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  Foreword


   


  I LOOKED UP FROM MY BOOK, REACHED MY ARMS WAY up over my head, and stretched. Things were quiet at the Tsuwabuki library checkout counter this fine May evening, what with exams behind us.


  “Not much going on, huh?”


  “G-good. Th-the less talking, the better.” Komari Chika, our beloved lit club vice president, did not deign to look up from her book when speaking. We were helping the committee today.


  A month had passed since we welcomed the literature club’s newest member. Our relative disbandment was only theoretical again, and things had been surprisingly chill ever since. Or maybe it only felt that way after the pandemonium that was using my house as the temporary meetup spot. Hyperbole? There was nothing hyperbolic about the sheer terror that grips the gut while you watch a bunch of girls rifle through your secret stash, which you keep behind the bookshelf for obvious reasons.


  But the danger had passed. I was safe now. Sometimes I had to remind myself of that.


  Savoring this fragile peace, I flipped through my bird encyclopedia. “Did you know peregrine falcons are relatives of parrots?”


  “G-get that from your family tree?” Komari finally looked up. Of course it was to roast me.


  I shrugged it off and pushed the book closer to her. “New DNA analysis. This is cutting-edge science.”


  “Oh. You’re right.” Sure was. Usually was. Komari squinted at the text. “S-since when were you into birds?”


  “Thought I’d try to be more outdoorsy. Act my age a little more, y’know?”


  “So…birds?”


  “They’re fun to listen to. Tanaka-sensei’s at the level where he can pinpoint them just from the chirps. Don’t even need to look at them.”


  “I-I thought this was about acting your age.”


  Wasn’t I? Birds were outdoors. Saw ’em myself.


  “Hey, we’ve got a bird-watching club. That’s proof right there that it’s a young thing to do.”


  “A-and they got indefinitely relatively disbanded f-for watching everything but birds.” Technically that didn’t refute my point. Some might say it even contributed to it. Komari shoved the book back, glancing up at me. “A-anyway, is she still showing up? Th-the newbie.”


  Shiratama-san? “Yeah, just about every day. Sometimes I swear she’s my shadow.”


  She squawked. “E-every day?”


  “What are you talking about? You’ve been in the club room. You’ve seen her.”


  “D-die.”


  Rude. But that actually reminded me that I’d once seen her at my front door after our relative disbandment cleared. Kaju had shooed her away. I wished they’d get along.


  Now that the dust had settled around all the wedding chaos, Shiratama-san had become a mainstay of the club. She was pretty easily domesticating Yanami with snacks, and, well, Yakishio was Yakishio. Even Komari was speaking two whole words to her at a time on good days. Sometimes I saw her chatting with Tanaka-sensei in the hallway. To everybody else, it probably looked like nothing more than a cordial teacher having a normal conversation with one of his students who definitely wasn’t a conniving witch attempting to cuck her own sister.


  Suddenly, a book plopped down on the counter in front of me. A visitor. Go figure. The book’s title was Modest Applications of Herbal Medicine. The name on the library card? Basori Tiara.


  “I’d like to check this out, please.”


  “Oh, sure.”


  The student council vice president was stern as ever, with her trademark, tightly woven bun. But those kinds of people always had a few skeletons in the closet. Case in point, she couldn’t stop fidgeting the whole time I went through the loaning process.


  “Uh, I’m done,” I told her. “You’re good.”


  “Oh. You’re done? Sorry. Okay.” Tiara-san took the book but didn’t move.


  “Looking for something else?”


  “Not, um, something. You. I wanted to talk.”


  “Okay.”


  She looked at Komari, who was frozen solid, then cleared her throat. “I have come in the hopes of asking a favor of you, Nukumizu-san!”


  “Okay.”


  Annoyingly, she did not elaborate on said favor and instead went quiet. Komari poked me underneath the counter.


  “What kind of favor?” I finally asked.


  “What kind? Oh! Yes! Um, right, the favor. I was wondering if you would, er… I mean—argh!” Tiara-san slammed her hands down and leaned across the counter. “I want you, Nukumizu-san!”


  Interesting exclamation. She started to pant, shoulders rising and falling with every ragged breath.


  “So,” I began at a distinctly lower volume, “Tiara-san, I’m still working right now. Can you gimme a bit?”


  “R-right. Of course. I certainly can. Also, don’t call me that.” She politely bowed, then availed herself of a nearby chair, where she started on her book.


  I did my best to repress a sigh. Some crap was starting up again. I could feel it, and it wasn’t the dull pain in my shin. That was just Komari.


  Loss 1:
The Purest of Intentions


   


  THE DAYS WERE GETTING LONGER AGAIN. BY THE miracle of Mother Nature, the sun was still high enough to cast an orange blanket over Tiara-san as she fended off the lit club girls surrounding her.


  “Tea for you, Basori-senpai.”


  “Ah, thank you.”


  Shiratama Riko, our resident first-year with the perfect smile, placed a steaming cup in front of Tiara-san before returning to her spot behind the fidgety girl, where she stood vigil. Yanami offered a box of cookies. “Want some?”


  “Um, sure.” This seemed to relax her somewhat as she reached for one. The relief was short-lived. “I’d, er, appreciate a little space.”


  I would have too. Yanami was all up in her business, staring at her hands. Stifling a sigh, I patted the chair next to me. “Down, Yanami-san. Sit. Bad girls don’t get treats.”


  “You totally think I’m regretting giving her food, don’t you?” Was highly likely. Yanami shook her head disappointedly as she sat. “Spoken like someone who doesn’t know those things are seventy calories a piece.”


  “Okay.”


  “I was gonna eat that cookie. Basori-san ate it instead. Ergo…? Komari-chan!”


  “Wh-who?! Huh?!” she sputtered, nearly dropping the phone her face had just been buried in. “Y-you won’t get as fat?”


  “Thank you for the observation, but not quite. Nukumizu-kun.”


  Round and round we went. “Can I have a hint?”


  “Only because I’m so nice. What happens to my caloric intake by giving away the cookie?”


  A cookie given is a cookie less eaten. “Nothing?” I deduced.


  “Wrong again. The calories that would have gone to me have instead gone to Basori-san. That’s a seventy-calorie deficit for your girl.”


  “That’s not how that works.”


  Yanami crossed her arms as if what I just said wasn’t infallibly true or obvious. “I’ve done the math. If she eats a hundred and ten cookies, I’ll lose a whole kilo. On that note, want some more?”


  “No, thank—er, okay!” Another victim to peer pressure. Tiara-san looked at me. “What am I doing in your club room again?”


  “The librarian’s still around after the library closes,” I said. “Thought we’d have more privacy here.”


  “I don’t understand how you came to that conclusion.”


  Me neither, on second thought. In my head, at least, the lit club girls were akin to cryptids. Things that may or may not be around at any given moment. I tended to exclude them from such calculations.


  “Hey, you can at least be sure what gets said here won’t…probably won’t leave the room.”


  “Is that supposed to reassure me?”


  “Tea for you, Basori-senpai.” Shiratama-san came bearing a whole second cup.


  Tiara-san flinched slightly as she set it down in front of her. Right next to the first one. “Shiratama-san, right? Um, I have enough tea.”


  “Drink up while it’s warm.”


  “O-okay.”


  Tiara-san sipped. Yanami’s eyes never left those cookies. Business as usual at the good ol’ lit club.


  “You said you wanted to talk,” I said.


  “Here? Now? Seriously?” Indeed. Resigned, she scarfed the rest of the cookie, then put a sheet of paper on the table. “To make a long story short, I want to borrow your name.”


  “So, what, sign here?” I pulled out a pen.


  “President!” blurted Shiratama-san, her complexion suddenly ghastly.


  “What? I do something wrong?”


  “Yes! You did! You can’t just sign random documents like that!”


  “Psh, I coulda told you that, Nukumizu-kun.” Yanami swaggered. “My dad got in some real hot water doing that one time.” She swiped up the paper, raised her eyebrows, and blinked once. “Is this a…candidacy form for the student council election? Why’s he gotta sign this?”


  “I’m sure you’re aware that positions within the student council expire next month, after the sports festival.” I wasn’t, of course. Tiara-san sat up straight and continued anyway, looking me dead in the eye. “I intend to run for president this upcoming term. I want your endorsement.”


  “My endorsement?” I parroted back like I was deaf or something.


  Tiara-san nodded with a scowl. “I’d like an endorsement speech as well.”


  They gave those in the gym on election day, if I remembered correctly. Meaning I’d have to stand up there in front of the entire student body in support of my chosen candidate. Right.


  “Not happening.” I took the form from Yanami and put it back in front of Tiara-san. “Sorry. You’ll have to pick somebody else.”


  “Just hear me out, won’t you?” she pleaded. Unfortunately, I’d come down with a case of deaf.


  “Now, now, let’s not be hasty, Nukumizu-kun.” Yanami offered a third cookie, which Tiara-san accepted with great hesitation. She grinned. “So if you win, does that mean he’d join the student council too?”


  “I’d like him as my vice president, yes. The acting president nominates their own cabinet.”


  “Why him of all people, though? There’s gotta be better picks!”


  Boy did I feel loved and appreciated.


  Tiara-san nodded. Did she want my help or not? “Both presidents are women this term, so the faculty is hoping for at least one man in either position for the next one.”


  “Which is where Nukumizu-kun comes in. If I were you, I’d pick Sakurai-kun.”


  Boy did I love hearing all about my inadequacy over and over.


  “He has no plans to continue working with the student council after this and, well, I don’t actually know any other men.” Tiara-san hung her head bashfully.


  Process of elimination, my old friend. The only way I was ever chosen for anything. “Why does gender even matter?” I asked. “You guys have been doing a fine job. Just explain that to the teachers, and I’m sure it’ll work out.”


  “The student council represents the student body, and as such, it’s imperative that it is actually representative. We want to be approachable. For many, I’m sure the current council poses several barriers to entry.”


  As of now, Sakurai-kun was the only boy there, and perhaps the only voice of reason. This was a convincing argument.


  “There was debate even back when I became vice president myself, I hear,” she went on. “In order to be an effective institution, we need the goodwill of students and faculty. So won’t you help me? Won’t you be the representative Tsuwabuki’s boys need?”


  We were on the same page. I was hearing what she was saying, but me? Represent all boys at Tsuwabuki? There had to be a way to get her to see reason.


  “I get you, Basori-san,” said Yanami, coming to the rescue. “But he’s still our club president. We kinda need him.”


  Finally. Some sense. I had to grip this lifeline and never let go. “Exactly,” I followed. “We’ve got too much going on for me to—”


  “You’re gonna need to sweeten the deal for us if you want him.” A sinister smile spread across Yanami’s face.


  Letting this lifeline go.


  “‘Sweeten the deal’?” Tiara-san repeated, eyes wide.


  Yanami leaned in. “You heard me. Budget privileges. Free lunches. There’s gotta be something the student council can make happen.”


  “I, um, suppose we do submit club budget proposals, but those are all approved by teachers—”


  “Hear that?! You’re joining the student council, Nukumizu-kun!”


  Was my soul really so cheap? “Yanami-san, you and I both know I’m not cut out for it,” I argued.


  “Think about it, man. We could have a fridge! Or a microwave! Maybe a vanity?”


  Already had one named Yanami.


  Shiratama-san, who’d been standing quietly behind Tiara-san this whole time, put her hands together gleefully, eyes sparkling. “I’d love a vanity! Wouldn’t you, Komari-senpai?”


  “Wh-whuh?” The thing lurking in the corner jolted, too shocked to speak.


  “It’s like a dresser with a mirror attached. For makeup and stuff. Not for anything to do with literature,” I added.


  “True, that is pushing it a little,” Tiara-san said. “But we do have a refrigerator in the student council room I’m sure you could borrow.”


  “See you at the polls, Nukumizu-kun,” Yanami blurted.


  “I’m still not doing it,” I shot back.


  Yanami countered with a smug, mocking glance. “Let’s put it to a vote. Shiratama-chan?”


  She held her index fingers up to her temples and shut her eyes, contemplating her answer deeply. And adorably. “Well, if you ask me, I think being on the student council is actually pretty attractive.”


  “It is?” I asked.


  She beamed at me. “I’d totally brag to all my friends. Imagine your club president’s also the student council vice president!”


  “Huh. Guess I never thought of it that way. Hrm. I dunno.”


  “Now he thinks about it,” Yanami grumbled. Couldn’t quite place the look in her eye. Did she want me in the stupid thing or not?


  “Well, hey, it’s important to get a consensus on this. Komari? Any thoughts?”


  “D-die.”


  “One against. That’s two to—”


  Yanami nodded. “Two to one. The motion passes.”


  “What about my vote?”


  “You don’t get one. Conflict of interest. Anyway, Basori-san, we have our answer.”


  Tiara-san’s back suddenly shot straight like she’d forgotten she was part of the discussion. “R-right! I just need your signature here.” She reached for the form—just as a third cup was placed on top of it. “E-excuse me?”


  “My ballot was blank, actually. That makes it one to one.” Above the ominously drifting steam, Shiratama-san’s perfect, angelic smile loomed. “While it’s warm, Basori-senpai.”


   


  ***


   


  Two days later, in the home ec room after school, Sakurai-kun was going ham on some burdock root. “That for the president’s lunch? Didn’t know you made those here at school.”


  “Yup. I prep what I can after school and cook the rest in the morning at home.” I heard laughter from across the room. Members of the cooking club. Sakurai-kun wasn’t one, but apparently, he borrowed their stuff sometimes. “I heard what happened. Sorry about all that.” He smiled apologetically at me as he submerged the chopped burdock in a bowl of water.


  “You can go ahead and be her sponsor for me, if you really feel bad about it. She ambushed me in the hallway again today.”


  “Basori-chan doesn’t want to rely on the student council for this. Yumeko-san already suggested herself for the role, but that possibility did not last long.”


  “Third-years can be sponsors?”


  “No rule that says they can’t. No rule that says sponsors must join the student council after the election either.”


  Interesting. I wondered why Tiara-san was so seemingly averse to letting her fellow council members lend a hand, but I couldn’t exactly press Sakurai-kun for the answer. Instead, I looked down at the bubbling pot.


  “What’ve you got in there?” I asked.


  “Fuki and abura-age. Hiba-nee can’t get enough of the stuff.” He lifted the aluminum foil he was using in place of a lid.


  “She’s got a mature palette, huh?”


  “She loves Japanese food in general. She’ll hardly touch anything meaty or oily unless I make her.” Somewhere between her and Yanami, there was a normal person. Surely. “I’ll only have until the sports festival to do this sort of thing for her anymore. And the election’s before then. I figure I might as well keep her fed while I can.”


  While he could. Most third-years would be seeking higher education out of town. Soon enough, classmates would scatter to the wind, as it were.


  “She’s leaving Toyohashi after graduation?” I asked.


  “Tokyo. That’s where she wants to go. I’ll probably—”


  “Sakurai-kun!” one of the bubblier girls interjected just as Sakurai-kun’s tone started to drop. “Open wide for me.” She held out a wooden spoon.


  Sakurai-kun nonchalantly accepted, then nodded. “Cold chawanmushi, huh? Is the dashi kelp and tuna?”


  “Yep. It’s a bit more than I usually do. Want me to teach you the recipe sometime?”


  “That’d be great, actually.”


  “My place tonight? My parents’ll be out.”


  “Well, that would be plain rude, wouldn’t it? Another time.”


  The girl giggled, then went back to her clique, waving at Sakurai-kun. He waved back as he reached for a carrot.


  “Wait,” I said. “Huh? What?! Who was that?! Is she your girlfriend?!”


  “Oh, no, that’s the cooking club’s vice president. She’s the one who lets me use the room and all that.”


  The one who let him use the room. And all that. Very implicative, this ambiguous “all that.”


  “That doesn’t explain, well, whatever I just witnessed. Who does crap like that? How are you not dating?”


  “You’re overthinking it. The cooking club doesn’t have any boys, so they’re just getting their kicks while they can.” Sakurai-kun grinned, forgetting that I, too, was a kickable boy. “Being completely honest, you helping Basori-chan would mean a lot to me. We’re the only guys she ever interacts with, you know?”


  “What would happen if I turned her down?”


  “The faculty would probably find a boy to put forward themselves,” he explained calmly. He turned off the heat. “Tsuwabuki’s student council is fairly modest, as far as student councils go. Every year, the teachers make a conscious effort to make sure elections actually have candidates to vote for.”


  “Meaning she doesn’t really need me, does she?”


  “If she happens to get along well with whoever her partner would be. Granted, I highly doubt anybody who sincerely works with her will ever find a reason to complain. She’s very considerate like that.”


  “Sounds like you have that on good authority.”


  “There’s only four of us, after all. Plus, we’re the only two second-years.” He stopped peeling the carrot. “As it is now, Hiba-nee and the student council are practically synonymous, so I can understand why she might have reservations about relying on us. I want to respect that.” Then he resumed. Didn’t seem like I was going to get any more insight than that.


  Searching for a change of subject, I picked up one of the freshly peeled carrots. “Anything I can help with?”


  “Sure. Could you cut that into thin slices? Use the peeler there.”


  “Got it. What’s on the menu?”


  “Burdock kinpira and green bean goma-ae.”


  We got to work. As we did, shrill voices rose from behind us.


  “Sakurai-senpai! Sorry—we know you’re busy!” one of a group of three shyly cut in. Her entourage threw in a few scattered apologies of their own. They pushed her forward when she suddenly got all quiet and fidgety.


  “Go on! Tell him!”


  “You got this!”


  The fidgety one stumbled toward Sakurai-kun and thrust out a small, neat bundle. “I-I made this! I hope you like it!” Inside were madeleines.


  “Thank you,” he casually replied. “I’ll definitely tear into these later.”


  “I-I’m your biggest fan!”


  And with that, the first-years were off, a gaggle of giggles and squees.


  “No, seriously,” I said. “What was that? You score a bonus scene off-screen or something?”


  “I…think they just like teasing me. I’m not the manliest man, after all.”


  Neither was I, according to many people, but I never got treats from girls for it. Some society we lived in. Much to ponder.


  Sakurai-kun suddenly got quiet, so that only I could hear. “I really want to make the most of this year,” he said slowly, lowering his knife hand. “To me, the student council will always be me, Basori-chan, Yumeko-san, and Hiba-nee. That’s all it’ll ever be. When elections are done, I’ll congratulate whoever wins, then focus on my studies.” He glanced at me, his lips curved in an awkward smile. “Sorry. I know that’s not what you wanted to hear.”


  I started to apologize myself but stopped. It wouldn’t have meant much after he beat me to it, and when I was the one trying to hoist the Tiara question onto him in the first place. All I could do was smile back twice as awkwardly.


  Suddenly, all those interruptions started to make sense. I went back to my carrot.


   


  ***


   


  Commuting by bike was routine now. I’d grown rather attached to my two-wheeled partner. That evening, I was zipping past the Higashihaccho tram stop I used to use, feeling the wind against my skin. Still chilly, but comfortably so. I was headed straight home after my talk with Sakurai-kun, so as to avoid bumping into Tiara-san again. She liked to lurk in the shadows of the west annex. I made a point to keep my distance.


  “I’m home,” I announced. As soon as I opened the front door, I took note of a particular pair of shoes sitting in the entryway. I did not recognize them. The black leather gleamed ominously.


  This could mean one of a few things. They clearly belonged to a woman but, as far as I knew, they didn’t belong to anyone in the lit club. Maybe a friend of Kaju’s? Maybe one of her teachers coming to visit. Giving it no further thought, I continued into the kitchen, where I found my answer: an apron-clad Tiara-san.


  I nearly choked. “Tiara-san?! What are you doing here?”


  Kaju glared at me reproachfully. “Oniisama, Basori-san is my guest. We made arrangements to cook together.”


  “Pardon the intrusion,” Tiara-san said. “Also, don’t call me that.”


  Arrangements. To cook together. Today of all days. Pretending I wasn’t as suspicious as I actually was, I went to drop my bag onto the living room couch, but I never let either of them completely out of my sight. Kaju was going on about something to do with bonito flakes and kelp, with props for demonstration, while Tiara-san dutifully took notes. Cooking was indeed happening, but I needed to stay alert.


  Then, the doorbell rang. Kaju went to answer it, wiping her hands on her apron. “Entertain our guest while I’m away, will you, Oniisama?”


  Entertain? She was a grown woman! She didn’t need supervision. But…it would probably be awkward to just be left alone in somebody’s house, so I joined her anyway.


  I peered inside of a steaming pot next to her. “Miso soup?”


  “I will not let it be said that I can’t prepare a proper bowl.” She kept her eyes glued to the kelp floating inside. Still on about the dashi thing at the president’s place last March?


  “Seriously, your last batch was fine,” I told her. “I could taste the miso which is, y’know, important. It was red miso, right?”


  “You have such a way with words. Here. Taste.” She thrust a small sampling bowl at me, which I dared not refuse. I knew the flavor well.


  “It’s good. Tastes like how Kaju makes it. Guessing you used the same kind of kombu.”


  “The same ingredients do not necessarily make the same dish, Oniisama.” Kaju came strutting back. “It’s all in the technique. One flick of the wrist, and the entire flavor profile might change. These are the details that really make true home cooking.”


  “I guess. Tastes pretty much the same to me, though.”


  Kaju strode to the refrigerator and pulled out a bottle of barley tea. “Because that’s how I taught her. And one day, the Nukumizu techniques will be hers to share. But that’ll come in time. I’m patient.”


  “I’m sorry?!” Tiara-san blurted, nearly dropping the ladle in her hand. “That’s not why I’m— Well, yes, I might have been a little interested in the kinds of foods Nukumizu-san typically enjoys, but not because— Am I a Nukumizu now?!”


