”


      “Well, ain’t that good? Are you comin’ to me for permission as her parent?”


      “Yes, I am.”


      “Go ahead. Do I really look like one of those parents who’d freak out and scream about how being an artist isn’t a stable job?”


      “Thank you for your understanding,” I said. “So for the other topic I’d like to talk about...”


      Kneeling in front of her, I tightened my hand into a fist, working up the courage to say what came next. “I’d like your permission to continue supporting Isana.”


      Natora-san’s eyes turned to slits as she shot me a dubious glare. She put her elbow onto the table and rested her head in her hand. It felt like her eyes were boring holes into me as she tried to judge what I was trying to say.


      “If you’re asking me for permission this far into the game...you must be hiding somethin’ from me.”


      “Yes, I am...”


      She’s smart. This saves me some effort at least, but this is all happening too fast for me to mentally prepare myself. But I can’t beat around the bush. I can’t keep skirting around the issue without ever clearing it up. Though I may have her approval, she keeps wanting me and Isana to date, and she’s doing it for Isana’s sake. If that’s the case, then I can’t continue lying to her.


      “I have a girlfriend...and it’s not Isana.”


      What I wanted from Natora-san was essentially permission for me, someone with a girlfriend, to keep going into her daughter’s room even if we weren’t dating. Normal parents wouldn’t say yes, which is why as part of my determination to do this all the right way, I needed to come clean.


      “I see... Uh-huh...” Natora-san looked down at the now empty box of cookies and shortly exhaled. “You’re too much of a Goody Two-shoes for your own good. You coulda just kept quiet.”


      “No, I couldn’t.”


      “What you’re tryin’ to tell me right now is that from the start, you two were only ever friends?”


      “Not quite.” I’m not going to hide anything. “A little over a year ago, she asked me out and I turned her down.”


      A crease formed across Natora-san’s forehead, and I tensed up in response. The expression she was making right now was the kind that usually happy-go-lucky mothers made when they became truly angry.


      “You’ve been goin’ in and out of the house of the girl you turned down this entire time?”


      “Yes.”


      “Even though you had another girl you liked?”


      “Yes.”


      Natora-san looked up at the ceiling, releasing a long, slow exhale. Isana was clearly terrified, pulling her shoulders in as if she were trying to shrink, waiting for a storm to pass.


      After a few moments, Natora-san finally spoke again...in a low, chilling tone.


      “Mizuto-kun... I’ll explain how I feel right now. I wanna take that cute li’l face of yours and beat it black and blue. I wanna toss you out of here like yesterday’s trash. But I mean, this is all normal for a mother to feel when her daughter’s involved. But...the two of you’ve been friends for over a year now. I know you’re not the kinda guy to lead her on. Logically, I know that. I’ll give you props for fessin’ up on your own, but it kinda pisses me off how planned this all comes off as. With all this in mind, I wanna ask you somethin’...”


      After all of this, Natora-san began releasing a fearsome, furious aura, and her scrutinizing gaze bored straight through me. “Are you confident you can make Isana happy even if I kill you?”


      “I am.” There was no need for me to think about my response.


      In the next minute, her arm flew across the table, whipping forth like a snake, and hit me square in the face. I felt my back hit the ground, but it took a moment for my brain to catch up, like my head had been separated from my body.


      “Mizuto-kun?!” Isana shrieked in surprise and worry.


      I held back a groan and held up my hand toward Isana to let her know I was fine. I picked myself off the floor and looked once more at Natora-san, trying to endure the throbbing pain in my cheek.


      “Is one punch enough?” I asked.


      Natora-san started grinning like some kind of feral beast. “I’m gonna kill you for real, brat.”


      “Go ahead,” I said, restating what I’d already decided. “If this will help you approve of my relationship with Isana, then I’m okay with dying.”


      One side of Natora-san’s face twitched. She stood up from the table, stomped over to me and glared down at me. “That part of you really pisses me off, you little shit!”


      “Mother! Stop! Please stop!” Isana quickly jumped in to stop her, but Natora-san pushed her off, and clenched her fist in front of me.


      Then she shot it down, but instead of striking me, she snatched my collar and yanked me up to eye level with her.


      “I’m gonna kill you if you keep talking so lightly about living and dying!”


      Her contradictory words caught me extremely off guard. In the space I left as I tried to figure out what to say, Natora-san began speaking to me so forcefully that her spit flew into my face.


      “You have a girlfriend and a family! You wanna support Isana too, but you’re saying that it’s okay for you to die?! Don’t say somethin’ you don’t mean, you idiot! What you needed to do was get on your hands and knees and beg for my permission! Who’re you tryin’ to look cool for, huh?!”


      That...wasn’t my intention. I mean, sure I wasn’t trying to die. At the very least, I thought she’d punch me a few times. But Natora-san isn’t someone who beats around the bush; she’s straightforward with her words. It was at this moment that I realized I should never say anything so lightly around her.


      “Don’t try to show off! Don’t lie! Don’t try to be crafty! What I want from you is what’s in your heart! If you really want my permission, don’t hide behind anything—be straight with me!”


      She violently threw me back to the ground once more. Being straight with her? I should’ve known to do this. When I decided to get back together with Yume, I didn’t hide behind ambiguities. I talked it out with her, heart-to-heart. In order to have an honest conversation with someone, I have to be honest too.


      If I was going to continue dating Yume, supporting Isana, and guiding Michikura, I couldn’t let any of them feel anxious. I needed to face them all with full honesty. In that case, there was no room for me to worry about putting on appearances.


      I sat up from the floor and knelt in front of her once more. Then I placed my fingers on the ground and I leaned my body forward. Though I couldn’t see her, I could hear Isana gasping. Lastly, I pressed my still throbbing head against the ground, bowing to Natora-san on all fours.


      “I’m greedy...” I’m going to show every last of the unseemly sides inside me. “Despite choosing between two options, I can’t throw the other away... Despite not being able to answer Isana’s feelings, I can’t stop being friends with her... There are so many people I want to make happy... I’m just a guy who got lucky and was allowed into their lives.”


      If Yume had been a little more petty, we wouldn’t have dated again. If Isana had been a little meeker, we wouldn’t still be friends. I was just a shitty guy who’d been blessed with great women in my life. That’s why I needed to be sincere with my plea.


      “Please, allow me to take responsibility for your daughter as the worthless guy she got attached to.”


      This was all I could do. This was all I could do to repay the kindness and strength of those wonderful girls in my life. I dug my forehead into the floor and heard a snort from above.


      “Go to hell, you piece of shit.” Then I heard Natora-san stomp away toward the entrance of the living room. Before she left, however, she said, “But...it’s my loose parenting that got my daughter attached to a piece of shit like you. That’s why I’m gonna keep my eye on you. Do whatever you want, you shitty brat.”


      Then the door to the living room slammed shut. When I looked up, I didn’t see Natora-san anymore. I blankly stared at the door that led to the hallway as a concerned Isana came over to me.


      “A-Are you all right? Oh my...your forehead is red...”


      “Did...she give me permission?” I muttered, not believing this was real.


      Isana knelt by me and smiled. “I believe she did, yes.”


      “But did she really? It sounded like she was still mad...”


      “My mother’s not someone who likes to admit defeat...but I think she has accepted you in her heart. She’s the type of person who complains about her opponent’s characters in fighting games, then goes and reviews replays to get better.”


      “I see...” I let out a long sigh of relief and hung my head. “I’m exhausted...”


      “You did well, Mizuto-kun,” Isana said, putting her hand on my back as if to support me while happily smiling. “Now we’re parent-approved best friends.”


      “Yeah...”


      “I look forward to working with you!”


      “Same,” I replied, managing to smile back. “You’re gonna be a professional illustrator now. Make sure to focus up.”


      “Oh, right. In regard to that...would it be acceptable for me to change my pen name?”


      “Uh...if I remember, you kinda just threw one together, right?”


      When she first started posting her art online, she had to come up with a pen name, and she came up with one based on something I’d said to her when I decided to manage her. “I have a duty.”


      The word “duty” in Japanese could be written out as “shimei,” which could also mean “name” depending on the kanji. I remembered Isana hyping herself up over it, acting like she was Nisio Isin. Personally, I didn’t like it—it’d be hard to search and was a little confusing.


      “What are you thinking of changing it to?” I asked. “If you change it too much, the popularity you gained with your current pen name’ll go to waste.”


      “I’d like to add a last name. The number of illustrators adding real-sounding names has increased recently.”


      “In contrast, the number of writers who’ve been using real-sounding names has decreased. What’s your idea?”


      “Well...I’d like to do something to show my gratitude to the people who helped give me a push during the cultural festival, so... Um...as you were my first fans, I’d like to borrow one character from both your name and Yoshino-san’s.”


      “I don’t mind, but have you asked Yoshino?”


      “Yes. I asked her at school and she broke down into tears. She seemed so happy.”


      I...guess if she said she was happy then she probably was. “Well, I’m okay with it. If you want to use my name, go for it.”