  Not to my knowledge. Always leaping to conclusions, this one. “Relax,” I said, “we’re not—”


  “Hey, it’s Uma-chan!” And there was Yakishio for some reason, horsing around with the totally wrong reading of the first kanji in Tiara-san’s convoluted surname. “Whatcha doin’ here?” Dressed in a tank top, tight running shorts, and with a towel draped over her shoulders, she invited herself into the living room.


  “Basori-san and I are having a little cooking session,” Kaju said. “Here you are.”


  “Thanks, Kaju-chan.” Yakishio chugged the glass of tea before exhaling heavily. “That hit the spot. Gonna borrow your shower.”


  “I’ve already left a towel out for you.”


  She gave a lazy wave of gratitude and went on her way. This kind of just happened randomly now, ever since we temporarily moved club here. Wasn’t the first time she barged in. Wouldn’t be the last.


  “Basori-san, it’s boiling over,” I said.


  “Huh?! Um, wh-what is Yakishio-san doing showering here?!”


  Fantastic question. “If I had to say? Probably because she can.”


  “My question is why! Girls don’t just borrow boys’ bathrooms to shower in, unless they’re…” She gasped. “Are you?! Is that it?!”


  “Are you, Oniisama?!” Great, now Kaju was riled up.


  “The shower was literally your idea,” I reminded my dear sister. “Anyone gonna get the stove? No?”


  Ignoring the peanut gallery, I went to turn off the heat and sampled the dashi. Not quite on Kaju’s level, but not bad. Could get used to it.


   


  ***


   


  Finally, I escaped the kitchen. On my way to the stairs, I took a peek toward the changing room. The shower just past it wasn’t on, from what I could hear. I quickened my pace.


  “Hey, Nukkun!” Yakishio shouted through the door.


  “Y-yeah?!”


  Yakishio either didn’t notice or didn’t care about the crack in my voice. “Sports festival is coming up. Practice starts soon. What event’re you doing?”


  The sports festival? Why bring that up out of nowhere?


  “Uh, the obstacle course? I think.” Was hard to think about much at all but the muffled rustling of towel against skin, which I could very much hear. The only thing standing between me and my extremely naked clubmate was a single door, and being the extremely male man that I was, this did perturb me somewhat. “Hey, can we talk about this some other—”


  “You’re supposed to ask me what I’m gonna do.”


  Yes, dear. “What are you going to be in?”


  “The relay, the two hundred, and I think the cheer competition. You’re not doing that?”


  The cheer competition. A bunch of extroverts in their element, singing and dancing in public.


  “No, I think I’m good. Kinda sad for the athletes to be their own cheerleaders, isn’t it?”


  “You’re putting way too much thought into it, man,” Yakishio cackled. I chuckled back. But her tone did a quick one-eighty. “Komari-chan told me everything.” A split second for me to wonder what she had told her. She continued before I could ask. “She says you’re trying to ditch the lit club again.”


  “Really, Yakishio? You of all people.”


  “Hey, you’re on trial right now. Not me.”


  Far be it from me to question the courts. Been down that road. 


  “What happened was Basori-san asked me to endorse her for student council president,” I explained. “We’re in a bit of a cold war right now.”


  “Endorse? That’s all?”


  “And be vice president if she—”


  “You’re joining the student council?!” The door flew open.


  I whipped my head away. “What the hell are you doing?!”


  “I’m dressed. Look. Got me a towel.”


  Towels weren’t clothes, last I checked. Then again, if she didn’t think it was weird, why make it weird? Maybe just a peek.


  Yakishio’s bare feet slapped against the floor, approaching me before I could decide one way or another. “So you shoot my go-home idea down from the get-go, but you consider Uma-chan’s offer. I see how it is.”


  “Look, I told her no. She’s just persistent.”


  “And she’s here to make you dinner. Funny timing.”


  I saw her creep closer out of the corner of my still-averted eye. Smelled the shampoo mingling with the usual Yakishio smell. “Are you, um, angry?”


  “Why would you think that?”


  [image: ]


  Yup. Angry. As a professional sister-haver, I was a certified expert in women. So, professionally, I lowered my head. Away from her because I was still turned. “I’m sorry. I’ll try to be better about not scaring Komari too much.”


  “Hm. Okay. You’re off the hook. For now.”


  Saved. Relief washed over me, then went right back down the drain when she twirled around to stand right in front of me. “Y-you seriously need to put clothes on before you catch a cold or something!”


  “Dude, I’m literally dressed. You’re the one making this weird.” At least she was getting the hint. The thing barely covered her. “Anyway, you better talk to Komari-chan, okay?”


  “Yeah, I will! Now go back inside!”


  She did, and finally I could breathe again. The shampoo smell still lingered, I noticed. Distinct from the kind I was used to. Very…distinct.


  “Yakishio, did you bring your own shampoo?”


  “Uh-huh. It’s the stuff Chiha-chan recommended me. Feel free to try it.”


  I wondered if our parents had noticed the new bottle yet, decided they probably had, and then promptly stopped wondering before darting up the stairs.


   


  ***


   


  Lunchtime the following day. I’d come to the fire escape at the old annex with some curry bread and a carton of milk. The weather was nice enough for it again. If she wasn’t in the classroom, she’d be here.


  “Bingo.”


  On the third-floor landing, Komari leaned against the rail, chewing on a butter roll. She swallowed suddenly upon noticing me. “O-oh. It’s you.”


  “Had a feeling I’d find you here.” Ignoring the displeased grunt she gave, I planted myself next to her. A half-naked Yakishio had told me to talk to her, and hey, why argue? Kindness begets kindness, so I offered her the milk as I readied the lines I’d rehearsed. “Uh, bought two on accident. Want one?”


  “N-no one does that,” Komari spat, accepting regardless.


  “Hm. Good point. Timeout while I think about my next line.”


  “I-is this gonna take all lunch?”


  I glanced at her as she sipped, biting into my bread. Now came the hard part. “So…remember how Basori-san came to the club room the other day?”


  “D-die.”


  Sheesh. Hard to blame her for being testy, though—we’d nearly lost Yakishio, and right after that, got slapped with a two-week disbandment thanks to our problematic newbie. No wonder our vice prez was stressed. Me too, for the record, but I digress.


  “I’m not gonna let things get out of hand for the lit club. Trust me. I’m still the president,” I told her.


  “I-I’ve heard that before.”


  “Right. Sorry.” Tough cookie. I sipped my own milk.


  Komari glared up at me. “Y-Yakishio put you up to this, didn’t she?”


  “Er, I mean…” I took a bite of curry bread to buy myself some time. 


  She sighed. “Y-you and your bleeding heart. I get it. I-I don’t care what you do.”


  “I seriously want nothing to do with the election, Komari. I didn’t even know Basori-san was coming over yesterday. That was all her.”


  “Sh-she came over?”


  Oops. Had Yakishio not mentioned that? Crap. “Um, well, for my sister. You remember how she does student council stuff, yeah? And Yakishio was there, so…”


  “Y-Yakishio too?” Komari’s glare somehow got glarier. Talk about six feet under without a shovel.


  “All I’m trying to say is everything’s fine, okay?”


  “N-no principles,” she growled, returning to her bread. To keep the silence from thickening, I took a bite of my curry bread—until Komari muttered, “Y-you won’t say no. You never do.”


  “I—”


  “Tell me I’m wrong.”


  I couldn’t. So I didn’t. I didn’t say anything until I’d swallowed every crumb of my bread, and even then, only slowly. “If, and I mean if, I endorse Basori-san, you wouldn’t mind?”


  Komari wobbled the empty milk carton in her palm. “G-go have fun with the student council. I don’t care.”


  “I’m seriously not joining—”


  “I said I don’t care.”


  She was right to be skeptical. I didn’t have the most convincing track record.


  I rested my elbows on the railing, gaze drifting to the low mountains—greener than I remembered. June was just a week away. New season, new wardrobe, new things. Summer was just on the horizon.


   


  ***


   


  That day after school, I was at a board game café near campus called DEJANA. Sitting across from me at our second-floor table was the student council secretary, Shikiya Yumeko. Her head wobbled unsteadily, soft waves of long, beige-colored hair swaying with it.


  Her pale, unfocused eyes centered on me. “Your turn…Nukumizu-kun.”


  “Oh, right.” I quickly rolled my dice. Hopefully she hadn’t noticed me staring.


  I moved a brown, bear-shaped piece as I took stock of the board. We were playing a two-player game kinda like Sugoroku, but with whimsical little bears as the main characters. This was anything but child’s play, though. The rules and the strategy behind how you moved around the board could get surprisingly complex. This was a thinking man’s game.


  Unrelatedly, I’d lost three times in a row so far.


  “I’ll take that chip,” I said. “Back to the start.”


  “You sure…that’s wise?” Shikiya-san rolled the dice. A six.


  “Did you just steal a twenty?”


  “Couldn’t have done it…without you.” About as excitedly as was possible for her, Shikiya-san plucked a twenty-point chip with her loudly decorated nails.


  For the record, this wasn’t a date. Nothing of the sort. I’d contacted her asking to talk, and this just ended up being the place she wanted to meet. Reminding myself of that fact, I feigned nonchalance and finally asked her, “So, Basori-san…”


  “What about her?” Her hand froze just before moving a polar bear.


  “Just wondering how she’s doing. Y’know, at the student council or whatever.”


  “You wanted to talk…about her?” Shikiya-san swayed in place.


  I quickly nodded. Something told me to keep talking. “Y-yeah. I wanted your input is all. If, um, that’s okay.” Maybe my gut was wrong, because the more I spoke, the weirder things felt.


  I nearly jumped out of my skin as her head rolled to one side. “Is this…about the election?” she rasped.


  “Yeah. I heard she shot you down when you offered to endorse her.”


  “Shot…through the heart, more like.” Sad swaying.


  “Can I ask why you offered in the first place?”


  “Because Tiara-chan…turned down the teacher’s pick.” Shikiya-san continued to rock side to side, rolling a polar bear between her slender fingers. “Needs a running mate…or she’ll be disqualified.” More swaying. Then she fixed her eyes on me. “Did she…ask for you?”


  “Right, well, that’s the long and short of it. I turned her down, but she’s being oddly stubborn about it.”


  Suddenly, I noticed she wasn’t swaying. “Oh.” Silence. I poked a bear in awkward desperation. “Tiara-chan…is fond of you.”


  “She’s fond of my potential as a participant in BL,” I corrected.


  “Not untrue.” Shikiya-san put a piece down. The game was back on.


  I rolled the dice, if only to distract myself from the nameless tension between us. “If I give that speech on her behalf, she’ll bomb for sure. Whoever the teacher put forward is probably infinitely more qualified than someone like me.”


  “You don’t want to back her?”


  Shikiya-san’s pale eyes bore into me. I shook my head in denial. “She’s passionate about what she does. Dedicated. I would actually like to see her get elected.” I chose my next words carefully. “I’m not sure if I have the right to publicly endorse something I’m not even passionate about myself, if that makes sense. And, well…I’m not exactly a public speaker.”


  “Have you said…any of this to Tiara-chan?”


  “No. Not everything, at least. I was wondering if maybe we could try to convince her to let you sponsor her.”


  “She won’t.” The game went on pause again. Shikiya-san stared down at the dice, her long eyelashes somehow trembling without a breeze. “I’m…suffocating.”


  “Huh? Senpai, you’re not…”


  Before I could find the right words, she suddenly stood. “Over here. Quick.”


  “What? Why—” She grabbed my hand and dragged me to a more secluded corner of the room. “Senpai, what’s going on?”


  “Down.”


  “Yes, ma’am.”


  We crouched beneath an unattended table. Her hand was still wrapped around mine, her soft skin still pressed to mine. So cold. Almost numbingly so.


  “What?” she breathed.


  “Nothing.”


  It was a bit of a scorcher today. Couldn’t be too careful about heat stroke.


  I stole a glance. Expressionless, unblinking eyes peered over the table, framed by those long eyelashes of hers. The sweet yet mature scent of perfume lingered in the air around her. She was wearing that brand a lot lately.


  Shikiya-san checked her watch. “Five…on the dot.”


  “Are you meeting some—”


  “Quiet. Down.”


  Hunching lower, I followed her eyes to a girl in a Tsuwabuki uniform just ascending the stairs. Basori Tiara. After anxiously scanning her surroundings, she found a spot at the nearest table, sat up straight, and then glued her eyes onto the stairs like she expected someone to climb them any second.


  “What’s she doing here?” I whispered.


  “Waiting…for me,” Shikiya-san replied with a lilt of pride.


  “If we were all meeting, why not do it in the student council room?”


  “Don’t like hanging out with me?”


  “That’s…not what I said.” I sheepishly returned my gaze to Tiara-san. Again, weird.


  She pulled something out of her bag. A flat, circular something. When she opened it, I realized it was a compact, like for makeup. She dabbed her face with powder. How old-fashioned.


  “Why are we hiding?” I asked.


  “She came.” Shikiya-san started bouncing on her toes. “Yay.”


  Weren’t they into unhooking each other’s bras in public or something? Moving on to voyeurism. Advanced stuff. Clearly, I had much to learn about their world.


  Right about then was when I realized Tiara-san was staring right at us.


  “I don’t think I’ve ever seen her make that face before,” I said.


  “This is the best part.”


  Was the lesson already starting?


  Tiara-san stormed over. “You’re already here?! Why didn’t you say something?”


  “Didn’t want to interrupt…your powdering.” Shikiya-san wobbled to her feet, wrapped her limp arms around Tiara-san, and brought her face so close their noses were nearly touching. “Cutie doesn’t know her makeup… Detention.”


  “Excuse you, makeup isn’t against school regul—did you just insult my makeup?!”


  “I called you…cute.”


  “Stop nuzzling me!”


  No place for me here. Nope. I went ahead and excused myself back to my seat, where I sat and sipped my ice-cold coffee. Bitter. Acidic. Two worlds in perfect harmony.


  “Nukumizu-san!” Tiara-san shouted. “Don’t just sit there! Hey! H-hands off!”


  Another sip. Cold coffee and yuri. Who knew they paired so well?


   


  ***


   


  “Can you please tell me what the point of all this was?!” Tiara-san stirred her coffee, perturbed. “And while you’re at it, why the person who asked me to be here up and left as soon as I arrived!”


  “Hey, your guess is as good as mine.”


  Sure enough, Shikiya-san was gone. Leaving me to deal with the aftermath alone. The guiltless one.


  “Not only did you just stand there and watch,” Tiara-san went on, “but you got on your phone while I was in peril!”


  “I was debating taking a…never mind. Anyway. Tiara-san. You two are like, friends with whatevers. You know. You’ve got an arrangement, right? I just didn’t wanna interrupt, okay?”


  “Whatever you’re implying, you’re absolutely, positively, unequivocally wrong! And stop calling me Tiara!” She took a very angry swig of her coffee once the milk and three whole packets of sugar were mixed to her liking.


  [image: ]


  A few minutes, plus a little bit of glucose and caffeine, later she was marginally calmer. Thunking her cup down on the table, she gently cleared her throat and asked, “So. What’s this about?”


  This? Huh. What was it about? “Hey, I didn’t even know you’d be here.”


  “Well, Shikiya-senpai informed me you had something to discuss. So spit it out.”


  I was beginning to put the pieces together. In short, Shikiya-san had used me as bait. Suddenly, I heard glass shattering.


  “What on Earth was that?” Tiara-san asked.


  “Message from Shikiya-senpai.”


  I checked my phone. A single notification on my lock screen read, “This is for Christmas.”


  I looked up at the ceiling. Last Christmas Eve, I’d invited her out to see the light show as a ploy to get her to meet with Tsukinoki-senpai. Apparently, we were even now.


  “Would you care to share your revelation, Nukumizu-san?”


  “Oh, uh, let’s just say Shikiya-senpai got her revenge.”


  “Revenge? What in the world did you do to her?”


  It was complicated. I pretended to drink from my empty coffee cup, partly to avoid answering, partly to ponder why she’d go out of her way to stick us together like this.


  “So,” I started to say, “about the election.”


  “Huh? Oh. Yes.”


  I glanced at Tiara-san. She was stiff as a board. Waiting for my next words. I started to ask why she’d turned Shikiya-san down but stopped myself. “I’m the lit club president. I really don’t want to have anything to do with the student council. That in mind, I don’t think it would be right for me to endorse someone just to fill a spot. And I…” I tried to smile casually, but it came out forced and twitchy. “I’m really not good at public speaking.”


  Tiara-san listened to my every word closely, absorbing each one, before opening her mouth, shutting it again, and then letting loose a heavy sigh. “Okay. I won’t twist your arm.”


  Huh. I was off the hook, just like that? Contrasting my obvious shock, Tiara-san nonchalantly put her phone on the table, making the screen light up and revealing her wallpaper. It was of some pretty anime girl, but even more shocking, it was merch of some pretty anime girl. I had to do a double take.


  Before I knew what I was doing, my butt had left my chair. “Is that Chikapyon?! Chikapyon from These Girls Are Not Safe for Work?! How did you get that?”


  “Oh, one of my relatives does business with storefronts. I think it’s promotional? I’m not entirely sure, but I get knickknacks like this often. I guess it’s easy to assume everybody my age is into anime and manga.” She disinterestedly pushed her phone closer to me. “Suppose I’m the odd one out. I’ve been trying to find somebody to take it off my hands.”


  “I’ll…!” My chair clattered as I leaned across the table. But a moment later, I sat back down. “I’ll…keep my eye out for anybody too.”


  “Oh? I would have bet money you’d be interested. I noticed you have a key chain that looks an awful lot like her.”


  “Yeah, well, lots of character designs overlap.” I pushed my bag back slightly. It didn’t just look like her. The charm hanging from it straight-up was the girl from her wallpaper. Chikapyon. Best girl. Basori-san knew that, and this? This was the most obvious bait that anyone had ever laid…


  But maybe I could hear her out. Just a little.


  Tiara-san giggled, noticing I couldn’t keep my eyes off her phone. “Endorse me, and it’s yours.” I winced. “Is that what you expected me to say? Please. Anybody who wants it can have it.”


  “Wait, really?” Instantly, I knew I’d screwed up.


  A playful sneer crept across her face. “Certainly. But I’ve gotten a little attached to her, to be honest. I hope you don’t mind doing a small little favor for me in exchange.” Should’ve known. I braced myself for the impact. Cruelly, Tiara-san continued, “I want you to tutor me again.”


  Wait. Tutoring? Just tutoring again? Seriously?


  Tiara-san scrunched her face slightly. “My grade on the last test was…less than satisfactory.”


  “I’m not doing so hot these days myself, if that’s all right with you.”


  “It is. Regardless, your explanations in the past have been very helpful for me.”


  Well, hey, that felt pretty good to hear. But were we really done with the election thing? Like, genuinely?


  Eyes dancing, Tiara-san asked, “So you gave Shikiya-senpai her own ringtone. The, um, glass noise.”


  “Yep. It’s handy. Lets you know who the message is from without even looking.” With Konuki-sensei, for example, it was real useful. I’d know right away whether or not to ignore a notification.


  Tiara-san started fiddling with her phone. Then mine binged. I checked it. She’d sent me a completely blank message. “Um, what?”


  Listlessly, she put her phone back into her bag. “Mine’s still the default.”


  “I, uh, guess it is?” What got her so prickly all of a sudden?


  She stood, patting her skirt. “This Saturday. That’s tomorrow, in case you needed reminding. Leave your afternoon free.”


  “Tomorrow? Awfully sudden.”


  “Oh, I’m sorry, did you have plans?”


  I shook my head. She grinned and left.


   


  ***


   


  That night, I sat at my desk with an assortment of math materials before me. I stared down at them, arms crossed, agonizing over which ones to bring tomorrow. Too many, and I’d look overeager. Too few, and there wouldn’t be enough material. Obviously, my notes and the school textbook were a given, but eventually, I managed to narrow things down to a supplement and workbook pair, which I stuffed into my bag. Not too light, not too bulky. Solid picks.


  Next, the fit. On the floor, I had laid out a collared, short-sleeved shirt and some light chinos. Plain, inoffensive colors, obviously. Pretty much all of my clothes were plain and inoffensive these days, after a series of strange coincidences had ruined the majority of my graphic tees.


  “All right,” I muttered. “Lookin’ good.”


  “Going out tomorrow, Oniisama?” From where she had appeared and how long my little sister had been standing behind me, I did not know.


  “To the station, yeah.”


  “Ah, studying at the library, are we?” Kaju stole a peek into my bag.


  Tiara-san and I were meeting at the Seibunkan, then going to our study spot from there. Not that I had anything to hide, but I really didn’t want Kaju learning our plans. For a multitude of reasons.


  “Just, uh, doing some shopping,” I told her.


  “Who will you be with?” she uttered pointedly.


  “I’m not—”


  “Is it a woman?! Are you going to her room?! Are you studying with her?! In her room?!”


  “No, of course not! It’s, uh, a friend. A guy friend. I’m studying with a guy friend.”


  Kaju shook her head, unconvinced by my word vomit, eyes sparkling. “Sakurai-san is helping his family with the cabbage harvest tomorrow. Ayano-san has cram school. And you don’t have any other male friends, my dearest Oniisama.”


  She really liked to lay the friend thing on thick, didn’t she? “Okay, yeah, you got me, but how do you know their plans?”


  “I spoke with Basori-san during her visit in great detail about the company you keep. But anyway, I knew it! You’re studying with a woman! Is it the president? Shikiya-san? Or—”


  “None of the above. It’s bedtime for little girls.”


  “I’m not little!”


  I gently pushed her out by the shoulders, with her grumbling all the way. Was starting to think “curiosity killed the cat” didn’t apply to that girl. But wait, Kaju didn’t know Ayano, Tiara-san only barely knew him, and I’d erased Asagumo-san’s contact from Kaju’s phone.


  “Did I mention him and just forget?”