      “Great, then...” Isana took out her phone and showed it to me. On the screen was her new name already written out. “Henceforth I shall be Shimei Miyoshi!”

    

  

  
    
      Four Years Later: A Call While Working Part 2


      “Wow, so that’s where your pen name comes from?” my illustrator friend, Kuriki-san, said with amazement after I completed my story. “I’m kinda jealous. I wish I could’ve had a high school life like yours.”


      “Um...is my memory incorrect? Aren’t you still in high school?”


      “I’m basically halfway graduated already,” she said with a laugh.


      Now that I think about it, she calls me every now and then in the afternoon on weekdays. Perhaps she doesn’t go to school often? I suppose as someone who is popular as an artist and as a VTuber, she doesn’t have much time to go to school.


      Knowing that someone younger than me was more popular than I was made me want to sigh. I was sure if I said that though, Mizuto would quip at me, saying that I’m plenty young as well.


      “So what happened to your rival? That girl who wrote scripts?” Kuriki-san asked.


      “She’s going to Kyoto University and writing for a few things as well. Her manager used their connections to give her an opportunity to write the script for a game.”


      “Oh really? What kinda game?”


      “I’m not too knowledgeable, but I believe it’s a mobile game.”


      “Wow, she’s a full-on professional writer then. Isn’t your manager a little too good at cultivating talent?”


      “As a result, my manager’s earned the reputation at school of being an underground fixer or a rabid beast tamer, or at least so I’ve heard.”


      “I feel like it’s weirder for people at a college to be using those kinds of names to describe someone...”


      “I agree.”


      It seemed that Kyoto University was a place with some rather quirky people...which made it a fitting school for Mizuto’s college of choice.


      “I wanna hear more about your amazing manager and the girlfriend he loves so much,” Kuruki-san said, her voice brimming with curiosity. “He wanted to date her so badly that he allowed himself to get beaten up by your mom, so they’re probably still going strong, right?”


      “Hmm, well...”


      I paused, thinking about how to phrase this. Though I could give a simple answer, the reality behind it required more than just a few words. Naturally, I wasn’t aware of everything that had happened between Mizuto-kun and Yume-san after that, but at the very least, I knew that something very out of left field happened that had made it impossible for them to be a normal couple. After that, their entire world had changed drastically.


      Thinking about the event that caused it, I knew it was only natural for everything to have changed, but it was something that nobody, myself included, ever could have predicted.


      According to Yume-san, the one person who’d been able to see it coming had been their older cousin, and only her.


      Mizuto-kun and Yume-san weren’t related by blood, but the big event that occurred definitively and decisively changed their relationship, and it happened right after the cultural festival.

    

  

  
    
      Final Chapter: The Big Event


      “I’m exhausted...” Yume said.


      It was now the day after Natora-san roughed me up. Even though it was a weekday, we had today off to compensate for the work we’d done for the cultural festival. Resting with her back against the couch was Yume. For the past month, she’d been extremely busy not only as a member of the student council, but as the head of the cultural festival committee as well. I placed a cup of black tea in front of her for a job well done.


      “Good work.”


      “Thanks,” Yume said, taking the cup with both of her hands and sipping on it.


      I took the cup I’d poured for myself and sat next to her. “Looks like it was even tougher than last year. President Kurenai didn’t seem fazed at all last year though.”


      “She’s not normal... Even splitting the duties of committee head with Asuhain-san, my brain’s mush, especially thanks to someone asking for a personal favor to switch the order of the plays...”


      I could only give a weak smile in response to her glaring. “I’ll pay you back for that some time... Not sure with what though.”


      “Don’t worry about it. I know you had a tough time too,” Yume said, looking at where I’d been hit by Natora-san. “Are you okay? I heard she hit you with everything she had.”


      “I didn’t bleed or anything. Apparently, she held back a little.”


      “I heard she punched you so hard that you got blown back against the wall.”


      “That’s what Isana said? She loves to overexaggerate...”


      If Natora-san had been able to do that I’d question her true identity, because at that point she’d have to be a master of Chinese kenpo or something. Honestly...I can’t put it past her.


      “Speaking of Higashira-san...” Yume said, her lips moist from the tea. “I heard about that.”


      “What?”


      “Her naked body.”


      I froze up and unconsciously let out a long vowel sound—I wasn’t sure whether it was me breathing or me trying to say something.


      “She apologized to me, saying, ‘I showed Mizuto-kun my naked body. Sorry.’”


      “And...what’d you say to her?”


      “I mean...I didn’t know what to say to her. I genuinely didn’t even know what she was saying.”