  My mind must’ve been going early. Talk about unreliable narrator. I checked my bag one last time, shoving my pencil case in before I could forget it.


   


  ***


   


  Tiara-san and I were meeting at the Seibunkan in front of Toyohashi Station. I’d gotten there a bit early to check the new light novel and manga arrivals. After that, I went back down to the magazine corner on the first floor, where we were supposed to link up at two.


  “Still got time,” I mumbled as I meandered through the informational section, before spotting somebody I recognized.


  “Well, well, well, if it isn’t Nukumizu-kun.”


  “Yanami-san? What are you doing here?”


  None other than Yanami Anna was there, sampling the selection. In her hands was a magazine titled Mikawa for Foodies. She handed it to me. “Shiratama-chan said she got her hands on some coupons, so she invited me out to a dessert buffet. Open book, please.”


  “I didn’t know you two were that close.”


  “Eh, we kinda aren’t, but who says no to free desserts? Did I mention it’s a buffet?” Yanami whipped her hair back haughtily. “Turns out she’s not so bad after all!”


  I made a mental note that she could be bought for the low, low price of one visit to a buffet. “Sounds fun. Gotta go.”


  “There’s this place, Kadowara, and it sounds so good. They put daikon in the ramen. I’m thinkin’ it could help me shed some weight.”


  “Maybe. I’m—”


  “God, the mitarashi quail eggs look good too. Next page.”


  What was I, a glorified book holder? I reluctantly turned the page, keeping my eye out for Basori-san. She was supposed to be here any minute. We weren’t meeting in secret or anything, but the whole election debacle made relationships a little more complicated than I felt like dealing with on this particular day.


  “So, you backing Basori-san?” Yanami asked while I fidgeted, not looking up from the magazine.


  “I gave it to her straight. I think we have an understanding. I think.”


  “Hm. You look distracted. Meeting someone?”


  “Uh, nah, was just checking out the newest volumes.”


  Yanami snatched the magazine out of my hands and gave me a look. “Who is it? Since when did you have friends outside the club?”


  “Since a while ago. I talk to Ayano and Sakurai-kun.”


  “They who you’re waiting on?”


  “Well, uh…”


  She was on to me. We did silent battle as she tried to lock eyes with me and I did everything in my power to avoid doing so, when something sweet tickled my nose.


  “President?”


  I turned toward the voice to find Shiratama-san dressed in a navy dress with white polka dots. Her knees and a touch of thigh peeked out from beneath her short skirt.


  Yanami instantly lost interest in me and gave the girl a bear hug. “Shiratama-chan! Thank you so much for inviting me out today!”


  “I’m happy you said yes, Senpai.” Escaping from her grip, Shiratama-san cocked her cutesy head at me. “Are you joining us?”


  “Me?” I flinched. “I’m, um, busy. Well, not busy, but I’ve got, y’know, stuff.”


  “Drat. Swing and a miss,” she joked, pulling two tickets out of her purse. “Yanami-senpai, I need to pick up a book I ordered. Can you go on ahead of me? I’ll be right behind.”


  “Sure, but I’ll feel bad eating without you,” Yanami said. Frankly, I didn’t think she was capable of such an emotion. You learn something new every day.


  Shiratama-san put her hands together. “I know, I’m sorry. But they’ll cancel it if I don’t pick it up soon. Between you and me, though, you’d better hurry if you want some of the roast beef before it’s gone.”


  “They’ve got roast beef?! Say no more!” Cheap and easily swayed with words. Yanami the Affordable took her ticket and practically sprinted out the glass doors.


  Shiratama-san waved goodbye, giggling. “I’m glad she’s so excited. Makes all the trouble I went through to get those coupons worth it.”


  “I kinda figured you just lucked into them.”


  “Ah, right. I did.” She twirled around to me. “So I recently exchanged contacts with Kaju-chan.”


  “You did?” Weird change of subject, and even weirder turn of events. They got along about as well as cats and dogs, last I checked. “When did that happen?”


  She dodged my question. “She really is so adorable, isn’t she? Kaju-chan. So obstinate whenever it comes to her dearest Oniisama.”


  “I guess?”


  Shiratama-san clutched her fingers behind her back, leaned forward, and peered up at me. “I mean it, you know. She’s adorable. My favorite little quirk of hers is how she thinks she’s so clever. Dropping times and places like I don’t know.”


  “I’m not following.”


  “I know.” She stood up straight again and glanced behind me. “Ah. The vice president.”


  “Huh?”


  “You’d rather not let Yanami-san see, would you? Not something you have to worry about with me, frankly.”


  What the actual hell was she talking about? Did she know something? “Uh, Shiratama-san, did you know I’d be here?”


  “Anywho, I’d better skedaddle. Don’t want to be a third wheel.”


  “O-okay? Bye?”


  As she lithely glided past, Shiratama-san left me with one final whisper in my ear. “I’m never the third wheel, Mr. President.”


   


  ***


   


  Tiara-san hadn’t said a word since I found her, and her pace was oddly fast. She led us out of the bookstore onto Tokiwa Dori, past a line for crêpes, and it wasn’t until we were far down the shopping arcade that I finally caught up to her.


  “So, you’re mad, right?”


  “I’m not mad. But I might have been if you were inviting those two friends of yours to join us.”


  “I haven’t told anyone, okay? They just like giving me a hard time.”


  Tiara-san nodded but fell silent. We took a right turn at the intersection with the chocolate shop and continued that way for a while before she put her hand to her chest and breathed. “I think we’re safe.”


  “Safe? From what?”


  “Prying eyes. There’ve been a lot of those lately.” She swept the area one last time, then stepped closer to me. “Nukumizu-san. Are you familiar with the bird-watching club?”


  “They were sneaking pictures of students and selling them, right? Weren’t they disbanded?”


  “Indefinitely—and relatively—disbanded, to be precise. But out of the kindness of the president’s heart, they’ve been allowed to reform as the journalism club.”


  “Do we even have a school newspaper?”


  “We don’t. The president hopes they’ll contribute to Tsuwabuki’s overall culture, ultimately repairing their reputation and making the bird-watching club’s revival possible.”


  Since when did we care that much about the bird-watching club? “Okay. So where are you going with this?”


  “It seems they’ve taken to pretending to be a tabloid and have been shadowing practically anybody to do with the election. The student council can’t exactly police how people engage in hobbies, so we’re powerless to tell them off.” Tiara-san sighed with her hand against her forehead.


  As a bird appreciator myself, it was with a heavy heart that I had to admit those guys probably didn’t care about birds at all. In any case, I was extra vigilant as Tiara-san and I continued side by side.


  Exiting the arcade to the north—across from Hirokoji Dori—led to a quieter street. Not serene, exactly. The bones of old shops and offices still lingered, though most buildings were now residential. Some places stood like fossils, preserved as a reminder of bygone times, while other businesses still very much clung to life. And scattered between them were fresh, new spots—quiet signs of change, proof that life went on.


  Tiara-san walked with confidence. Must’ve known the area.


  “Where are we studying anyway?” I asked her.


  “Oh, I’m sorry. I forgot to tell you. I live nearby, so we’re headed to my house.”


  That explained her knowing her way. This was her neighborhood. That we were walking through. On the way to her house. Where we would be studying at.


  “We’re going to your house?! L-like, right now?”


  “Yes, right now. My parents are out, so… N-not that that’s a pass for any funny business, mind you! My brother will be there, and I won’t have it! He…” Tiara-san’s face burned bright red. “He already has a girlfriend, I’ll have you know!”


  Cool. Good to know. But seriously, was this allowed? Being a guy. Going to a girl’s house. Even if she did have family over. In a rom-com, this would be prime material for hijinks. In a much more adult kind of media, this would be prime material for a number of highly variable CGs.


  “I am a completionist,” I mumbled.


  “Why are you talking to yourself? Speak up.”


  Whoops. Back to reality. Adulthood could wait.


  I looked around and recognized this place. The stones we were walking on specifically. “Is this near Hanazono?”


  “It is. You’re familiar?”


  “I go to the grocery store just up ahead pretty often.”


  This was an old shopping area, emphasis on “was.” Most of the stores were shuttered, and they were becoming fewer every year. It only made the distinctly modern monolith stand out all the more.


  “How long’s there been a high-rise here?” I asked as we passed it by.


  Tiara-san stopped to look up at it. “Not long. The old residents were only recently relocated.”


  “Huh. Never noticed.”


  “I’m told this place used to be bustling with businesses when my grandparents were young. So it goes.” Her tone was monotonous. Disimpassioned. Then she kept on walking. “It’s not much farther.”


  “Tiara-chan? Oh, it’s you!” a portly old woman interjected halfway into Tiara-san’s sentence.


  She twitched slightly before bowing. “Michishige-san. Hello.”


  “Oh, don’t get all polite on me. Call me Auntie, like you always do!”


  “I’m, um…”


  “Auntie’s so sad she could cry, Tiara-chan. You’re growing up so…fast.” Auntie Michishige’s eyes went wide as they landed on me. “Oh. Ohhh! Oh goodness, pardon me!”


  “H-he’s not who you think he is!”


  “Of course he isn’t, dear. Of course he isn’t. Hey, I understand completely. My current husband wasn’t my first rodeo, you know. We all have our secrets.”


  “I don’t! That’s not what this is!”


  “Oh, Auntie knows. Auntie knows, darling. I’ll just excuse myself. Get out of you two’s hair.” The old woman strolled by us with a knowing smirk, shooting me an utterly inscrutable thumbs-up. “Little Tiara-chan’s all grown up,” she muttered to herself. “Or about to be, I suppose.”


  Fearsome creatures, the elderly yapper. Tiara-san had her face in her hands. I would have too.


  Off went Yanami’s future.


   


  ***


   


  The Basori residence wasn’t far from where the Michishige incident occurred—a three-story building with a glass-fronted first floor that once must’ve been a shop. Tiara-san stepped inside and beckoned me to follow. It was dark and gloomy inside, with shelves everywhere filled with containers of clothing and boxes piled nearly to the ceiling.


  “Sorry about the mess,” she said, appearing genuinely a little embarrassed as we proceeded.


  “Eh, it’s not that bad. What did this place used to be?”


  “Up until my grandfather’s generation, they did business in emblems.”


  “Emblems?”


  “Badges, trophies, banners, that sort of thing. They couldn’t keep up with the competition, unfortunately.”


  Didn’t know there was a whole industry around that stuff. “Oh, that must be why you wear your name badge all the time, huh? Tiara-san?”


  “I wear it because the rules say to. And stop calling me Tiara.” She opened a door that led into your standard mudroom. Off went our shoes. A single step up from there was the rest of the house. Just a few paces down the corridor to the right were stairs, with the living room further down. “My room’s on the third floor. Leave your shoes there.”


  “Uh, sure. Will do.”


  Now, things got awkward. Here I was, in a girl’s house. A girl I didn’t even really know that well, true, but that just made it spicier. At the top of two steep flights of stairs was another corridor with two rooms attached.


  “Takashi! Put your bag away,” she called to the first door we passed. A brief glimpse of her Sister Mode. Thank goodness her brother had a normal name. “Here we are. Make yourself at home, I suppose.”


  I timidly entered the traditional tatami-floored room. Big enough to fit six mats—modestly sized. For furniture, there was only a bed, a desk, a bookshelf, and a low table. Yep. Traditional. Extremely Japanese. Maybe a little plain for a high school girl, but the rug beneath the table and the curtains added some tasteful pastel pink, a little splash of femininity in an otherwise stark space. How was that for symbolism?


  “You can sit on the cushion there,” she said.


  “C-cool.” I did. On my heels, of course, because why wouldn’t I be freaking out a little? I’d never actually been in a girl’s room before. Not really. Komari’s was shared with her siblings, and there’d been extenuating circumstances, so I didn’t count it.


  Tiara-san plopped down across from me and fussed with her bangs. “Let’s, um, get started.”


  “R-right.”


  Studying. Get started studying. Nothing else. The silence that followed as we got our textbooks out was downright agonizing.


  “Could we, um, maybe do math again? I can’t wrap my head around sequences.”


  “Perfect. Neither can I.”


  Tiara-san laughed. “Who’s the tutor again? Sure, maybe we can scratch each other’s backs.”


  Apparently, that was funny. Hey, I’ll take it. I opened my textbook. “How’d you do on the last test?”


  “Could be worse. Could certainly be better.” She clenched her hand into a triumphant fist. “Still not as bad as math.” At least she was optimistic.


  We spent the next thirty minutes comparing work before I un-hunched my back. Tiara-san had moved straight on to quietly solving workbook problems. My eyes went to her bun first. Then her thick eyebrows. The single beauty mark asserting itself on her pale neck. She was prettier than I gave her credit for, and that wasn’t just the subtle layer of makeup she had on, which she usually forwent on school days.


  “Can I help you?” Suddenly, I was meeting eyes with her.


  “Er, just, uh, thinking,” I sputtered pitifully.


  She leaned over the table almost playfully. “Oh? About what? Now I’m curious.”


  “I’m just, well, surprised you aren’t trying to rope me into the student council.”


  The grin on her face vanished. Real smooth, me. “It might have crossed my mind. You’re all mine while I have you locked up in here, after all.”


  I couldn’t quite tell if she was joking about that or not. But wait, might have? “So are you saying you changed your mind?”


  “As it happens, yesterday was the deadline for nominations. Evening came, and nobody stepped forward. I ended up the only candidate.” She wore the kind of defeated smile a prankster caught in the act might put on.


  “So no election?”


  “No election. Not even an endorsement speech. Only a general policy address and a vote of confidence.”


  All this torment and agonizing. For nothing. But weren’t we at the board game café last evening? “Why didn’t you tell me yesterday?”


  “I wanted to apologize for that, actually. Nothing was finalized until the next day, and it slipped my mind.” Before I knew it, I was smiling. I wasn’t even mad. Just relieved. “Don’t tell me I actually almost had you.”


  “I might have been considering lending a hand. Just a hand, mind.”


  “You say that now,” she giggled.


  “Words are cheap, and I’ve got plenty.”


  Tiara-san laughed at that. Hard. In a way I’d never heard before. When she was done, she wiped a tear from her eye. “I never did end up needing my secret weapon to win you over.”


  “Oh yeah? What’s that?”


  “It was stupid, honestly.” She brushed me off with a chuckle.


  But if Chikapyon was just the bait, what in the world was the secret weapon?


  I leaned over the table. “Can I see it?”


  “H-huh?” Tiara-san tripped over her own words. Whatever this merch was, it had to be crazy rare.


  “Your secret weapon. I want you to show it to me.”


  “A-are you sure? I mean, I-I don’t think…you’d be interested.”


  “You don’t know that. Come on. It’ll be our little secret.”


  “S-secret?!” Her lips quivered. I was getting through. Hesitantly, she turned her eyes up at me. “J-just…lower your expectations.”


  Tiara-san got up, retrieved something from a drawer, and then sat back down. Obviously, it wasn’t too big if she could hide it behind her back. Maybe an acrylic standee? I gulped in anticipation.


  “H-here goes!” Shakily, she put the thing on her head. Held her hands up like cat paws. And she purred, “W-won’t you help meow-t?”


  It took me a second to process what I was witnessing. A few. A lot, actually. On Tiara-san’s head were a pair of cat ears.


  I just sat there. Frozen. In awe of the sheer commitment to the bit.


  Tiara-san went red down to her neck. “D-d-don’t read too much into it! I just thought it would, um, appeal to you. It has nothing to do with me or my proclivities!”


  “I mean, uh, it does appeal to me.”


  “Oh!” she squeaked. “I-it does?!”


  That very instant, the door flew open. “Neesan, I’m going…”


  “Takashi?!”


  Before us was a strapping young lad in a jacket. He looked about Kaju’s age. He took one look at his sister, froze, then pretended he’d seen nothing and lowered his head vaguely to me. “Uh, hey. I’m her brother.”


  “Hey,” I replied. “I’m Nukumizu. Just visiting.”
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  Another bout of awkward silence. He hung his head slightly. “I’m gonna have dinner while I’m out. You two, uh, have fun.”


  The door slammed shut. Footsteps thudded quickly down the stairs.


  Tiara-san slowly turned to me. “Nukumizu-san. Help.”


  Now that was a tall order. The blush on her face was nowhere to be seen, her complexion suddenly sheet white.


  I took a deep, calming breath. “How’s his eyesight?”


  “He did say it was getting worse lately. Why?”


  I nodded. “Hear me out, Tiara-san. It’s very possible he didn’t even see the cat ears.”


  “What? How could he not have?”


  “Think about it. What if you walked in on your sister in cat ears meowing at some boy you’ve never met?” Tiara-san clutched her chest and groaned in pain. But I needed her to stay with me a while longer. “That’s traumatizing stuff, right? But your brother looked totally unfazed.”


  “I don’t think I’ve ever seen him make the face he did.”


  “It was the face of calm. Trust me. That means he probably didn’t see the ears. It’s the only logical conclusion.”


  Color began to return to her. Nearly there. “What about the meow? Did he miss that too?”


  “Most assuredly. The sound waves from opening the door canceled your voice out. I learned all about that stuff in physics class.”


  “I see. I’m in biology, so I never considered that.” I was in biology too. But Tiara-san had bought my BS, and that was what mattered. She removed the cat ears, sighing. “Sorry for losing my composure. I’m better now.”


  “Hey, don’t sweat it. We got there in the end.” Even if she could stand to not be so gullible.


  “Right. Also, I heard you call me Tiara earlier. Don’t.”


  With Tiara-san deceived—calmed. With Tiara-san calmed, we could get back to studying, then I could get my Chikapyon and be on my way. Now that her brother was gone, we wouldn’t even have to deal with any more interruptions from him. Or her parents, come to think of it. We were totally…


  “Are we alone?”


  “Excuse me?!” Tiara-san jumped straight to her feet. Crap. Talking out loud. “What’s that supposed to mean?!”


  “Er, nothing! But look, I’m a guy, and I’m in a girl’s room. I don’t wanna step on any toes, okay? Worst case, people get the wrong idea, then no one’s happy. Right?”


  She cautiously scuttled back to her spot on the floor. “I-I guess I have nothing to worry about from you of all people. Considering I’m a woman and all.”


  I wished she’d have a little faith. And a little less of whatever had made her this way. “For the record, I’m into girls.”


  “I’m aware. You don’t take me for some freak who can’t tell the difference between fiction and reality, do you?”


  I might have.


  She took one look at the expression on my face, then cleared her throat. “True, I did previously struggle with that distinction.”


  “So you admit it.”


  “But I’ve since taken measures. Recently, I’ve been putting my intrusive thoughts to paper.”


  “Like a diary?”


  She nodded, pressing her finger between her eyebrows in thought. “Allow me to illustrate. In my mind, you’re a brutish dom, while the president is male and a sub, right?”


  As if I was going to answer that.


  She continued, “I write those thoughts down, then read through them days later. It occurs to me that they’re utterly ridiculous, and I’m once again grounded in reality. You could call it a kind of cognitive therapy, I suppose.”


  All I got from that was that it took her days to come to her senses. This did not inspire confidence.


  She confidently threw open her workbook. “In short, you have nothing to worry about—my grasp on reality is firm. The president is a woman, and you are a womanizing brutish dom.” Still a bit off there. She went on doing math problems, and even started to hum, but suddenly stopped. “What? Did I say something off-color?”


  “Nope. Business as usual.”


  “I-I thought not! Obviously, you’re fond of women, and obviously your tendencies as a dom lean sadistic and…wanton.” Her confidence quickly became dread. “N-now, just so you know, I may be a woman, but what I’m not is an object of desire.”


  “Uh, sure. No desire here.”


  “Why not?!”


  I couldn’t win. She raised an important issue, though. Girls her age had to be careful about the guys they invited in. Me, I was harmless, but a less savory fellow might have already gone for her by now.


  I coughed, then looked her in the eye. “Hey, um, Basori-san? Us men. We’re very stupid.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “Like, being alone with a girl in her room? Men might jump to conclusions. About her intentions.” Tiara-san jolted and started scooching away. “But like, I’m not gonna do that. I just mean others might—”


  “Is that…” Tiara-san wrapped her arms around herself and shook. Just as I started to worry that I’d gone too far, she opened her trembling lips again. “Is that…what you want?”


  “Is what what I want?”


  Her face went red again. “W-well, obviously— Why are you making me spell it out?!” Spell what out? Before I could ask, her phone went off. “Phone call! Excuse me!” She shot to her feet and pressed it against her ear. “Sensei? On a Saturday? Oh, no, I can talk.”


  She took the conversation out into the hallway. I couldn’t hear much, but her tone didn’t sound good. Flunked a test, maybe?


  Left with nothing to do but think, it started to dawn on me how ridiculous all this was: inviting me into her home, putting on cat ears… All this convoluted nonsense in hopes of getting me on her side. But none of it ended up mattering in the end, which made me wonder. Why invite me over at all?


  The door opened. Tiara-san was sickly pale.


  “What happened?” I asked.


  She put her hand to her chest and breathed. “There was a last-minute nomination last night.”


  Meaning we had an election.


  She practically threw herself down in front of me. “You said! I heard you! You said you’d help!”


  “I…” Had indeed said that. I started to sweat. “Let me explain. I meant what I said. But I didn’t mean like that.”


  “I’m begging you! Please! I can’t beat him alone!”


  How would including me tip the scales? And who was “him”?


  “Who is it?” I asked. “Someone I know?”


  She nodded gravely. “Sakurai Hiroto. Student council treasurer.”


  “What?! But he said he was done!”


  If he’d gone back on that, she was screwed. I’d vote for the guy.


  Seeing I had nothing else to say, Tiara-san slowly retrieved it again. And with great solemnity, she donned them. The cat ears. Voice shaking, she purred, “B-be my running mate. Meow.” With trembling hands, she struck a pose.


  Well, meow this was a predicament.


  Intermission:
Appeal to Emotion


   


  AFTER SCHOOL, IN THE STUDENT COUNCIL ROOM, President Houkobaru Hibari was wiping her desk off with a damp rag. Treasurer Sakurai Hiroto stopped organizing shelves long enough to turn to her and smile.


  “Jumping the gun a little, no? You still have a month left,” he said.


  “You don’t earn respect by waiting until the last minute. We must be proactive about leaving places better than we found them.” The president rinsed the cloth in a bucket of water. Sakurai sent her an unconvinced glance, which she replied to with a shrug. “I’m standing on the shoulders of giants. Just doing my part.” She wrung the cloth dry, then started on her chair.


  “Two years is a lot of time to make memories. You must be feeling sentimental.”


  Houkobaru smiled, wistful. “Our last president was nothing if not memorable. More so than even Koto-senpai.”


  “Boy, am I glad I only joined this year.” Sakurai chuckled, then wilted. “What about Yumeko-san? She went and upset Basori-chan again.”


  “Friends upset each other. Shikiya just gets excited around her. That’s all.”


  Vice President Basori Tiara was running for student council president. The paperwork had been completed. She had no competition; so as long as she passed the vote of confidence, the position would be hers. And once Houkobaru Hibari stepped down, Sakurai would wipe his hands of the council. He’d made his mind up long ago. A student council without her was no student council of his.


  This Sakurai reaffirmed in his heart as a peaceful smile came to his lips. His usual one.


  Satisfied with the cleanliness of the chair, Houkobaru draped the cloth over the edge of the bucket and surveyed her desk. “There was something I wanted you to have. Before I forget.” She produced a folder. “Pending matters of import. The budget revision meetings get chaotic every year. You’ll want to be prepared.”


  Sakurai looked at it briefly before shaking his head. “I’m leaving the student council too. Remember?”


  “Right. Right. Apologies. Force of habit.” Houkobaru stroked the folder pensively. “I suppose a part of me just assumed you would carry my torch. All the while knowing your actual intentions.” As if to snap herself out of it, she dropped it back onto her desk. “Right. That’s enough for today. Is there anything I can help you with, Hiroto?” She gripped the bucket’s handle and lifted.


  The handle instantly disconnected.


  “Hiba-nee—”


  Just as Sakurai was reaching to catch it, Houkobaru pinched the rim, saving it. They both sighed in relief.


  “I’ve no intention of being a burden forever, Hiroto.”


  “I can see that. That’s a weight off my shoulders.”


  “A great one, I’m sure.”


  They laughed together. But Sakurai’s phone rang, and when he checked the caller, his smile faded.


  “Koharu, I’m sure,” Houkobaru said. “Take it.”


  He stared at the screen for several seconds before placing it face down on the desk. “I’ll call back later. It’s never urgent at this time of day.” He quietly approached Houkobaru’s desk. “Actually, can I see that folder?”


  “What’s on your mind?” she asked, handing it to him.


  He realized he’d barely taken his eyes off of it since she pulled it out. He realized a few things. With steady hands, he accepted. “Curiosity.”


  Loss 2:
Burdened by the Weight


   


  MONDAY’S CLASSES WERE OVER. JUST HOMEROOM to power through next. The catch was that it was led by 2-C’s very own Amanatsu Konami.


  She scanned the class before smacking her podium. “June brides are a load of bull, y’all.”


  Case in point. After two months of this, my classmates were starting to get used to the Amanatsu Special. The trick was to let her tire herself out and just think of the weather or something in the meanwhile.


  “They want my summer bonus. That’s all it boils down to. Twenty-eight. That’s the age people start throwing weddings like they grow on trees. Lemme break it down for you…” She started sketching diagrams on the blackboard. “You graduate high school. Anyone who doesn’t go to college, they spend about two or three years doing whatever they do, and that’s when the first rush hits. It’s appealing, marrying while you’re pretty and young. Meanwhile, college-goers move out and essentially start life over again, so they’ll go about five or six years before it starts.”


  In big letters, Amanatsu-sensei scrawled on the board, “Wedding Rush 2!”


  She whirled back around to us. “This! This is when true hell begins!” she barked, smacking the board to punctuate each word. “This is when friends become enemies! This is when all the snakes come in with their forked tongues all like, ‘Oh, Konami, you’re so cute, you’ll find somebody!’ Well, I’m waiting! Show ’em to me, damn it, I’m right here!”


  Amanatsu Konami. Aged twenty-eight. Idol of suffering. Unfortunately for her demographic of about sixteen, her wailings weren’t very appreciated.


  I distracted myself by glancing at Sakurai-kun. Hadn’t quite worked up the courage to ask him about the election yet. About what caused his change of heart. But I probably needed to soon.


  “Like, seriously? Weddings every weekend of June? Even Konuki-chan’s giving up on me. Even my family’s stopped sending me bachelor photos! I know I said I didn’t want ’em, but show a stubborn girl some sympathy.”


  She was going on longer than usual today. All those brides-to-be this June who didn’t even exist yet sure were weighing heavy on her soul and spirit.


  “Long story short, boys and girls, if all your friends jump off a bridge, maybe they’re on to something. Anyway, I had some stuff I was supposed to tell you.” She briefly flipped through her pocket notebook before lazily waving her hand in resignation. “Eh, look, just don’t go fallin’ in love with the idea of being in love too much. Got it? Good. Dismissed.” With one last smack of her podium, people started to stand.


  Right, Sakurai-kun. Just as I rose to go get him, though, the classroom door flew open, and Tiara-san came striding in. She made a beeline for me then dropped a stack of papers onto my desk.


  “Continuing off of Saturday,” she said.


  “Uh, what happened Saturday again?”


  She planted her hands on my desk and leaned in. “In my room! Don’t you dare tell me you forgot that humiliation you put me through!”


  “Hey, I didn’t put you through anything. And anyway, can we talk about this literally anywhere but here?!”


  We’d have been lucky if a misunderstanding was all this earned us. Inspecting the damage, I found three pairs of eyes already scrutinizing us heavily. Yanami’s, Komari’s, and Himemiya-san’s. Amanatsu-sensei was snapping a picture of me for unknown reasons.


  After a glance Sakurai-kun’s way, Tiara-san cleared her throat. “Of course. Let’s take this someplace more appropriate. Somewhere private.”


  I couldn’t have agreed more, but god the phrasing. The phrasing!


   


  ***


   


  I sat next to Tiara-san at a big, stone table in the courtyard. She started spreading documents out on top of it.


  “Cutting to the chase, one week before voting is when election season officially begins. We have until then to solicit voters and build a campaign.” She jumped straight into it. No time for questions. Students passing through the nearby breezeway shot us weird looks.


  “Um, Tiara-san? What about privacy?”


  “We’re far enough away. And stop calling me Tiara.” She flipped a page. “I want to be absolutely thorough—that means you have a lot to learn about the student council. If it isn’t too much to ask, I’d like some of your time after school every day.”


  “Can we slow down?”


  “Oh, of course. Sorry. I didn’t mean to ramble.” She grinned shyly. “The floor is yours.”


  “So this election…”


  “Yes?”


  Her eyes were so full. Full of expectation and anticipation. I couldn’t look at them. “Look, I still have the lit club. I, um, don’t know if I can go all in on this.”


  “But you said…” Tiara-san trailed off. Silence followed, then she scrambled to gather up the papers and stand. “R-right. Sorry. You’re busy,” she stammered, voice shaking. “You were just being polite. My fault for taking you seriously. I’ll figure something out. Remember we’re changing uniforms tomorrow.”


  She shoved the papers into her bag and started to leave.


  “Wait.” Before I even knew what I was doing, my hand was around hers.


  “Nukumizu-san?”


  “I can’t be your sponsor. But I can still help. Until you find a replacement, y’know.”


  Pity. Guilt. Those were the emotions moving me to say these words. All the wrong ones when reaching out to someone.


  “I don’t want to be a burden.”


  “The student council’s had my back before. It’s only right I return the favor, right?” Tiara-san’s hand seemed to weaken in mine.


  “I’m not the student council,” she muttered.


  “What do you mean?”


  She shook her head. “You’re friends with Sakurai-kun. I don’t want to make things awkward between you.”


  “He’ll be fine. He’s got plenty of friends, so I doubt he’ll mind missing one.”


  “Implying I don’t.” Tiara-san’s scoff turned to a chuckle. “Thank you. It’s true I don’t know many boys.”


  “That’s something we have in common.”


  “Frankly, I’m not sure how to feel about the majority of your acquaintances being female.”


  We were back to joking. The air was clearing.


  “Tea for you, Basori-senpai.” The cup-shaped lid of a thermos came down in front of Tiara-san. Looming above the steam was Shiratama-san’s perfect smile.


  “What are you doing here?!” I blurted.


  “My thoughts exactly,” Tiara-san agreed.


  “I was just passing by and saw you holding hands, so I thought you might want something warm. It is chilly, isn’t it?”


  “W-we weren’t holding hands! Nukumizu-san forced me!”


  Ouch, my reputation. She violently threw me off.


  Shiratama-san drank a sip from the rejected cup of tea and nodded. “So. Helping Basori-san after all, are we? The plot thickens.”


  “You heard that?” I asked. “Wait, what are you talking about?”


  She cocked her head cutely. “Haven’t you heard? Sakurai-senpai’s being backed by Yanami-senpai.”


   


  ***


   


  First period that Tuesday was practice for the sports festival. The cheer competition was purely voluntary, so naturally, I had nothing to do while rehearsal went on and instead had found a nice, shady tree to watch from. Yanami and Himemiya-san were on the team. Ayano and Sakurai-kun too. Boys would cheer in gakuran uniforms on the day of, but girls got to do the whole stereotypical outfit thing. I feared for Himemiya-san, personally. Didn’t seem like there’d be a lot of support in those things.


  Considering the law of inertia and the implications therein lasted me until the end of practice. The music stopped, and the team dispersed. Sakurai-kun blended right into the girls, joining their conversation like the pro-extrovert he was. Damn, even got a free towel.


  “Man, that guy’s popular,” I muttered.


  “No more than you, from my perspective.” Ayano Mitsuki traced my gaze then asked, “Say, are things all right between you two? You’ve been a bit distant since yesterday.”


  “It’s nothing, really. Just something on my mind.”


  “Say no more.” He adjusted his glasses, and they gleamed. Uh-oh. “You’ve got a crush on someone, don’t you?”


  “Nope,” I replied immediately. Read him like a book.


  “No? I could have sworn, with the way you were acting with Basori-san.”


  “Whatever we’ve got going on is a little more complicated than that. Call us business partners, if anything.”


  Still hadn’t gotten my Chikapyon. No offense to Tiara-san, but I was gonna need more than a cat performance in way of compensation.


  “If it’s not Basori-san…” His glasses gleamed again.


  “Gonna finish that sentence?”


  “I’m rooting for you, bud.” He gave me a thumbs-up, and then he was gone. Informative. But that was par for the course for that strange, strange man.


  “Bad look, lazin’ around here, Nukumizu-kun.” Taking Ayano’s place was Yanami, grinning and raising her arms in the air. “How do I look?”


  “That your anteater impression?”


  “No, actually. Believe it or not, I was asking what you think of my cheerleader vibe.”


  “I’ll get back to you when you’re actually wearing the outfit.”


  Yanami shrugged. “And there it is. That right there, Nukumizu-kun. Quit acting stoic and admit you fantasized about me when you heard I’d be cheering.”


  “I didn’t is the thing.”


  “Well, now’s your chance.”


  When school was just getting started? Nah. Had to save some brain cells for later. But for science, I pictured her with pom-poms and her hair tied back. A short skirt. A tight top.


  “Watch the gut,” I said.


  “Wanna elaborate on that?!”


  “Uh, no. No, I’m good.”


  She raised her hands in defeat. “I came over here out of the kindness of my heart because you’ve been fidgety all day, and this is what I get.”


  If this was her idea of comfort, I didn’t want to see the opposite.


  “So,” I said. “Sakurai-kun? What’s that about?”


  “Wouldn’t you like to know.”


  I looked away. Could hear the self-satisfaction in her voice already. “Just didn’t seem to me like public speaking was your thing. You know you have to give a speech, right?”


  “People change. Plus, I’m covering our bases. This way, no matter who wins, we get a lit club vice president.”


  “You’re actually gonna do that?”


  She nodded without hesitation. “Tsukinoki-senpai was in both at once before, remember? It’s totally doable.”


  “I mean, technically.”


  Yanami scanned the field, then dropped her voice. “It’s called gaming the system, Nukumizu-kun.”


  My confusion only fueled her smug aura. “Fridges are small potatoes. I’mma get us a whole kitchen. Open concept.”


  “I don’t think the ‘system’ stretches that far,” I said.


  Still, hearing her being dead serious about joining the student council? That threw me.


  She bumped her shoulder against me. “What’s with you and Basori-san?”


  “Huh? Nothing.”


  “Yeah, sure, like you weren’t all over each other in the classroom yesterday. You were all against helping her until then.”


  “We weren’t ‘all over each other,’” I said flatly.


  Yanami narrowed her eyes at me. “But you went to her house.”


  “I didn’t—”


  I had. And witnessed the catification of Tiara-san personally.


  She raised an eyebrow. “You’re kidding. You seriously fell for the ol’ ‘my parents aren’t home’ routine?”


  “It wasn’t like that. She offered some anime merch, and we came to an arrangement.”


  “Merch?” Yanami contemplated potential hidden meanings in silence.


  As she did, a tiny shadow of a thing crept up. “Y-Yanami. Th-they’re starting again.” An old CD player hung from Komari’s hands.


  “Oh, didja get those batteries?”


  She nodded with teary eyes. “PE teachers are sc-scary.”


  But what was she doing with that? “Komari, are you doing the cheer competition?” I asked.


  “M-music and photography.” For some reason, she was proud of that admission. “Th-they said anyone cheering doesn’t have to c-compete.”


  Well, now I was jealous. Wasn’t looking forward to that dumb obstacle course.


  “C’mon, Komari-chan,” Yanami urged. “Hey, you sure you don’t wanna cheerlead?”


  “P-pretty sure.”


  Yanami took part of the player’s handle, lightening Komari’s load, and together they walked off—securing my narrow escape from scrutiny. And no, that wasn’t an admission of guilt. I just had absolutely no way of explaining that Tiara-san had put on cat ears, batted her eyes at me, then I felt too guilty to say no without it sounding extremely wrong. It was simply impossible.


  That was when I noticed they had stopped walking. Yanami and Komari were looking back at me.


  “What?” I asked, fearing for my life.


  “May the best candidate win, Nukumizu-kun,” taunted Yanami.


  “Ch-cheater,” spat Komari.


  Always the phrasing with these people. Already, passersby were staring. I rolled my head back and stared at the sky.


   


  ***


   


  Two days later, after school, campaign season was in full swing.


  I flipped over a sheet of paper as Tiara-san and I walked down the hallway. “Next is the, uh, art club. Softball club in thirty minutes, so we’ve got about twenty to spare.”


  “Understood. I’m acquainted with the art club’s vice president, so they’re expecting us.”


  [image: ]


  I had to speed walk to keep up with her. One thing had become painfully evident in the last forty-eight hours: This election was legit. Here I’d assumed we’d be printing flyers or whatever all day, but no, we were actually canvassing voters.


  “Isn’t it against the rules to ask people for votes?” I asked.


  “We’re gathering insights into our constituents’ needs and wants,” she said. “Explicitly allowed. I’ve double-checked everything with the faculty.” Tiara-san looked at her watch at the top of the stairs. “We’ll arrive right on time.”


  “This hallway’s long. We actually need to pick up the pace if we want to make it.”


  “And why exactly is that something you know?”


  Loners with too much free time between periods were capable of great things. I just smiled at her and hurried on.


   


  ***


   


  After our meeting with the softball team, it was finally time to go home. But Tiara-san stopped in front of the gym on our way.


  “What’s up?” I asked her. “That’s all our appointments for the day.”


  “The boys’ basketball team is still practicing. I haven’t been able to schedule a meeting with the captain, so I think I’ll just pop in.”


  As we removed our outdoor shoes, I wondered aloud, “Why’s the boys’ basketball team so busy they can’t just squeeze you in?”


  “The team manager blocked me and won’t let me see the captain. I assume under the misguided assumption that I have romantic intentions.” She sighed. Basketball and soccer—the two best clubs in school according to the girls in my class.


  “Must suck being in a club that popular. Honestly glad the lit club’s got none of that relationship drama.”


  Tiara-san gave me a look. A very meaningful one. But she never did say the words that she was so obviously itching to. “Let’s just focus on scheduling that appointment, please.”


  She pressed a hand to the heavy gymnasium door and pushed. I pitched in, and the moment it swung open, noise crashed over us—basketball boys on one end, volleyball girls on the other. I kept my eyes focused on the boys while Tiara-san drifted toward the team manager. A part of me could appreciate what girls saw in the tall, athletic types. Number ten especially. Nice shot.


  Some of the guys started to glance at me, as if my introverted presence was some quizzical oddity. Before I could get too offended, though, I realized it wasn’t just me. They were also looking past me. At the volleyball team. Or more specifically, the two sore thumbs mixed in with the other practicing members. Yanami Anna and Sakurai Hiroto. Still in their uniforms. Hitting slowly arcing balls through the air. Laughing and smiling and just generally painting a nauseatingly sappy picture.


  All those girls to himself. There had to be a rule against that somewhere in the bro code, right?


  Finished partaking of his overflowing cup, Sakurai-kun left Yanami to chat with who I thought was the team captain and trotted up to me. “Fancy meeting you here, Nukumizu-kun. Doing the rounds with Basori-chan?”


  “Uh, yeah. Something like that.” Didn’t know what else to say.


  He seemed to pick up on that and lightly lowered his head, careful not to make a scene. “I’m sorry.”


  “What? Why? You don’t have to—”


  He interrupted me with one of those tired smiles of his. “Because I told you I was resigning, but here I am getting in Basori-chan’s way. I pretty much lied to your face.”


  “I mean, I’m fine.” I glanced toward Tiara-san, who was busy arguing with the basketball team’s manager.


  Another lopsided smile. “Things are a little awkward in the student council.”


  I could imagine. Tiara-san did her best, but she was pretty bad about wearing her heart on her sleeve at the best of times.


  “Being student council president’s a big commitment,” I said. “I’m sure you have your reasons.”


  “Maybe. But I’ll be the last person to tell you what those are. Feelings are confusing like that.” This smile was a little sad. “I really thought I was better at letting go.”


  I looked at him. He was quiet. Contemplative. And through that briefest of silences, a bubbly voice cut like a knife. “Nukumizu-kun! Whatcha doin’ here?” Yanami wandered over, dabbing her sweat with a handkerchief.


  “Seeing the basketball team,” I said.


  “I getcha. Sellin’ snake oil.”


  “Selling what?” Did she know what that meant?


  Yanami crossed her arms like she did. “I hear politicians do that during election season. I bet it tastes awesome.”


  Maybe it did. If anyone was dumb enough to try it, it’d be her.


  “Sorry about that, Nukumizu-san. I managed to settle on a time tomorrow after school, before…” Tiara-san looked up from her pocket agenda. “Oh. Sakurai-kun. I didn’t see you there.”


  “Got an appointment with the basketball team, huh? You’re one step ahead of us.” He glanced at Yanami. Hadn’t she rejected their last captain a while back?


  Yanami, ignorant, willfully or otherwise, tapped me on the shoulder. “Who’s that?”


  “Who’s who?” I followed her gaze to the gym’s front door—where a girl lingered, camera in hand. Her skirt was on the short side. One of the fashionable types. Upon realizing we’d noticed her, she skittered away.


  “Ah,” Tiara-san replied exasperatedly. “What remains of the ‘bird watchers,’ now known as the journalism club.”


  So I’d finally laid eyes on them. They weren’t what I expected. Pretty cute, for one thing. Books and covers and all that.


  “Why are you staring at me?” Yanami asked.


  “Uh, no reason.” My bad. Instinct.


  Ending a protracted debate early, Tiara-san stepped between us. “Time for us to move on, Nukumizu-san.”


  “Wasn’t this the last stop?”


  “Rest assured, there’s a mountain of work that still needs doing. Now let’s go before we make a nuisance of ourselves.” With unusual insistence that came seemingly from nowhere, she started shoving me out of the gym.


  Behind us, Yanami tugged on Sakurai-kun’s shirt. “That’s our cue for a team huddle.”


  “I suppose it is,” he said. “It was good seeing you two.”


  “Uh, yeah,” I replied.


  Yanami took Sakurai-kun’s arm, side-eyeing me. “Hey, I’ve got two walnut anpan if you want one.”


  “But they’re yours. I couldn’t,” Sakurai-kun insisted.


  “Just one for me. I’m on a diet.”


  Side-eyeing them myself as they went, I asked Tiara-san, “So what’s that work that needs doing?”


  “I’ll find something,” she grumbled back.


  So much for that mountain. I gave her a confused look—she answered with pursed lips and a furrowed brow, all mystery.


   


  ***


   


  Evening the next day, I’d finally managed to drag my exhausted husk of a body to the bike lot. We were finally done canvassing all the clubs, and Tiara-san wasn’t being quite so combative anymore. Progress. Still hadn’t settled on a sponsor yet, and if she thought she could sleep on it until I finally just ended up doing it myself, she had another thing coming. I was a very principled individual. Not easily swayed.


  My bike had a visitor. “Komari? What are you doing there?”


  “W-waiting for you.”


  Right. Dumb question. I scratched my cheek. “Sorry I haven’t been around. Has Yanami-san shown up at all?”


  “S-sometimes. To feed me cutlet sandwiches.”


  Her campaign was going well, sounded like. On track for dietary problems.