      That makes sense. Thinking back to what happened, I don’t really understand what Isana was thinking. I guess it wasn’t meaningless though, since it solved a real life problem of hers.


      “For the record, I didn’t touch her at all.”


      “I heard that too, but...what’d you think?” I looked into Yume’s eyes and saw that in them wasn’t jealousy or worry that I’d cheated. Surprisingly, it was curiosity. “Her body’s amazing, isn’t it?”


      “Is that really what a girlfriend should say to her boyfriend after he saw another girl naked?”


      “Well, no, but when I saw her naked during the trip to the Arima Hot Springs, I was blown away! I can’t help but be curious how you, someone of the opposite sex, felt about seeing her body!”


      Yume was getting really excited, but I couldn’t match her energy. What’ll happen if I tell her how I really felt? I know she’s the one who’s asking me, but what if she gets jealous anyway? I feel like it’ll be hell no matter how I respond, so I’ll take the path of least pain.


      “It...was amazing,” I said, parroting the word she’d used to describe Isana.


      At the very least, if push came to shove, I could put the burden of word choice onto her since I was simply copying the phrasing she’d used. However, rather than letting up, Yume nudged closer and closer to me.


      “Was she beautiful?”


      “I mean...”


      “Sexy?”


      “Relatively speaking...”


      “More than me?”


      I went silent. Even though she was my girlfriend, I felt like it’d count as sexual harassment to tell her that her naked body was prettier and sexier. My gut instinct about social norms was telling me not to say this, leaving me at a loss for words. During my indecision, Yume pursed her lips, frowning.


      “Can’t answer me?” she asked.


      “The question’s just too unfair.”


      Yume ignored my complaint and moved closer to me until our shoulders touched.


      “You promised to do whatever you did with Higashira-san with me...right?” she asked, looking up at me with an accusatory look.


      I did say that, but that was in regard to me touching Isana. I don’t think the scope of what I said is as broad as she’s making it out to be.


      Then again, it was now nine months since we’d gotten back together, so I knew what Yume was getting at. She was telling me that she wanted to make up for all the lost flirting time due to us being so busy over the last month. I set my cup on the table and wrapped my arm around her thin waist, bringing my mouth close to her ear.


      “Wanna go upstairs?”


      “Yeah...”


      We had a rule to not do anything physical in the shared family spaces. Today was a weekday, so it’d be a while before our parents came back. Yume put her cup down as well.


      As she wanted, I looked at her naked body more than I did Isana’s. I examined every last nook and cranny of her body—teased her too. Each time I did, she’d let out a satisfyingly cute moan until I ultimately wrapped my arms around her slender body from behind. As I brought my head up to her ear I began to whisper into it.


      “You know what, I think I’ll answer your question from earlier,” I said.


      “Huh?”


      “You’re prettier and sexier than her.”


      “Stupid...” she whispered hoarsely, making me want to tease her more.


      I moved my hand from her stomach to her chest and began taking in their sensation.


      “I feel like they’ve gotten bigger,” I said.


      “Maybe...mmm...having someone rub them does make them bigger.”


      “Well that’s troubling. I feel like they already make you the prettiest and cutest, but maybe it wouldn’t be bad to make them a little bigger...”


      “Pervert... Gross...”


      I could tell she was hiding her embarrassment. Her sharp words came from a place of love, which only made me love her more.


      How nice would it be if we could just do this forever? If I could continue teasing her and she kept berating me, or the other way around... No, this doesn’t just have to be an if. It doesn’t even have to be a most likely. If it’s me—if it’s the two of us—then we can find a way to continue our relationship forever. Didn’t I just learn that if you want to keep a relationship, you have to bare your heart and show your sincerity?


      “Yume...”


      “Yeah?” she asked listlessly.


      “How about we...tell our parents about us?”


      “Huh?”


      But I didn’t falter, and repeated myself clearly. “Let’s tell our parents that we’re dating.”




      Looking back, we made this decision way too late. While we were submerged in our indulgent activities, a message came to each of our phones from our respective parents.




      Dad: There’s something Yuni-san and I want to tell you and Yume-chan tonight.




      This announcement would be something that would fundamentally and decisively change the relationship that Yume and I had shared over the past year and a half.


      At the dinner table, our parents sat across from us and told us their news.


      “Yuni-san’s pregnant!” Dad exclaimed, showing off an ear-to-ear smile filled with joy. “You two are going to have a sibling!”


      Up until now, we’d been siblings, yes—albeit without any connection by blood. But this changed everything.


      “Our family’s going to be tied together in a whole new way now!”


      Okay. It really, really felt like the higher power that had brought us together seriously had it out for us.
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