  “I’ll be back next week,” I said. “Basori-san will be busy with sports festival stuff, so I’ll be free.”


  “D-do you mean it this time?”


  “Pretty much all that’s left is her speech and making some posters. She can’t really do much else until voting day, when they do the endorsement speeches and all that. Trust me.” She glared. “I’m not joining the student council. I mean it.”


  “B-but you’re helping the vice president. With vice president things.”


  “Maybe.” I tore my gaze away from her.


  “Y-you don’t do well with peer pressure, Nukumizu.”


  “Me? Please.”


  Unconvinced and unamused eyes peered through her bangs. “R-remember the go-home club?”


  “Maybe.” Nope. Not arguing.


  Komari shuffled her feet. “A-are you free tomorrow?”


  “Saturday? Think so.”


  “St-stay free. I wanna t-talk about something,” she said, then scurried off, skirt fluttering behind her.


  Curious. Couldn’t be a date. Too grumpy for that. Which meant it could be anything, and that was terrifying. I sighed and dunked my bag in my bike’s basket.


   


  ***


   


  Saturday morning. The sky was still in the sky. Dizzyingly high as usual. I was at a big discount store, ten minutes by bus from Toyohashi Station. The penguin in a Santa hat on the sign out front offered little solace in this trying time.


  “I’m so in trouble.”


  Komari would only invite me out for one reason, and one reason only: to chew me out. As evidenced by the fact that our meetup spot got changed from Central Library to this place at the last minute. As it happened, this establishment was popular with the sort of outgoing people who actually did things on their days off. It was all to soften me up so she could come in for the kill. I just knew it. Granted, Komari would be just as vulnerable.


  In any case, it behooved me to prepare a tribute. Yanami would have been easy. Just give the girl a roasted sweet potato and let her go to town. But Komari’s vice was BL, and that required careful consideration. Maybe a gift card for books? Or just straight cash. Yeah. I checked the contents of my wallet.


  Only then did I notice she was staring at me. She wore a plain, short-sleeved shirt under a brown vest, paired with an equally plain skirt. Plain being the operative word. Endearingly so, but I kept that to myself. A compliment like that would have sailed right over her head and probably landed me in even deeper trouble.


  “S-sorry if we’re late,” she mumbled, eyes glued to the ground.


  “We, uh, have an audience,” I noted. With her were her little rug rats, Susumu-kun and Hina-chan. They stood on either side of Komari.


  “M-my parents got called into work. I have to l-look after the shrimps.” She played with her bangs.


  Susumu-kun looked askance at her then bowed to me. “Hello, Mister.”


  “Hey there,” I replied.


  As I recalled, the kid was in fourth grade. Doing way better than his sister already, and even me. When I was his age, all I cared about was video games. The girl hiding in Komari’s shadow was her little sister, Hina, the most adorable creature on two legs in all of Toyohashi. I guessed she was about four.


  “Neecha friend?” she babbled.


  “Yup. Remember me? You can call me Nukumizu.” I smiled at her, and she stumbled out from behind Komari.


  “Nukumizu,” she repeated clumsily.


  “That’s right. Nukumizu.”


  With a shy nod, she retreated back to safety. My heart.


  Komari sighed in relief. “I-is this okay?”


  “Totally fine. I’m glad you brought them, honestly.” Lower likelihood for drama, so the kids were all right by me. I crouched and smiled at Hina-chan. “So where are you off to today?”


  Still clutching her sister’s skirt, she quietly replied, “Shopping.”


  “Hey, anything you want, I’ll—”


  “D-don’t you dare,” Komari snapped at me. Already in trouble. Big sister? More like big meany.


  “Let’s get going. What’re you shopping for?”


  “H-Hina needs—hey! No running!” Komari hurried after the little ones as they scampered into the store, hand-in-hand.


  Something about it brought me back. I followed through the automatic doors, indulging in the impromptu nostalgia.


   


  ***


   


  A million products lined a million shelves, each with its own brightly colored price tag. It was, in a word, overstimulating. Komari and I strolled behind the kids, until the extraordinarily low price of some detergent on sale caught my eye and I had to stop. Holy moly, that was cheap.


  Komari tugged on my shirt. “Y-you’re gonna get split up.”


  “Have you seen this? This stuff never goes on sale.”


  “Y-you’ll live.”


  Yes, dear. Meanwhile, the shrimps had found the gift aisle and were eyeballing bags of candies and snacks.


  “Hina-chan mentioned she was here to shop,” I recalled. “Ochugen? Guess it’s about the season for mid-year gifts.”


  “Wh-what? No. Her preschool’s doing a sl-slumber party. She needs pajamas.”


  Fair enough. Maybe four was a bit young for complicated gift-giving etiquette.


  Komari jogged up to the slowly meandering children and grabbed their hands. “St-stay close or you’ll get lost. Like Nukumizu.” She was terribly good at wrangling. Noticing me staring, Komari frowned. “Wh-what? You’re creeping me out.”


  “Just thinking you’d make a good mom.”


  She croaked. “D-di—” But before she could spit out her usual catchphrase, she met eyes with Hina-chan. She cleared her throat. “Th-that right there, Nukumizu.”


  Hina-chan suddenly lit up. “That right there, Nukumizu!”


  “Uh-huh. Nukumizu’s got lots of those apparently,” I replied cheerfully. Man, what a cutie. Komari could be too, without that awful scowl she was sending my way.


  Komari led us up an escalator where a toy section awaited. The shrimps instantly scattered. She sighed. “B-brace yourself.”


  She went after Hina-chan, so I took Susumu-kun. He was stopped in an aisle, eyeing up the toy replica of one of those belts transforming heroes wear. Those things were fancy as hell these days. I picked one up. “How’s this thing work?”


  “You don’t leave the card in. You swipe it.”


  Hm. I followed his instructions, swiping the card, and the belt lit up and announced the name of one of the hero’s special moves. “Huh. I get it now. The cards don’t all have unique voice lines, do they? That’d be nuts.”


  “You can combine them like this too.”


  Bro, this thing was awesome. Susumu-kun gave me the full walkthrough, and I went through every option. Why weren’t toys this cool when I was a kid?


  “You wanna try?” I offered.


  “No. I’m too old for that now.”


  Apparently I wasn’t.


  “So what’s hip with the kids at school then?”


  “Mostly games. Do you know MonTore?”


  That was a co-op game where you and friends went around hunting monsters, I was pretty sure. The latest entry was supposed to be the best one yet. I’d been considering trying it myself.


  “Yeah, but that’s co-op, isn’t it? Is single-player any fun?”


  “Why wouldn’t you just play it with friends?”


  Why? Why, indeed. Touché.


  We passed the tokusatsu stuff and came to the games, where Susumu-kun picked something up. “I’m the only one who doesn’t have it, so I always just watch. But I’ll have enough when I get my allowance next month.”


  “Saved up that much, huh? Wow.”


  “Yeah. I haven’t been using it on anything.” He smiled, bashful but proud. Honestly, the kid was a solid role model for Komari. Then, quietly, “Hey, so was today supposed to be a date?”


  “No?” I replied, half questioningly.


  Susumu-kun looked confused. “It wasn’t? But you were going to hang out together, weren’t you? Why’s that not a date?”


  Huh. Kid made a good point. The only date experience I had was that one time with Yakishio, so it was hard to say. “Well, you see, dating and hanging out are two very different things.”


  “How?”


  I met his earnest eyes head on. “Only one involves holding hands.”


  “But I hold hands with her and Hina all the time.”


  “Same with my little sister, but family doesn’t count. One boy, one girl, completely unrelated, holding hands. That’s a date.”


  Susumu-kun didn’t seem to appreciate the weight of this revelation. “Neechan spent so long picking clothes. I definitely thought it was a date.” Komari had a concept of fashion? Color me surprised. They grow up so fast. Susumu-kun whipped his head around. “Where’s Hina?”


  “With your sister. Over there somewhere, I think.”


  We wandered into a toy aisle in search of them, and found them with a bunch of stuffed animals and a little house for them to live in. Dolls: perhaps the longest running piece of serialized content in human history.


  Hina saw me, then came running with a bunny and a bear. “This is Neecha and Niicha!”


  “Oh, is it?” Of course it was. I turned to Komari for help.


  She patted Hina-chan on the head. “Sh-she names her dolls after us back home.”


  Bunnies and bears under the same roof. What a tumultuous family. But what was “family” really?


  Hina-chan showed me an otter next. “This is Nukumizu!”


  So what did that make me? Her brother? Her dad? Not an unwelcome concept. I took the otter and stared at it as I contemplated this.


  “Hey!” Hina-chan reached into the shelf and took out a small box. It was a cute toy miniature of a triple bunk bed. “I’ve been looking for this!”


  “Th-that’s not what we’re here for.” Komari tried to snatch it away, but Hina hugged it tight.


  “But I finally found it!”


  “N-not what we’re here for. Let’s go, Susumu.”


  “Uh, Komari?” I asked.


  Komari took the boy around the corner, appearing to vanish. If it weren’t for the fact that I could see her bouncy hair tuft and half her face poking out from behind the shelf. I approached, and she hissed at me, “Y-you’ll give us away.”


  “You’re doing that yourself,” I said. “I’ll keep an eye on her. You guys go ahead.”


  Komari eyed me harshly for a moment. “Y-you better not buy it for her.”


  I could only promise to try. She and Susumu-kun went on, while I crouched down next to Hina-chan. “You really want it, huh?” She only nodded in response. “But maybe you have something like it at home that you can use instead.”


  “We only have two beds at home.”


  So…less than three, I supposed. Maybe she had the regular bunk bed version, and it just wasn’t enough. I’d learned my lesson about questioning the fixations of others from a certain bespectacled senpai and gotten a crash course on lefts and rights at the same time.


  “Well, hey, I agree it’s pretty cool. What about it do you like so much?”


  She was quiet for a little while longer. “We can sleep together.”


  That complicated things. Telling her no would send the wrong message and probably hurt her feelings, but I’d be in hot water again if I went and bought it for her.


  “I think maybe being in different beds would make them sad,” I said.


  “It would?” Hina-chan stared up at me, wide-eyed.


  I nodded. “I think Susumu-kun and your big sister Chika like sleeping together, and it would be awfully grown up of you to share your bed with them for a while longer. What do you think?”


  Hina-chan stood there for several seconds before finally, just barely, nodding her head and then putting the box back on the shelf.


  “Look at you, being so mature,” I praised. “Now let’s find your sister.”


  I took her hand, and we started walking in the direction they’d gone off in. The tiny, warm presence in my palm reminded me of when I’d been that small…and how frustrating it was to not be understood, completely oblivious as to why.


  “Hina-chan’s on her way,” I muttered to myself, nearly running over Komari in the process. She squawked, leaping from her hiding spot. “Oh. There you are.”


  Hina-chan let go of me and threw herself at her sister. “Neecha! Found you!”


  “Y-you sure did,” Komari said. “Let’s do that shopping, hm?”


  “Yeah!” She clung to Komari now. I was old news.


  Just a little sad, I quickened to match her pace. “Pajamas, right?”


  “R-right. We’re going to the kids’ clothes now,” Komari replied. For a slumber party at her preschool. Had we ever done those at mine? “M-most of her clothes are hand-me-downs,” she added quietly. “I wanted these to be hers.”


  Didn’t have much experience in that field, being the oldest, and Kaju couldn’t get enough of my stuff. Sure confused our parents.


  Komari suddenly perked up. “H-hey, where’s Susumu?”


  “He wasn’t with you?”


  “I-I’m gonna go look for him.”


  Like clockwork, as Komari left for the toy section again, Susumu-kun revealed himself. He pushed a yellow bag into his little sister’s hands. “Here, Hina.”


  “What is it?”


  “Don’t get used to it.” Susumu-kun put on a pretty unconvincing act of indifference.


  Hina-chan pulled out the bag’s contents and lit up. It was the triple bunk bed toy. “Is this mine?!”


  “Hurry and put it back before Neechan sees!”


  “’Kay!”


  He seriously snuck off just to buy that for his sister.


  Komari came back gasping for air. “S-Susumu…don’t…run off again.”


  Again with that cool act, he looked away. “I was just doing my own shopping.”


  Komari took one look at the bag in Hina-chan’s arms and figured out everything. Defeated, she patted her shrimps on their heads. “D-did you say thank you, Hina?”


  “Uh-huh… Nuh-uh! Thank you, Niicha!”


  “Whatever. I wanted to buy it,” Susumu-kun huffed. “Let’s just go already.”


  A filial tsundere. You love to see it.


  “I-I said no running!” Komari shouted.


  “Niicha, wait!”


  Always given to fleeing, those ones. Komari and Hina-chan ran after him, and I slowly followed, doing what I did best. Observing.


   


  ***


   


  Errands complete, we found ourselves seated in a food court. The experience of eating ankake spaghetti in one of the tiny chairs in the play section was surreal, to say the least.


  Komari stopped tending to Hina-chan long enough to notice me staring. “Wh-what? Eat.”


  “Why not let me help so you can eat? You haven’t had a bite.”


  “I-I’m fine. You help Susumu.”


  “I can eat on my own, Neechan,” he protested, huffily biting into a creamy croquette.


  We’d chosen none other than Toyohashi’s famous Ciao for lunch, and, man, were their pasta portions insane. Especially for a food court option. Komari was sharing with Susumu-kun, and Hina-chan had the luxury of ordering off the kids’ menu, but I was all alone in my struggle. Part of me wished Yanami would wander past and help me out. Forkful after forkful. The noodles seemed endless.


  Hina-chan went for her bag. “So my pajamas are, um, they’ve got stars like Neecha’s.”


  “E-eat first,” Komari admonished. “Hold on. Your mouth is dirty.” She gently used a napkin to clean the mess.


  Another forkful. Some of the pasta stuck to the bottom, burned to the hot plate. Whole lot of family moments going on that I felt horribly out of place in today.


  Surreal. Very surreal.


   


  ***


   


  Shopping: done. Lunch: eaten. All our business was taken care of, so naturally we went to the arcade next door.


  I rubbed my distended belly while the shrimps raced between crane machines. “Those are some high energy crustaceans.”


  “Th-this is them on good behavior. Because you’re here.” Good god. I felt for her. A smile crept across her lips as she watched them. “B-but they’re having fun. Which is good.”


  “Was this for them?”


  She nodded softly. “D-Dad got called in. Had to cancel their plans. Hina cried.”


  “Hm. Guess that makes me Papa for a day.”


  Komari made a violent, guttural noise. I waited for the abuse, because I probably deserved it, but it never came. She just stood there, shaking, red in the face.


  “But, uh, not in a weird way,” I clarified.


  “G-god, you’re stupid.” Next came the cold shoulder. I was in trouble. Again.


  The little ones scampered over. Susumu-kun shouted, “Neechan! Play that with us! It’s four-player!”


  “Urgh,” Komari grunted. “J-just one game.”


  “Which ‘that’?” I asked.


  “This way!” Susumu-kun urged.


  “C’mon, Nukumizu!” squealed Hina-chan.


  They pulled us over to a table. An air hockey table.


  “This is four-player?” I questioned.


  “Sc-scared?” Komari taunted me with a snide smirk.


  Oh, it was on now. Susumu-kun stood next to me while I stretched. We had our teams: us versus Komari and Hina-chan.


  “No handicaps?” I jabbed.


  “I-if you don’t think you need ’em,” Komari shot back, inserting a coin into the table.


  Susumu-kun was locked in. “She’s seriously good.”


  I recalled her bragging about that not too long ago, but “good” to younger siblings didn’t mean much.


  A red puck popped out of the side. The game was on. The puck glided in front of Komari. She snapped her wrist, a sharp whack, and then it was gone. Sucked into our own goal.


  I stammered in disbelief. “What even happened?! I didn’t even see!”


  “I tried to warn you!” Susumu-kun said. “Here comes more!”


  But this time it’d be on our side of the field, no? That was my next mistake. Assuming. The next instant, the field was littered with mini pucks. Since when did air hockey tables do this?!


  By the time I’d even processed what just happened, we were down several more points.


  “Defense, Nukumizu!” Susumu-kun shouted.


  “I can’t block what I can’t see!”


  And that was how we lost 870–120. It was a massacre. The Komari sisters shared a high-five.


  Susumu-kun patted me on the shoulder. “You tried.”


  Comforted by a fourth grader. At least the kid was nice, which was more than I could say for Komari and the incredible hubris plain on her face.


  “Where’s the coin machine, Komari?” I whipped out a thousand-yen bill.


  She scoffed. “G-gonna need more than that.”


  “Don’t you worry. Shibusawa Eiichi’s waiting in the wings with another 10k.”


  The results of my derring-do don’t warrant recording. Let’s just say I left the arcade with one less Shibusawa and a few extra Kitasatos.


   


  ***


   


  They say kids have unlimited energy. Maybe they do. I wasn’t an expert in the field, but I could definitely say they had an on and off switch. Flip it off, and they were out like a light.


  The four of us sat on the long, full-aisle seat at the back of an Oroshidanchi bus, Hina-chan fast asleep in my arms. Susumu-kun dozed on Komari’s left, swaying with the bus’s shaking.


  “I-is she heavy?”


  “Nah, this is nothing. She’s a feather compared to when Kaju sits in my lap.”
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  “G-give her back.” I didn’t deserve this. As I gently patted Hina-chan’s back, Komari quietly continued, “Th-thanks, by the way.”


  “Eh, I like air hockey.”


  “F-for the whole day, I mean. Spending it with us.”


  Didn’t see how that warranted a thank you, but I didn’t argue. The bus was quiet, and the gentle swaying nearly made me drowsy too.


  Komari straightened Susumu-kun’s bangs as he slept. “H-he spoils Hina. I swear.” She smiled like she wasn’t actually all that offended.


  I adjusted Hina-chan on my lap. “He said he was saving for a game. I know that toy wasn’t cheap.”


  “W-we all spoil her, really.” She turned her smile to me. “It’s my job t-to make sure Susumu isn’t left out.”


  Crazy to see Komari, who was essentially our class mascot, being a real big sister like this. I watched a big crab on a sign pass us by. “You mentioned wanting to talk about something, didn’t you?”


  Last night. She’d seemed serious about it too. I wasn’t dying to be in trouble again, but I couldn’t just let it go unaddressed.


  Komari studied Susumu-kun’s sleeping face. “I-I decided it doesn’t matter anymore.”


  “Was it about the election?”


  She shook her head. “I-I know better than to rely on you. But I trust you.” With a gentle expression, she stroked her brother’s hair. “Y-you said I’ll always have you.”


  The bus thunked. We swayed in silence. A loudspeaker announced the next stop, but no one signaled the driver, so we drove right past it.


  “I can be reliable,” I argued lightheartedly.


  Komari gave me one of her trademark cheeky glances. “Y-you’re a doormat.”


  Someone got off at the next stop, leaving just us and the driver. The bus slowly rolled out again. We were next.


  “S-so,” she started to stammer, “you’ve been to…Basori’s house?”


  How did she know that? Wait. Right. Tiara-san had blurted it in the middle of the classroom.


  “Just to get me some Chikapyon merch, that’s it. Plus, her brother was there.” And that was the truth. Even if I was still sans a Chikapyon.


  “D-does she come over? To your place.”


  “Basori-san? At my place? Don’t be…um.” She had. Once. As Kaju’s guest. Komari’s judging gaze was too much for me. Desperate for a change of topic, I blurted, “Hey, you’re still the only one who’s bathed there. Yakishio only ever showers.”


  “D-die.”


  The kids go to sleep and the gloves come off, apparently.


  Hina-chan started to squirm and blink her eyes open. “Nukumizu? Neecha?”


  “R-right here.”


  “I want Neecha.” Hina-chan reached for Komari.


  While the bus was stopped at a light, I plopped her over onto Komari’s lap. She had to adjust her grip a few times. “You good?” I asked.


  “F-fine. Susumu, wake up. We’re almost there.”


  He groggily rubbed his eyes. “I’ve been up.”


  As soon as we stopped, he was the first one on his feet. Sudden grumpiness aside, he and I had broken the ice pretty well today. Bonds between bros could cross even generational gaps. I stepped off the bus to walk next to him, when suddenly he smacked me on the back.


  “Huh? What’s up?” I asked him.


  “You’re stupid!” He hit me again, then bolted.


  “S-Susumu!” Komari sharply called after him.


  He whirled around and stuck his tongue out at me. “You’re stupid and dumb!” And that was the last thing he said to me before sprinting home, the machinations of his mind an enigma.


  Komari grimaced at me. “S-sorry. We’ll have a talk when we’re home.”


  “I mean, don’t worry about me. I’m just confused. What was that for?”


  She gave me a look. “L-like you don’t know.”


  I didn’t. I really didn’t. “No, seriously, what did I do?”


  “F-figure it out yourself,” she spat, then turned her back to me.


   


  ***


   


  The following Monday after school, Tiara-san and I were at our usual table in the courtyard, holding our usual meeting. My mind wandered to Saturday’s wholesome, family friendly tangent. What was supposed to have been a relaxing time. So what was the deal with Susumu-kun? Calling me both stupid and dumb would imply I had erred in some way or failed to pick up on some kind of social cue. Or maybe verbal abuse just ran in the family.


  Tiara-san ahem’d. “Nukumizu-san. Your attention please.”


  “Oh, sorry. Repeat that?”


  “Regarding our plans moving forward, the general address and the posters are one week from now. A week thereafter is—”


  “Election day.”


  She nodded. “Exactly. Candidates and their sponsors will give speeches, and voting takes place immediately after. Naturally, the quality of said speeches will greatly affect how students will vote. We’ll need to work together closely, to ensure our scripts are on the same page, no pun intended.”


  “Hey, I’m not speaking. Just helping.”


  “I’m aware.” She frowned earnestly. “Shikiya-senpai claimed you were easily swayed. That was an attempt at enticement.”


  Wasn’t feeling very enticed. “Yeah, gonna have to try harder than that. How about we work on that general address?”


  “I’ve already prepared an outline.” She handed me a number of papers. On them, the wants of the people we’d visited were delineated and annotated with relevant school and city ordinances. Sheesh.


  “The student council always this thorough?”


  “Obviously we don’t have nearly the budget or power to accommodate every single item, but we can pass the requests to the faculty. It’s important that we operate with an understanding of the general consensus of the student body.” She flipped the page in my hand. “Apparently, I struggle with naturalistic writing. My prose, I’m told, is rigid and difficult to follow. What I’d love is if I had any acquaintances skilled in writing whom I could consult with.”


  Coincidentally, she was sitting next to the president of the literature club. Alas.


  “What about your senpai on the council?” I asked.


  She scowled. “I will not rely on them. This battle is mine.” Surprised at the tone of her own voice, Tiara-san cleared her throat to reset it. “I’d also rather not put anybody in an awkward position. Sakurai-kun is my competition, after all.”


  Tiara-san wasn’t the only one the president and Shikiya-san had to look out for. With Sakurai-kun around, no doubt any amount of involvement would have made things weird.


  “He has the advantage in terms of support, that’s for sure,” Tiara-san went on. “That’s why we need to get to know our peers better. Further our understanding of the kind of school—”


  “Hold on,” I interjected.


  Her back shot up straight. “Yes?”


  “We’re like, in clear view of the classrooms and the faculty office. Can we move this indoors?”


  Tiara-san blinked several times. “As I’ve already said, we’re a suitable enough distance from the buildings and breezeways so that we won’t be overheard. I can’t imagine a more private place to strategize.”


  I recalled the time she gave me that scarf in the middle of an open lake. She wasn’t wrong, but it was the eyes that were bugging me.


  “As I was saying,” she continued, “I’d like to use the general address to grow our supporters, allotting a space on notice boards for comments or—”


  “Hold on. Got a message.” And with perfect timing too.


  I took my phone out and froze. There was a single notification from Komari that simply read, “Second-year hall. Now.”


   


  ***


   


  The notice board in the hallway thronged with people. Normally, the classroom hallways were barren after school, so what was the deal?


  Tiara-san took it upon herself to make her way forward while I took my time being dumbstruck. “Excuse me. Coming through. Sorry.”


  I respected it and promptly availed myself of the path she forged. Now what was all the commotion about?


  “N-Nukumizu!”


  Something rammed itself right into my solar plexus. Grimacing, I looked down to find the culprit. “K-Komari? What’s going on?”


  “Th-they came out of nowhere. I-I was trapped.” She clutched my necktie with trembling hands.


  As if I weren’t already being sufficiently strangled, Tiara-san tugged on me next. “Nukumizu-san! Look!”


  She pointed to a newspaper-sized poster stuck to the notice board.


  “‘Tsuwabuki Post, Special Election Extra’?” I read aloud.


  What, just some article about the student council? I looked at the headline next and immediately wished I hadn’t.


  It read, quote, “Student Council Election or Love Proxy War?!”


  Whatever that meant. Seriously, what the hell did that mean? I kept reading. “A nasty situationship with known, beautiful second-year girl turns political when noted womanizer and enemy to women everywhere suddenly joins the fray.”


  Had to be Sakurai-kun. The guy was popular. And that candidate allegedly using the vice president position as bait to seduce some guy? She was right next to me. Shaking like a leaf. Redder than I thought was possible to get.


  “Th-that’s libel!” Tiara-san sputtered. “That is not why I approached you!”


  “Yep. I know. Don’t worry.”


  “Don’t you tell me not to worry! How am I the one being targeted when you…! You’re the one always saying these things, and leading me on, and…!”


  Whoa, how’d this become about me? Even Komari was nodding along. Still wouldn’t let go of my tie.


  “Okay, okay, can we just, y’know, turn the volume down a little?” I pleaded.


  The eyes. Oof, the eyes.


  With the half of my brain that wasn’t busy placating Tiara-san, I continued to read the article. Damn, the villain, guilty of cajoling the beautiful second-year girl, referred to as A-ko, not only robbed the former basketball team captain of a chance at love, but even ditched the girl after he’d had his fun? Two-timing a pair of student council girls? Eyeing up the first-years? Yikes, they were tearing Sakurai-kun apart.


  I went on reading, but the article stopped midway through the story. At the bottom, in big, red gothic typeface were the words “Read the rest on the journalism club website! Pay online!”


  I had to say it out loud this time. “What the hell?”


  Intermission:
I’ll Have You Know I’m Kind of a Big Deal


   


  UNO-UNO WAS A CAFÉ IN TOYOHASHI STATION. Seated at a counter inside, watching strangers pass by through the window, were Yanami Anna and Himemiya Karen.


  “Aren’t you busy with the election, Anna?” Karen picked up her cup of strawberry milk before tilting her head, sending glistening waves of luscious hair over her shoulder; the air itself seemed to twinkle around her.


  “The general address draft is done, so all we’ve got is the photo shoot for posters. Sakurai-kun’s got sports festival stuff to worry about, so it’s probably fine.” Yanami ogled the ice cream float that the waiter brought. Her eyes twinkled.


  “I guess the sports festival is the last thing on the student council’s agenda, isn’t it? They must be swamped.”


  “Every high schooler’s swamped. That’s life. Mm, this is so good!” Yanami inhaled another bite.


  Karen watched her worriedly. “So, um, what are you two exactly? You and Sakurai-kun.”


  “Uh, classmates? He’s yours too, Karen-chan.”


  She frowned. “Why endorse someone who’s just a classmate? I’m just wondering is all.”


  “Nukumizu-kun got scouted by Basori-san, didn’t he?”


  “Well, yes, but…” Karen suddenly lit up, sending sparkles through the air. “Oh, I get it!”


  Yanami nodded. “Yup. Now, no matter who wins, the student council owes us. Plus, wouldn’t it just be cool to moonlight as the student council vice prez? Looks good to colleges too.” She put her lips to the glass and drank the ice-creamy soda.


  “Oh. I see. But being in the student council won’t be a walk in the park, you know.”


  “Eh, Nukumizu-kun’ll help if I make him. He can’t tell me no.”


  Karen doubted things would go as smoothly as her friend seemed to think, but she also knew worrying about her was a waste of time. She relaxed, playfully sticking out her tongue. “Okey-dokey. I thought it was to get back at…” She quickly shut her lips tight.


  “You read the article, I’m guessing.”


  “I, um, wouldn’t worry about that, really. Nobody actually believes it. Put it out of mind, I say.”


  Yanami smirked with a haughtiness that betrayed an utter lack of worry. “Hard to blame the press, really. I was kind of a big deal when I was a first-year.”


  “I’m sorry?” Karen’s dear friend started swiping on her phone until it displayed the Tsuwabuki school newspaper. The paid version. “Anna, you actually bought it?!”


  “Hey, it’s about me. Gotta know what the people are sayin’.” She looked down at the article, grinning her face off. “They really gotta work on their fact checking, though. Me and Nukumizu-kun? A thing? He dumped me? Nah. I turned him down out of hand.”


  “What?” Karen threw her hands over her mouth.


  “Props on the writing, though. Something about ‘love proxy war over known, beautiful second-year’ just really rolls off the tongue. Plus, Nukumizu-kun’s totally an enemy to women. They got that part right.” Yanami was on cloud nine and even began to hum to herself.


  Karen timidly raised her hand. “Um, Anna?”


  “You may speak.”


  “You and Nukumizu-kun aren’t dating right now, right?”


  “Not now, never have. Why?”


  Something somber came over Karen’s expression. “Meaning there’s nothing stopping Basori-san from making a move on him. Is there?”


  “Puh-lease. The prude doesn’t have it in her. She’s always nitpicking him. If anything, I think she might hate the guy.”


  “But if that’s true, why would she ask him to endorse her?”


  “Because she doesn’t know any other guys. She’s one of those straitlaced types. Doesn’t talk to boys much.”


  “Hm. Okay. I just thought you’d be more bothered about him going to her house.”


  Yanami’s phone shook in her hands. “Wh-why would I be? Nukumizu-kun’s harmless. He’s cool as a cucumber when I’m at…his place.” Then she froze, her eyes glued to the screen.


  Karen peered at her. “Anna?”


  No response. The phone slipped from her hand and fell to the floor. Karen went to pick it up and was met with a passage from the article.


  “Upon enrolling, A-ko was exceptionally popular among boys, but this esteem would peak only a month into her high school career,” it read. “With the transfer of K, her presence was utterly overshadowed. Prestige, boys—will the election return to A-ko all that she’s lost? Only time will tell.”


  Upon reaching the article’s end, Karen swiftly hid the phone behind her back. “Y-you shouldn’t be reading this junk, Anna! Really!”


  “Why? Doesn’t bother me. Not me. Not a bit. Doesn’t bother me.” With every utterance, Yanami withered a little bit more.


  Sensing an imminent crisis, Karen placed a menu in front of her. “Here! Get that bad taste out of your mouth. My treat!”


  “Really? Can I pick anything?” Life began to return to the shattered girl.


  “Anything! Don’t be shy! They’ve got great cakes.”


  “Well, anything’s a lot of options. I could get carbonara. But I could also really go for something with porcini sauce.”


  “Oh. Pasta’s fine too. I guess.”


  “Pardon? Say something?”


  Karen shook her head. Who was she to judge her best friend’s happiness? So she watched as Yanami gleefully browsed the menu. In silence, she watched and prayed for her.


  Loss 3:
Crimson Rhapsody


   


  AN ALMOST UNCANNILY PEACEFUL WEEK WENT BY. For me, at least. For Tiara-san and Sakurai-kun, it was a hellish one filled with prep work for the sports festival.


  And now it was Sunday. Yanami, Komari, and I were at an athletics stadium in Nagoya, a few train rides, including one subway, and a couple dozen minutes from Toyohashi. Yakishio was competing there at a regional track meet—an interhigh—with a spot in nationals on the line. She’d already qualified for the 1500 that morning, totally sweeping the competition. She only had to place within the top six in the finals, and she’d be going to nationals.


  We sat among scattered spectators on the bleachers, Komari in the middle clutching her hands together. “Y-you think Yakishio will be okay?”


  Yanami thrust her hand into a bag of popcorn. “Sure she will. Lemon-chan’s fast.”


  “S-so is everyone else.” Komari had a point.


  Just then, she shot up. A familiar face had appeared—lit club alumna Tsukinoki Koto. She spotted us and waved. “Sorry we’re late!”


  Same voice. She hadn’t changed.


  “S-Senpai!” Komari booked it to her, taking her hands and bouncing with joy.


  As they approached our spot on the bleachers, ex-prez Tamaki appeared next. “Long time no see, guys.”


  Once pleasantries and the whole reunion song and dance were done with, the girls split off to do their girl thing while he and I sat together. “How’s college?” I asked.


  “Challenging, that’s for sure. Didn’t think I’d be drowning this hard in homework and essays right from year one.”


  “Not much time for anime or light novels, huh?”


  “Always time for anime and light novels. Living alone rocks, man. Nothing’s more freeing than being the only one responsible for the consequences of your actions.” He grinned. “No time for anime? Write your report while you watch. No time for reading? Don’t sleep.” He clenched his hands into fists, brimming with passion. “I can put whatever crap I want up on the walls and no one can complain! Hell, I’ve got the whole ceiling! I could have a body pillow if I wanted.”


  “Tsukinoki-senpai doesn’t complain?”


  “She has no right.” The passion was suddenly gone. “Every square centimeter of her room is half-naked men. Every solitary second, there’s some BL voice drama playing like it’s ambience at a café.”


  The absolute state of their relationship. At least he wasn’t humble-bragging… I think.


  “So things are going well,” I said.


  “More or less. What about yourself, Nukumizu?”


  “What do you mean?”


  Tamaki-senpai leaned in. “Come on. Made any progress with anyone? Don’t tell me it’s that first-year I’ve heard so much about.”


  “You’re barking up the wrong tree. I’m barely even a man to these people.” I laughed. “Wait, you know about the new girl?”


  “I know she sounds one-of-a-kind. She not here today?”


  She was one-of-a-kind all right. That, I could not deny. As a matter of fact, she was supposed to be here before the final, at least according to her. I looked around for her just in time to catch her climbing the stairs.


  Shiratama Riko and I met eyes. She trotted over, waving. “President! Sorry I took so long!”


  “No worries. Hasn’t started yet,” I said.


  She kept trotting… Man, she was slow.


  When she finally made it, she put a hand to her chest and exhaled heavily. “Excuse me,” she giggled. “I just couldn’t wait to see you.” She blinked at Tamaki-senpai, finally noticing him. “Oh! You must be Tamaki-san. Nice to meet you. I’m Shiratama Riko.”


  “Pleasure’s mine,” he said. “I’d introduce myself, but sounds like you already know me. Over there’s Tsukinoki—”


  Shiratama-san suddenly wrapped her hands around his. He nearly choked.


  “Is this key yours? I think you might have dropped it.”


  “Oh, uh, seems like it,” Tamaki-senpai sputtered. “Thanks.”


  Shiratama-san beamed. “Good thing a good girl like me found it. If I were naughtier, I might have followed you home.”


  “Er, be my guest.”


  The hell was that simp doing? Grinning like an idiot, that was what.


  Tsukinoki-senpai swiftly inserted herself between them. “Hey there. Shiratama-san, right? I’m—”


  “Oh my gosh, you must be Tsukinoki-san! I’ve heard so much about you.” She released Tamaki-senpai and politely bowed her head.


  “I’m sure you have. And nothing good, I’ll bet.”


  “Oh, plenty good. You’re even prettier than I expected. Gosh, all my senpai in the lit club are such amazing people. I feel like such a sore thumb.”


  “O-oh.” Tsukinoki-senpai was instantly dumbstruck. An ominous breeze blew by.


  Shiratama-san cocked her head. “What’s wrong? Let’s sit and talk!”


   


  ***


   


  I returned from the bathroom right as the women’s 400-meter final was kicking off. Twenty minutes to Yakishio. I was actually getting a little nervous for her.


  Before I could quite make it to my seat, an arm weaved itself around my shoulder. “Sup, Nukumizu?”


  [image: ]


  “Oh. Hey.”


  Tsukinoki-senpai had been lying in wait. And that didn’t feel like hyperbole, from the way her glasses gleamed. “Heard you’re up to something with Basori-chan.”


  “I guess if helping with the election constitutes ‘up to something.’”


  “Gonna join the student council if she wins?”


  “Not if I have anything to say about it.” I slipped out of her grasp. “You were vice president in your second year, right? How was the election for you?”


  “A whole thing, lemme tell you. The president at the time was a real character. Lured me in, then did none of the actual campaign work.”


  “So you did everything?”


  She shook her head. “I didn’t do jack either. Just the speech.”


  “And you…won?”


  “Sure did. I can still remember the teachers escorting me off stage like it was yesterday.” Did I want to know? I decided no. “You know, I wonder why I got picked in the first place. My grades were in the toilet, and whatever the opposite of a teacher’s pet is, that was me.”


  “Uh, who knows.”


  She stared out at the field, not elaborating. I joined her just as the last athlete crossed the finish line. Winners and losers, all running on the same track.


  Tsukinoki-senpai broke the silence. “So. When the election’s over, what’re you gonna do?”


  “Huh?” Not join the student council. Hadn’t I already said that?


  She loosened up. “Sorry. Weird question. Let’s regroup with the others, eh?”


  “Sure. It’s almost time.” As we walked, she reached up and ruffled my hair. “H-hey! Quit it.”


  “You’re in for it, Nukumizu-kun. Hang in there.”


  I wasn’t in it already? She kept on ruffling, so I just dissociated and let it happen.


   


  ***


   


  It was time for the 1500 meter final. Yakishio was in lane five. When the announcer called her name, she raised her hand and bowed. There was something about her. Something different from the time we raced. Something more mature.


  We all collectively gulped as we waited for the starting gun. But man, Shiratama-san smelled good. Another new perfume?


  “On your marks!”


  That snapped me back to real life. I knew the phrase. With it, the runners took their positions and assumed their postures. The gun went off, and Yakishio shot forward like a bullet. The rest of Tsuwabuki’s track team down on the first row erupted in cheers. Yanami and the others cheered, but Komari stayed quiet, hands still clasped.


  She didn’t need to worry. Yakishio only continued accelerating. There was no drama. No conflict. No battling for position. It was just her out there. The others were just following in her wake.


  Nationals were coming to her. Yakishio’s words, back in the nurse’s office. I knew few people as graceless as her. As sensitive. Few people as strong.


  One last lap, but the gap between her and second place never stopped growing. Suddenly, I was standing. Shouting her name. The race was as good as decided, so why bother? Why get so heated? Before I knew it, Komari had joined me.


  Yakishio bolted across the finish line with a dozen seconds to spare. Even as she slowed, it seemed less out of fatigue and more out of obligation. She faced the audience and punched her fist into the air.


  “Sh-she did it!” Komari sputtered, grasping at me. “H-h-holy crap, she did it!” But she quickly changed her target to Yanami. They hugged and bounced together. Figures.


  Decidedly hugless, Tamaki-senpai patted my shoulder. “I’ve got a spare pair of arms for ya.”


  “Tempting, but no,” I replied with a laugh, adrenaline still pumping through me.


  “I’ve got one for each of you,” Shiratama-san chirped, holding her arms out for us. Was that allowed?


  Tsukinoki-senpai took advantage of our moment of indecision and lifted the girl up in a bear hug. “How about you let moi warm up that cold heart of yours?”


  “Ohmigosh, Tsukinoki-san! You’re so strong! Where are you taking me?”


  We never found out before she was gone. So that was how she’d protected her man all these years.


  Something tiny scuttled up next. No time to breathe. It was Asagumo-san, forehead gleaming, pumping her fists up and down excitedly. “She did it! Lemon-san really did it!”


  “Didn’t know you were here,” I said. “She was something, huh?” 


  She fiercely nodded, at a loss for words, then scuttled off again. No chill, that one. But if she was here, that probably meant she was joined by someone. Sure enough, where she ran off to, Ayano was there, dabbing his eyes with a handkerchief. Understandable…but in front of his girlfriend? Couldn’t help reading a little too much into that.


  Meanwhile, back on the track, the men’s 1500 was getting underway. Only a few more events, but that was the last one Tsuwabuki would be taking part in. Nothing left to do but wait for the award ceremony.


  I sat back down, the excitement finally beginning to fade. Yakishio. She really did it. She walked the walk in the most definitive way possible, snatching her ticket to nationals without breaking a sweat. Maybe she really would run away with them. 


  “Whew, that girl’s fast.” Yanami sat down next to me.


  “That’s putting it lightly. Her time’s competitive with last year’s national winners.”


  “Yup. That’s our Lemon-chan.” She stuffed her face with popcorn. “So how many more’s she gotta win before she can go?”


  Yanami looked at me. With eyes of pure innocence, she looked right at me.


  “That… That was it.”


  “Huh.” One more handful of popcorn. “Huh?! That was the final?! Holy crap, she’s fast!”


  “She sure is.” I smiled and nodded. A must-have technique in every Yanami handler’s toolbox.


  That day, at the Tokai Interhigh Track and Field Champi­onships, running the 1500, Tsuwabuki second-year Yakishio Lemon took home gold—and a ticket to nationals.


   


  ***


   


  The high still lingered a little, even after school the following Monday. Half my mind was still back at the track as I stared up at Sakurai-kun’s new poster in the hallway. Gentle smile. Hand outstretched toward the viewer. A girl stopped to take a photo of it. Popular as ever, that guy.


  Next to his handsome mug was his general address. A policy outline of student council and club reforms. The last item on it was notably…inconsistent with the rest.


  “It was a valiant effort, Nukumizu-kun. Sorry not sorry.” Yanami whipped her hair back, then haughtily knocked on the address. “That last bit was yours truly. Good luck resisting voting for us at the polls.”


  The item in question: adding the cafeteria menu to the student council website. Her admission reassured me that Sakurai-kun was still himself.


  “Do you even use the cafeteria?” I said. “You always bring your lunches.”


  “That’s why you’ll always be one step behind.” She produced a strip of bread crust from her pocket and waved it at me. “Work that narrow-minded brain of yours and tell me what happens when you read the cafeteria menu while you eat your own bento.”


  “You make a mess. You usually do.”


  “No, and no I don’t. Answer: You get the best of both worlds. It’s basically two meals in one. You get your bento and school lunch for the day. It’s pretty much a diet cheat code.” She triumphantly bit into her bread.


  Her logic aside, Yanami eating only a single meal at a time was the closest thing to a diet she’d gotten to in all my time knowing her. Good for her.


  I glanced at Tiara-san’s policy address next to Sakurai-kun’s. Increased club budgets. Greater transparency between the student council and the student body. It was solid—an austere document that had taken me an eternity to convince Tiara-san to shorten. The character limit was the easy part.


  Yanami poked my cheek with her bread. “Where’s Basori-san’s poster? You guys not make any?”


  Wait, that was a good question. I took out my phone, and with uncanny timing, I got a message from the girl in question: “Can you please meet me at the usual spot?”


   


  ***


   


  Tiara Campaign HQ—the courtyard stone table—was notably absent of the all-important Tiara-san. Being an ambush predator by nature, it was unlike her to not be there before me.


  As I scanned the area, I noticed a girl walking over from the breezeway. It was none other than Chikapyon from the currently airing These Girls Are Not Safe for Work. Her second season design, to be specific, in all her striped thigh-high glory. Episode nine, “Operation: I Spy Thigh,” was straight up 100 percent cotton.


  …Chikapyon?


  I rubbed my eyes. Had I finally snapped? No. No, that was definitely Chikapyon standing before me. In a Tsuwabuki uniform, yes, but she had the striped socks, and that oh-so-perfect hint of thigh between them and her short skirt. A territory of absolutes. She had the long, straight hair, with those two short, bouncy pigtails that poked out above each ear. But her eyebrows were a little thicker than I remembered, and I didn’t recall her having a freckle on her neck and—oh my god, it was Tiara-san.


  I stared at her. She stared at her feet. “S-sorry,” she said. “I meant to be here sooner.”


  “I, um, wasn’t waiting long.”


  She drew circles in the dirt with her toes. “N-notice anything?”


  “Um. Like what?”


  I noticed quite a few things. So many I kinda needed her to narrow it down.


  “L-like this. Lookie.” Her face as red as could be, she put her tufts in her palms and bounced them up and down. “Y-you like that?”


  I had no words. None. I could but observe. Lookie, if you will. What in the name of all that was holy had possessed Tiara-san that her (debatably) sedated nature could become so perverse? To avert my eyes from such sin would be sin itself, no?


  “O-okay, um… Nukumizu-san?”


  The bouncing slowed. The redness in her face spread down to her neck. But how much further could it go? I needed more data. She started to shake, and the red began shifting into blue.


  “Maybe we should—”


  “Will you say literally anything?!” she finally exploded.


  “Honestly, I’m still kind of processing.”


  “You know this character, do you not?! You like her, do you not?!” She stomped closer.


  I did like the character, but that didn’t answer why she was dressed as her. Before we could get to the bottom of that, though, a third party approached.


  “Excuse me there, I’m with the journalism club.” It was a girl with an excessively short skirt holding a camera. She smiled and bowed. “Basori-san, you still don’t have your posters, do you?”


  “I’m fairly certain I sent in my photo to the faculty,” she replied.


  “Right, well, that was from when you first joined the student council. They need it to have been taken within the last three months, so…”


  Weirdly specific, but sure. Tiara-san lowered her head. “I see. Apologies for the mistake, then. I’ll correct it as soon as possible.”


  “Thing is, they kinda want it today. So yeah. Off we go.” The self-proclaimed journalist grabbed Tiara-san by the arm and started tugging. With a professional smile, of course.


  “W-wait! Not in this! Anything but this!”


  “Hey, those posters need to be printed by EOD, and their patience is about spent.”


  “I, um, er!”


  Off she went, casting one last pleading look my way. But rules were rules. Alone again, I leaned back and stared at the sky. Still a bit of light left in the day.


  No, seriously. What?


   


  ***


   


  There was a café on the north side of the Tokiwa Dori shopping arcade by the station. It was a quiet place, located on the second floor of the building it occupied, and it really had the vibe of a business that had been around a while. The age of its clientele spoke to that as well.


  “Please. You have to understand.”


  Two days had passed since the cosplay incident. The thing groaning in despair, face-down on the table, was Tiara-san of course. Bit sad to see her back in her old hairstyle again so soon.


  “I understand you look pretty into…whatever pose that is you’re doing.”


  On my phone, I had a photo of student council presidential candidate Basori Tiara’s official campaign poster. Or maybe it was Chikapyon’s, because the pose Tiara-san had chosen was her iconic, twirling-index-fingers gesture.


  “It’s not my fault!” she blurted, lurching up. “She said to do something, and that was what I’d practiced! And for the love of God, put that away in public!” At least she was lively again. Back to her senses, she cautiously scanned the café. “So, anyway, why did you ask me to come here?”


  “You’re the one who said you wanted to get away. Also, here. I ordered for you while you were comatose.” I put a cup of grape juice in front of her.


  She inspected it. “It’s not coffee, is it?”


  “I know you don’t really care for the stuff.”


  “And how do you know that?”


  “Back at the board game café, you practically drowned it in milk and sugar, then chugged it.” I picked up my own cup of grape juice. “Plus, thought something sweet might help with the fatigue. I’m a coffee guy, personally, but this is nice too.”


  Tiara-san stared into her drink for a while before sipping through the straw. “It’s good.”


  “Right? Apparently they use grapes from an Azumino winery.”


  She seemed to calm down a little. Satisfied, I drank some juice from my own cup.


  “I swear you’re used to this,” she grumbled with a mild glare.


  “Uh, what?”


  “You’re used to handling women at their worst. This quiet, exceptionally private establishment. The sweet beverage. It’s all calculated.”


  Slander. “I used to come here with my parents as a kid. That’s all.”


  “That’s what you tell all the ladies, hm?”


  Now she was just being rude. She was the only person besides Kaju I’d brought here, for her information. In any case, she seemed well enough to handle the big question.


  “So what was with the outfit?” I asked.


  Juice sprayed from her mouth. She coughed into a napkin for a while before looking up at me with teary eyes. “Do I honestly have to spell it out?”


  “If it affects the election, kinda.”


  “Look, I just…” She wanted to do this the hard way. I pulled the poster back up on my phone, and she flew into a fit. “I was seducing you! I was trying to seduce you into being my sponsor!” Suddenly out of breath, she snatched her glass and downed several gulps at once.


  Seduced. In public. That went right over my head. “So your endgame was to hit me with the ‘won’t you help meow-t?’”


  “Yes! Basically! Without the meow!” The empty glass thudded against the table. Pretense was out the window now. “Please, will you reconsider? I want your support, Nukumizu-san.” She sat up straight and locked eyes with me, suddenly deathly serious.


  I hesitated. Why? “Why me? It’d probably be better for your whole campaign if you let the teacher recommend someone.”


  “Maybe. But I’m asking you anyway.”


  We were getting nowhere. I had to tell her no, frankly and in no uncertain terms.


  I opened my mouth to do so, but she beat me to the punch. “Do you know why I was nominated as vice president?”


  “It was Shikiya-san who put you forward, right?”


  She nodded, staring into her empty glass. “And I wondered for a long time why someone I’d barely spoken to would recommend me for a position like that. I’ve been too scared to ask.” Tiara-san retraced her memories as she spoke. “My first time meeting my senpai was as a volunteer, helping the student council with miscellanea. If you can call anything I did ‘help.’”


  “You’re exaggerating, I’m sure.”


  She shook her head. “You don’t need me to tell you that I’m absurdly stubborn and argumentative. The president often had to step in and mediate when I butted heads with someone. So when I was asked to be the president’s running mate last year, I thought it was a joke at first.” She wrapped her hands around her water glass. The liquid shook ever so faintly. “I think maybe it was pity. A consolation prize and a place they could keep an eye on me from.” She looked up. “That’s why I have to win. So I can exist in a student council where I’m on equal footing with my peers. My friends.”


  “And why me?”


  “The student council is drawn to you for some reason. You have something I lack. I can feel it.”


  Tiara-san looked deep into my eyes, fixing our gazes together. I couldn’t turn away. I smiled a little self-derisively. “Now that’s an exaggeration.”


  “No, it is not.” No hesitation. “When I gave my endorsement speech for President Houkobaru last year, I shook like a leaf.”


  “Oh. Right. I guess you would have given one of those.”


  “You would have listened to it, Nukumizu-san.”


  Right. My bad.


  She cleared her throat. “People have called me arrogant. Pompous. Accused me of riding the president’s coattails and abusing my authority. I’ve endured all that and more this past year, and now this year I’m going to do what she did. I’m going to stand where she stood and argue for myself, and to be honest, I’m scared out of my mind.” Placing a hand on her chest, Tiara-san took a breath. “I want your words. I don’t care if you mean them. I just know that if you’re speaking on my behalf, I’ll find the strength. Somehow.” Back to my eyes. Ensnared. “Please,” she said. “Just for now—just for this short while—can I be your best girl?”


  I sat there for a while. Unable to respond to this outpouring of her heart. Incapable of finding the right words to answer it.


  “Sorry,” she finally said. “I’m sorry if that was too much.”


  “No, um, not at all. I was just…”


  Another stretch of silence.


  In an act of mercy, Tiara-san called over a waiter. “Let’s have some coffee. My treat.”


  “But you don’t like coffee.”


  “No, I don’t. But if you do, I think I can get used to it.” What did me liking it have anything to do with her whatsoever? She pulled out a folded bundle of paper from her bag. “I’ve got the school newspaper printed out here. The election analysis section is actually fairly well written.” She spread them out on the table.


  “The journalism club does election analysis?”


  “They took a survey, if you’ll look here.” Her willowy finger indicated a pie chart conveying the standing of each candidate. Sakurai-kun sat at forty-five percent. Tiara-san, thirty. Twenty-five were undecided. They even had demographic information, showing that the bulk of Sakurai-kun’s supporters came from first- and third-year girls and second-year boys. She was leading with first-year boys. Unfortunately, none of it was all that useful.


  I peeked at the focused frown on her face, then took up the newspaper. “Still, we should take anything a tabloid says with a few grains of salt. They called Sakurai-kun an ‘enemy to women everywhere.’” Mudslinging didn’t sit right with me, even if he was technically our competition. I noticed Tiara-san was eyeing me with a strange look on her face. “What?”


  “I think the ‘enemy of women’ is you, Nukumizu-san.”


  “What?! How? Literally how could I be two-timing? I’ve never even had a girlfriend, much less two at once!”


  “I am aware your preferences lie with men.”


  “They don’t, actually.” Somehow, that calmed me right down. Tiara-san nonchalantly pulled out a notebook. “What are you doing?”


  “Apologies. Sometimes I jot down things to reconsider when I’m in a better headspace. Don’t mind me.” She sure had said a lot of important stuff for someone supposedly in a bad headspace. She mumbled to herself as she wrote. “Nukumizu-san… Omnivore… No standards…”


  Still a bit off the mark there. Really wished she’d stop glancing at me.


  I looked down at the newspaper, not wanting to disturb the healing process. With the added context that it was about me, I liked it even less. They made me out as some philandering, unprincipled flirt. The “beautiful A-ko” had to be none other than Miss Yanami Anna. What they’d written about her was somehow worse than me, and yet I found it less objectionable. Strange.


  The snap of a notebook shutting brought me back. “Sorry about that. I’m well again.” Tiara-san smiled peacefully, winced slightly at her coffee, then drank.


  “Straight black?”


  “Oddly enough, I mind it less than I thought I would. A little sugar wouldn’t hurt, though.”


  Ah, growth. I took a sip as she sweetened her drink. “Wait, this is kind of awesome. What’d you order?”


  “Kilimanjaro. The menu described it as ‘the king of coffee.’”


  That blend was about as expensive as one. Now I felt bad about this being her treat, and I was only more burdened with doubt. No rest for the wicked.


  Tiara-san glanced at her watch. “Nearly six.” She retrieved her phone from her bag while I wondered if she had a curfew or something. “The school newspaper will be uploading their newest issue soon.”


  “Right, they mentioned a website.”


  “I suppose you pay money to read the full articles, however that works. The yearly plan was discounted, so I subscribed to that.” Maybe she shouldn’t subscribe to things she didn’t fully understand. A few moments of hard squinting later, and she enthusiastically revealed the screen to me. “Nukumizu-san! Look!”


  “‘Vice President Basori’s cosplay debut, packages starting at—’”


  “Not that!” She shoved the latest survey in my face. Sakurai-kun was up to fifty percent, while Tiara-san had leaped up fifteen points, bringing her to forty-five. She was practically glowing. “This is huge progress! Do you think my proposed policies struck a chord, maybe?”


  “Maybe. Lemme see the breakdown.” I compared the numbers to the previous issue. “The jump mostly comes from boys. You’ve actually lost some of the girls. Meaning…how do I put this?”


  She leaned forward impatiently. “Go on. Don’t mince words.”


  “I think we have your poster to thank for this.”


  Tiara-san jolted. “Y-you mean…that?”


  Hey, it was good stuff. I borrowed her phone and skimmed the article. “They’ve got comments on this thing?”


  “What are they saying?”


  “Let’s see.”


  I hid the screen from her. A forum system for high school students to leave anonymous comments under pseudonyms. Was anybody’s guess as to what it would inevitably be used for.


  “Cosplay? Dude, what?” “This is so wrong.” “Sex sells, huh?”


  Lots of negativity. Go figure. Objectively speaking, it was an excellent photo the poster used. Low, teasing angle. The obvious embarrassment on Tiara-san’s face. It was probably just a little too avant-garde for our more grounded peers. I decided it best to shield Tiara-san from the trolls.


  “Vote for thighs!” “Chikapyon, Chikapyon!” “Chikapyonpyon!”


  And from the…others. While I was at it.


  “What? What are they saying?” she asked.


  “I think it might be best to distance yourself from this sorta thing.”


  “I’ve already been publicly humiliated. The distance has been closed.” Fair enough. She took her phone back and read in silence. Her eyelids gradually fell by the second. “I expected some of these responses. I did not expect others.”


  “That, uh, chant they’re doing. That’s from episode eight of season one, during the baseball part where—”


  “I know. I watched all twelve episodes of These Girls Are Not Safe for Work beforehand.” Huh. Well, season two was airing. Highly recommended. “What does ‘Lewdpyon violates my labor laws’ mean?”


  “Dunno. Don’t look it up.”


  I was on the same wavelength with more of my schoolmates than I thought. Anyway, at least Tiara-san was taking the…opinions well enough. It let me be worried about the real problem: the ratings. On one hand, she was only five points behind. On the other, there were only five points left. Assuming people voted the way they answered in the survey, even if we wooed every single undecided voter, it’d still be a tie. If she wanted to win, we’d have to dip in and steal from Sakurai-kun’s supporters.


  “Some of them are talking about Sakurai-kun,” she said. “Mostly girls.”


  “Never trust someone’s gender online.” That was rule one of the internet. Important that she learned it fast.


  If Sakurai-kun won the presidency, Yanami would be the vice president, but the lit club was already on life support. Even Komari was writing less these days. That got me thinking, we really couldn’t afford many more blows to our cohesion.


  Tiara-san sighed, lowering her phone. “To be perfectly honest, I didn’t actually think I stood a chance until this. We’ve got a real election on our hands now.” She looked at me, unwavering. “I intend to win. I want to be president, so that I can earn a spot on the student council that isn’t granted out of obligation. I’ll stop pushing the issue of you joining me, but I still want your help. Please, be my sponsor.”


  It wasn’t obligation, nor was it pity, that made her vice president. The president, Shikiya-san, Sakurai-kun—they all genuinely relied on Tiara-san, and they cared for her a lot. They worried about her. And that probably made it hard for her to believe in herself.


  I finished off my lukewarm coffee and set the mug down. “I don’t fight losing battles,” I said. Tiara-san nodded. “I’ll back you on one condition.”


  “O-oh. Oh no—”


  “Not that.” Quickly parrying what was undoubtedly a not-safe-for-work delusion in the making, I pulled up the picture of her poster on my phone. “When you give your speech, I want you to do it in this.”


  “Oh, well that’s certainly—excuse me?!” She stared hard at the picture. “I-I understand.”


  “Do you?”


  She nodded firmly. “I’ve heard of erotic humiliat—”


  “You do not.” When did she ever? I went on to explain, slowly, as if to a child, “What I’m saying is, according to the survey, most of your backing comes from first-year boys. Right?”


  “But my female vote is dropping.”


  “Among the second-years. That’s to be expected. A nail sticks out, your peers feel the urge to hammer. Show me the data again.” She pulled the website back up and set her phone in the middle of the table. “Look at Sakurai-kun. His growth is almost entirely from girls, while boys are pretty much stagnant. Among first- and third-years, it’s even dropping.” We leaned close and peered at the screen together. “He’s got the cute factor going for him, which doesn’t work with guys as much. Even if it does, they’re more likely to swing to the polar opposite extreme in denial. That means votes for you.”


  “Are you certain?”


  Very. She just had to take my word on this.


  “What I’m suggesting is we use the Chikapyon look to totally win over the male voter base,” I said. “That’s our best bet at a turnabout here.”


  “Won’t I be alienating the girls?”


  “They already don’t like you very much.”


  Tiara-san clutched her chest and groaned. It was the truth. She had to accept it if she wanted this to work.


  “What do you say?” I asked.


  “I…I’ll do it if you do.” She looked up from the phone, red in the face “I’ll give my speech next Monday, on election day, in costume.”


  “And you’ll get an endorsement speech from me, Tiara-san. That’s the deal.” I looked up too, and suddenly we were nose-to-nose. We both recoiled, awkwardly reaching for our coffee cups. “That’s, um, the deal.”


  “R-right. That’s acceptable.”


  We took simultaneous gulps, only to discover both of our cups were empty. In perfect sync yet again, we set them back down, trying not to grin.


  “I can tell you’re trying not to laugh, Nukumizu-san.”


  “I’ll do it if you do.”


  Our eyes met, and we laughed.


  Catching her breath, Tiara-san dabbed her eyes with a handkerchief. “Lord, you’re going to make me suffocate. Also, Nukumizu-san?”


  “Yeah?”


  “Don’t call me Tiara,” she giggled.


   


  ***


   


  Now that my fate was sealed, time was flying. Before I knew it, it was the Sunday night before election day. I sat at my desk, where my phone rested on speaker mode.


  “So that’s that. Our speeches are done?”


  “Seems so. I think we’ve both earned a break.” 


  The electronic hiss of her giggling crackled over the phone. “What’s so funny?”


  “The fact that yours was the draft that took the most time.”


  Well, as the lit club guy, that made me a little insecure to be quite honest. “Gimme a break, Basori-san. You know that’s only because we saved it for last. It had to rhyme with your speech.”


  “I’m not ‘Tiara-san’ today? Wow.”


  “I guess not.” She was doing this on purpose. After hanging up, I finally set my blue ballpoint pen down. “All right. Just gotta clean it up now.”


  Tiara-san’s biggest asset was her time as vice president. The strategy was to use my speech to illustrate her accomplishments in the position, then she’d make her mission statement about carrying President Houkobaru’s torch. We’d give them tomorrow after lunch—voting would happen right after. The quality of our delivery would make or break us.


  “How about a break, Oniisama?” Kaju said right into my ear. She placed a steaming cup in front of me. Chamomile tea, by the smell.


  “How long have you been in my room?”


  “Who can say?” Blatantly dodging the question, she went to pull back the curtains. “Cloudy. Can’t see the moon, can we?”


  “Supposed to be rain late tonight.”


  I leaned back in my chair, indulging in the sweet, chamomile-y scent. Despite my best efforts, I’d fallen right into endorsing Tiara-san. How close was I to doing the same for the student council vice presidency?


  Reliability. Trustworthiness. They weren’t the same, according to Komari. I had to put my foot down, if only to prove that I was a man with principles. Because I totally was.


  Kaju turned around as my cup clinked back onto its saucer. “Will you be joining the student council, Oniisama?”


  “Not planning on it. Wait, you know about the election?”


  “I know most things about you, my dearest Oniisama.” Funny joke. It was a joke, right? Kaju flumped onto my bed. She did technically have an in with Tsuwabuki’s student council, which was more than likely the source of the leak.


  “I’m not joining anything. Basori-san’s running for president, so I’m just helping her out.”


  “That’s a shame.” Kaju swung her legs, dangling them over the edge of my bed. “It would have been a dream, having you officiate my own admission during the opening ceremony next year.”


  “Gonna have to earn your spot first.” Just a little playful teasing.


  Kaju pouted, displeased, and flopped over. “I’m studying, you big meany. Just you wait. Soon enough, we’ll be riding the same bike to school.”


  “Afraid that’s not allowed.”


  Credit to her, she was seriously hitting the books. Hadn’t been visiting Tsuwabuki as much lately because of it. Ignoring her rolling in my bed, I turned my laptop on.


  Twenty minutes passed. My speech finalized, I stretched hard and only then realized Kaju had been awfully quiet for a while. I glanced over to find her clutching my pillow, fast asleep.


  [image: ]


  I pulled the blanket over her and went to close the curtains again. There were more comments on the journalism club’s website every day. Tiara-san’s foray into cosplay was as divisive as ever, winning over men at the cost of annoying women. She claimed to not care about the criticism, but then why bring it up to me in the first place? It was getting to her. That much was obvious.


  And I was making her go up there dressed as the very target of controversy. I couldn’t help agonizing—was it the right thing to do?


  “We’ve got to win,” I mumbled to myself.


  Just outside the window, I thought I saw a shadow sway down on the street. Squinting, it seemed to be person shaped. And there was only one person I knew to be queen of the shadows.


  Glass shattered from my phone. Shikiya-senpai.


   


  ***


   


  I stepped outside and handed Shikiya-san a portable charger.


  “Thanks. I’ll give it back…tomorrow.”


  That was all she wanted. Her phone was almost dead, and she needed a charge. A surprisingly bland request. Then again, my home had been invaded for that very reason once before, and less.


  Shikiya-san’s expression glowed faintly, illuminated by the pale light of her phone. I stared for a moment. Then, almost thoughtlessly, I asked, “What were you doing around here?”


  “Practicing…buses. And trains.” She cocked her head, as if confused by the question. Didn’t know I was talking to a princess straight out of a manga.


  “Right, you get driven partway to and from school. I forgot.”


  “Mm-hmm. Buses…teleport you. No fun.” Shikiya-san swayed. “But I have to…be better.”


  Unexceptional words that should have vanished into the night. But they lingered. For some reason, they resonated with me. Before I could understand why, though, she started getting antsy.


  “Where’s the tram?” she breathed.


  “Oh, just keep going that way and you’ll be on the right street.”


  “Okay. Thanks. I know it’s late.” She started to stagger away but didn’t get far before stopping. Just barely, I could make out her mumbling. “Um. You and…Tiara-chan…”


  “Tiara-san? What about her?” If she said anything else, I didn’t hear it. I opened my mouth to say something.


  “Nothing. Never mind.” Her hair fluttered without a breeze. And she started walking again. Into the darkness. So easily it consumed her, and before long she would vanish inside of it. A frail shade in the shadows.


  I stepped forward. “I’ll walk you.”


  She stopped. Her head rolled back, and pale eyes fixed themselves on me. “Okay. Thanks.”


  It was only a few minutes to the street. We walked in silence for every one of them. It felt like Shikiya-san was moving slower than usual. More time for me to unravel the tangled emotions in my chest. I had so many things to say to her, but that Sunday night, neither of us could muster a single word.


  The sound of cars grew. I realized this sort of upset me, and then we were there. On the street the tram ran along. A large, stone lantern illuminated our corner of the intersection, the tram stop just across from it in the middle of the road. Just one crossing away from us.


  Shikiya-san stopped in front of the lantern. “I can…ride a bike too.”


  “Is that safe? You keep training wheels on, right?”


  Shikiya-san swayed contentedly, unfazed by my objectively rude comment. “I’m getting better…at lots of things. A little at a time. It’s fun.”


  “Oh. Okay. That’s great.”


  Only “a little” to her. An increasingly mounting divide to me. Growing a little at a time.


  Tomorrow, either Sakurai-kun or Tiara-san would be the new student council president-elect. After the sports festival, the current student council would disband. Shikiya-san and President Houkobaru would move on toward their futures.


  Tsukinoki-senpai once said high school wouldn’t last forever. Meeting her last week, it was obvious how much she’d changed. Still Tsukinoki Koto, but not at all the senpai I’d gone to Tsuwabuki with. Seemed like everyone was on track for adulthood these days but me, and it was getting to me a little. But maybe that was just the nature of growing up. Sooner or later, like it or not, you’d be on your way.


  Sooner or later, like it or not, I’d be the one who changed.


  Shikiya-san stared at me. “What are you thinking about?”


  “How mature you are.”


  Her head wobbled lazily. “I’m still…only a kid.” Slowly, hesitantly, unsurely, her hand floated up to my face but stopped just before touching me. “Hey,” she rasped. “Tomorrow. The election. Tiara-chan…”


  I’d had a feeling she wanted to talk about it. She and Tiara-san were close, and we were up against Sakurai-kun. Understandably, she was probably worried about her.


  I waited for her to continue, but to my shock, she stopped herself. “Senpai?”


  “The, um… The speech.” She wanted to say something but just couldn’t. She swayed, casting her eyes down sadly. “I think…Tiara-chan’s avoiding me.”


  “That’s not—” My turn to second-guess myself. Tiara-san was definitely drawing a line in the sand with this election. Distancing herself. Avoiding the light of her friends on the student council so she could shine on her own.


  “Every day… After council business. She hurries home.”


  “She’s not avoiding you, Shikiya-senpai.” Not just her, anyway. But that wasn’t the right thing to say. Not now. “She’s been helping me with my speech. She’s just been busy with that.”


  Shikiya-san didn’t answer. Didn’t react. She just stood there, blending into the shadows. A car rolling down the National Route 1 highway cast its headlights over her, rescuing her from their grasp.


  “Help her win,” she rasped in a barely audible voice, staggering back. “Give her this.”


  “Senpai, stop!”


  Just as she crossed into the street while the walk sign was still red, I pulled her back as hard as I could. She came willingly into my chest as a truck roared past seconds later.


  I was panting for some reason. Didn’t loosen my grip. Shikiya-san let me hold her, peering up at me with those emotionless, pale eyes. So small. So frail. Like she might shatter in my embrace.


  “Senpai—”


  “You’re…hurting me a little.”


  It didn’t occur to me that I’d been squeezing her so tight. I released her, but she stayed where she was, pressed against my chest. The smell of sweat and perfume. It was dizzying.


  “You okay?”


  “I’m okay.” She grabbed handfuls of my shirt, still staring up at me.


  I broke our shared gaze and stepped back. The walk sign to the tram stop finally changed. “It’s green, Senpai.” She didn’t move. “You sure you’re okay? Seriously, be careful on your way home.”


  She swayed finally. “Punch.” The weakest right hook in the world landed against my chest.


  “Er, Senpai?”


  Shikiya-san silently turned from me and crossed. Halfway, she turned back and uttered something no more audible than a whisper. Most of it vanished into the din of passing cars, but one word managed to reach my ears.


  “Enemy.”


   


  ***


   


  Election day morning. Thick, heavy clouds hung low, shading the whole city like it was perpetually stuck at dawn. I walked down the deserted campus path with the tulip trees, at school a little early so I could read through my speech.


  Three minutes. It would be three minutes in all. The first would be spent introducing Tiara-san, her character, and for the remainder of the time I’d extol her achievements, careful not to make it sound too aggrandizing. Lastly, I’d segue into her speech.


  “There are the nerves,” I muttered, cursing myself for letting the heat of the moment convince me to actually do this.


  I looked toward the athletic field, where track was doing their morning practice. Yakishio had scored a spot at nationals in not only the 1500, but the 3K thereafter too. Wasn’t hard to pick her out of the crowd. Just find the one running while everyone else stretched.


  “Someone’s an early bird,” Yanami chirped.


  “Morning. Right back at you.”


  “What can I say? I’m pumped. Here. Eat.” She shoved a plastic container filled with cutlet sandwiches at me. Those were her thing lately. As was saving the leftover crusts in her pocket for later.


  We walked beneath the tulip trees together, and I somehow forgot about my nerves. Some sparrows tailed us, following Yanami’s literal bread crumb trail.


  “You’re giving a speech too, right?” I said. “Think you’ll do okay?”


  She winked at me, licking some sauce off her finger. “I’ve got the strat. Just pretend the audience is vegetables.”


  “Oh, I’ve heard of that. Potatoes, pumpkins, that sorta thing.”


  She nodded and pulled out another sandwich. “Yeah, that. A little butter on the taters, boil the pumps, or you can just eat carrots raw. See? Not nervous anymore. Oops. Ignore the drool.”


  Not even food could quell this girl’s hunger. Just Yanami being Yanami.


  To her credit, though, the pork in this sandwich was just the right amount of fatty. The sauce was flavorful, and the cabbage added a nice texture. Fried foods never really struck me as good for breakfast, but this?


  “This is pretty good,” I said out loud.


  A corner of Yanami’s lips curved up. “Right? Want more? There’s more. Get some meat on those bones, boy.”


  “Cutlets are good luck or whatever, so share some with Sakurai-kun, why don’t you?”


  The curve grew. “Aw, is someone jealous? Are you jealous that I’m spending so much time with him?”


  “Literally what gave you that impression?”


  She patted me on the shoulder. “There, there. Today’s the last day, and then we’re back to just plain old friends. Don’t be thorny. It’s unbecoming.”


  “I mean, I guess. That’s not an admission. I’m not jealous.”


  “Life gets easier when you’re honest with yourself, Nukumizu-kun.”


  Unbelievable as it was, Yanami had made a good point. What Tiara-san wanted most of all was to be acknowledged by her peers on the student council, but did that have to come at risk of jeopardizing what she’d already built with them?


  “You’re right, Yanami-san.”


  “I am? Huh?”


  Sometimes I forgot to explain before speaking. I stopped walking and faced her. “Sometimes it’s hardest to notice what’s right in front of you. Wouldn’t you agree?”


  “Uh, I guess? I mean, I’ve been there before, so…” She nodded with difficulty.


  Good. We were on the same page. I quickly continued, “If you want to move forward, you have to recognize that. Understand each other. Communicate the kind of relationship you want to have, right? It’s important to not take for granted telling someone how you feel about—”


  “C-can we, like, relax?! It’s way too early for this!”


  “Then when? The election is this afternoon.”


  She froze. “What are we talking about right now?”


  “Basori-san. Who else? Come tomorrow, things will go back to normal, but she’s got such bad tunnel vision, I worry she’s going to end up burning bridges at the student council. Why are you looking at me like that?” Yanami chewed slowly on her sandwich, then kicked me in the shin. “Ow! The hell?!”


  “That right there, Nukumizu-kun!” Huffing and with great dramaticism, Yanami marched off toward the school building.


  Seriously. The hell? I followed after her, limping, only to nearly run right into her. “What now?”


  “G-good morning, Nukumizu-san.” Greeting us at the shoe lockers was Chikapyon—er, Basori Tiara, deluxe edition, in her striped thigh-highs with that signature hint of skin. The pigtails above her ears bounced. Blushing fiercely, she pointed both index fingers at Yanami. “S-sorry, Yanami-san, but this election is ours!”


  Yanami, reeling from being totally Chikapyon’d, tried her best to grin. “Uh. Right. Best of luck.”


  She looked at me. I had nothing for her.


   


  ***


   


  Lunch was over. The stragglers in the gym returned to their classrooms.


  “I see both candidates and both sponsors. Let me go over how this will work.” President Houkobaru stood on the stage with us, looking us over. “Team Hiroto will go first. Yanami-kun will have three minutes to give her endorsement speech, while Hiroto will have five to speak for himself. Nukumizu-kun will go next, followed by Basori-kun. When all speeches are given, students will return to their classrooms to vote. This is a strict schedule, so I ask that you please stick to it.”


  Seeing us nod in understanding, she continued, “Strange as it is that we’re all friends here, everything happens for a reason. Don’t let that prevent you from delivering your very best. Speak from the heart, and the students of Tsuwabuki will listen.”


  A shadow crept up behind her before she could go on. “Hibari… Teacher wants you.”


  “I’ll be right there.” President Houkobaru strode away, hair flowing behind her.


  Shikiya-san stayed on the stage. For less than an instant, I thought I saw her glance at Tiara-san. After a beat, she turned around without saying a word.


  I sighed. Tiara-san trembled next to me, hands clasped in front of her chest. “Nervous?” I asked her.


  “V-very. We’re about to be standing in front of the entire student body. Are you not?”


  “A little, but I’m within the bounds of the law this time. Nice not worrying about getting busted.”


  “I think we’re talking about two different things.”


  Said too much. I’d left that life behind. “Got your script all memorized?” I asked, skillfully diverting the conversation.


  Almost sickly pale, Tiara-san nodded. “I’m the vice president. I’m used to public speaking. But the thought of facing all those people, dressed like this, I…”


  “You what?”


  I heard her gulp. The freckle on her neck moved. “I-I start to sweat, and my heart pounds. It must be nerves, right?”


  Right. Nerves. Totally not something awakening in her. Silently, I begged the powers that be to put this one down.


   


  ***


   


  Students started filing in soon enough. The four of us sat in the wing on stage left (right to the audience), on standby. Across the stage, on the other end, Shikiya-san and the president were going over things with a teacher. As the din outside grew louder and louder, I had to remind myself to breathe. Reading over my script stopped helping, and my eyes started to glaze over, so I gave up.


  Sakurai-kun and Yanami seemed just fine. They were occupied chatting. A bit closer together than necessary, but maybe that was just me.


  I turned my attention to Tiara-san, who wouldn’t stop messing with her skirt. “What’s up?”


  “Do you think this is too short? I’m worried people will see from down below. I made sure to match the anime, though. I’m sure it’s fine.”


  “Anime operates on different logic that makes most skirts impossible to see up. I’d maybe worry about it.”


  “I’ll just, um, go adjust.” Tiara-san disappeared backstage. Maybe we’d have earned more votes if I hadn’t said anything.


  Suddenly, Sakurai-kun appeared next to me. “Some mess I sure put us in, huh?”


  “It’s not your fault. Anybody can nominate themselves for whatever reason they want.” Sakurai-kun stared at me like I’d said anything but the objective truth. “What?”


  “That right there. I get it now.” Not him too. There was a low thud as the heavy gymnasium doors shut. Everyone was here. “Sorry, but I’m not pulling any punches,” he said. “No hard feelings.” Then he went back to Yanami. But why the apology?


  Tiara-san returned. “Sorry about that. We about to begin?”


  “Your skirt looks the exact same length it was before. You gonna be good?”


  “I decided the thrill—fashionability, rather, would be to my benefit.”


  That thing inside her was sounding dangerously wakeful.


  “Greetings,” the president’s steady voice boomed. “Momentarily, our student council president candidates and their sponsors will give their speeches.” The gym fell totally silent. “Beginning with candidate Sakurai Hiroto’s endorsement. Yanami Anna of class 2-C, if you’d please take the stage.”


   


  ***


   


  Endorsement Speech for Sakurai Hiroto: Yanami Anna


   


  Yanami took position behind the lectern at the center of the stage and adjusted the microphone. “Testing, one, two.” An unnecessary amount of testing later, she cleared her throat. “Uh, hello. My name is Yanami Anna. I guess you could call candidate Sakurai-kun and me classmates.”


  A bit of a lax start on the surface, but the crowd was still ice cold. If she wanted that butter to melt, like any good stand-up, she had to warm them up with some casual-speak first.


  After a bit of that, she leaned into the mic. Time to get to the meat. “So I’ve got a question for you guys. Bread or rice?” Scratch that. Were we still in the warm-up phase? Was this the microwave of speeches? Yanami continued, unhindered by the obvious confusion of her audience. “Me, I’m a bread for breakfast kinda girl. Quick. Easy. Perfect when you’re on the go. But for lunch? Rice. That’s right. It’s the power of rice that fuels me through afternoon classes and beyond.” She scanned the audience. “My point, I assume, is self-evident.”


  She assumed wrong. Oh, Sakurai-kun. He’d signed off on this? I glanced at him, and it looked like he was actually enjoying this. His ability to go with the flow was awe-inspiring.


  Yanami cleared her throat again. “Indeed. Sakurai-kun is rice! Gentle, warm, accepting. No matter the dish, from stew to oden—no matter what, rice is there for you!” And she was off. She didn’t need an audience to keep going now. “I like to think of myself as a nice roe, and I call Sakurai-kun a friend. Mentaiko, karaage, gomashio—rice goes with everything. Sakurai-kun is friends with everyone, and he’ll be your friend too!”


  She pointed to our side of the stage. Sakurai-kun poked out of the curtain briefly.


  “He won’t tear your heart out and spit on it like gomashio-kun will. He listens to me. He hears me. Gomashio-kun, frankly, could stand to learn a thing or two.” Who knew sesame seeds and salt could be so terrible. Also, why was she looking at me while she ranted? She faced the audience again. “The student council exists to create a better school life for all of us. To join us together, so that we can walk toward a common goal. I leave you all with this: Who better to lead, to relish each and every one of you, than the soft and fluffy hands of Sakurai Hiroto?!” She smacked the lectern. “Vote Sakurai Hiroto and never be starved of anything again! Vote Sakurai Hiroto and let there be rice for all!”


  Deafening silence. There was deafening silence, followed by scattered applause as the people slowly recovered. Yanami raised her fist in the air, and the moment she backed away to exit, the crowd went wild.


   


  ***


   


  Well, she’d riled them up nice and good, but what exactly had we just listened to? Thank god it was after lunch.


  Yanami returned to us, high-fiving Sakurai-kun on the way and flashing me a smug glance, which I ignored. Sakurai-kun, for his part, was calm as ever. He stared out at the stage, concentrating.


  “Next,” the president announced, bringing order to the frenzied crowd, “Candidate Sakurai Hiroto of class 2-C will present his speech. The stage is yours.”


   


  ***


   


  Candidacy Speech: Sakurai Hiroto


   


  Sakurai-kun bowed in front of the microphone. “Hello. My name is Sakurai Hiroto, and I’m currently the student council treasurer.” His voice was measured, calm—a complete one-eighty from Yanami’s performance. He looked out over his audience. “But seeing as I work primarily behind the scenes, I’m willing to assume most of you don’t know me.”
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  A few shrill voices cried out “I do” from the audience. I was only a little offended.


  “My role in the student council has been a supportive one. I have no flashy accomplishments to boast about, but the things I have helped us accomplish, I’d like to share with you.”


  I expected orthodox from him, but this was pretty much bog standard as far as speeches went. Sincere. Being an existing student council member, it only made sense to leverage that experience, and he did, relaying bland but nonetheless impactful changes he’d been a part of like being able to reserve things on campus online, budget reforms, better lighting around girls’ sports facilities, et cetera. It was a well-crafted resume.


  A little too well crafted.


  Tiara-san touched my arm. “Show me your speech.”


  “Got it right here.”


  Our plan was to start with past accomplishments, while Tiara-san’s speech would go into her future plans for the council. Some of those accomplishments included the digitization of reservations for things on campus, budget assessments for school events, and better lighting around girls’ sports facilities.


  “He isn’t…”


  Tiara-san nodded. Sakurai-kun’s resume, those accomplishments of his—they were hers.


  Crafty. Very crafty. And targeted too. He hadn’t said a single lie. He’d technically been part of the student council when those things were enacted, and he’d even clarified his role was primarily a supportive one. One would be hard-pressed to find fault in his presentation, but if we went up there and recounted the exact same things as him, we’d be the ones to look bad.


  “Damn,” I muttered. “I never expected this from him.”


  “It’s a valid strategy. We took advantage of the order ourselves, hoping to leave a lasting impression by closing with the outfit. Sakurai-kun simply made the most of going first.” Tiara-san clenched her hands into tight fists. “Forget the script. You’ll just have to ad-lib. You’re good at that, aren’t you?”


  “Uh, no?!”


  Yanami side-eyed us. “Erm, everything okay over there? You’re up soon, Nukumizu-kun.”


  Applause. Sakurai-kun had just finished. He bowed once more to the audience, then returned to the wing, where Tiara-san greeted him with crossed arms. “Well played, Sakurai-kun.”


  “I’ll beg your forgiveness later, if it makes it at all better.”


  He’d better have been ready to beg mine. But griping could come later. Skimming my script again, it really was just a rerun of his. Was I seriously about to go up there in front of the whole school and improvise an entire speech?


  “Next, candidate Basori Tiara’s sponsor.” There was President Houkobaru. “Nukumizu Kazuhiko of class 2-C, the stage is yours.”


   


  ***


   


  Endorsement Speech for Basori Tiara: Nukumizu Kazuhiko


   


  I closed my eyes and breathed. No point fighting it. Time to go up there. After just one more deep breath.


  “Nukumizu-san! That’s your cue!”


  “I know. One sec. I’m almost ready.”


  “Get ready on stage!”


  “Hey!”


  Tiara-san shoved me out. Eyes. So many eyes. All on me. Maybe some of them would wander away while I walked to the lectern.


  Fingers shaking, I switched the mic on. “Um. Hi. I’m, uh, Nukumizu. Basori-san’s sponsor.” Already out of ideas. I coughed. This was so much worse than the club presentation in April. Here, I was alone. “Basori-san is a very, um, diligent person…”


  Another pause, and the silence was instantly suffocating. In real life, there were no deus ex machinas. No sudden revelations that you actually had it in you all along and just needed the right crisis to draw it out of you. No, this was just plain mortifying. Utterly petrified, I looked toward the wing, expecting to see Tiara-san’s disappointed face.


  But that wasn’t what I saw at all. I saw trust. I saw determination.


  She’d asked me one thing at the café. To be my best girl. And even now, she had faith in me. She trusted me. The me currently dissociating in front of the whole school.


  “Just before Tsuwabuki Fest. Last year,” I began. “That’s when I first met Basori-san.”


  I looked up at the eyes. All the eyes. The people who really couldn’t have cared less that I’d found my nerve. I was just some guy. Me. Nukumizu Kazuhiko. So, that was how I’d meet them. With a story about how some guy got to know her.


  “She immediately struck me as extraordinarily earnest. And granted she did go around in a maid costume saying ‘meow’ the whole festival, I still stand by that assessment.” Ignoring the intense emotions emanating from the wing, I continued, “The journalism club’s been covering this election closely, and I’ve seen the comments on their website. Some of it true, some of it not. A lot of it bad.”


  I thought of the face she’d make every time she brought them up. The mask she wore to hide the genuine hurt. I noticed.


  “I, um, have to be honest. Some of it I don’t necessarily disagree with. She can be stubborn. Stuck in her ways. Sometimes she has a temper. And yeah, she can be unreasonable sometimes.” More intensity from Tiara-san. I took a breath. “But when she gets like that, it’s never about herself. It’s always for someone else’s sake. Except this once. Nominating herself, campaigning to be student council president, that’s something she did for her.”


  Yeah. Maybe Sakurai-kun was more qualified. The guy had a good head on his shoulders. A likable personality. If I weren’t in this position, I probably would’ve voted for him.


  “I decided to back her because this is the one unreasonable desire I think she deserves to have. I’m sure you disagree. You think she doesn’t hold a candle to your current president.”


  But I was in this position. I was her running mate.


  “But she’s not her. Basori-san is Basori-san, and she’ll bring her own perspective. Her own strengths. And she’ll be a good president. Anyone who still has the balls to badmouth her…”


  And right now—so long as I was fighting up here for her—she was my best girl.


  “You gotta deal with me!” I shouted. “You put her down, and I’ll raise her up twice as high! You call her names; I’ll call her strong! A total mess, but better for it! Considerate and kind! Try me! I can go all day!”


  I huffed and wheezed, finally breathing again. I’d gone and said it all. Everything stuck bouncing around in my head. And the audience was dead silent. Not the greatest response. I glanced to the wing. Tiara-san was beet red in the face and doing the Chikapyon pose at me. Which was hopefully a good thing?


  A cold wind suddenly caressed my neck. “I can go…too.”


  Before I could process anything, the lights in the gym clicked off. A deep, impossible darkness permeated the entire space as people started to murmur. And suddenly, my world spun. Just as my eyes started to get used to the dark, I widened them in shock.


  I was back in the wing. Completely out of nowhere.


  The lights clicked on again, and the growing murmur spread. Standing in the middle of the stage, behind the lectern, was Shikiya-san. There, she swayed. The microphone howled.


  When it faded, she slowly rasped, “Shikiya Yumeko… Class 3-E… Tagging in.”


  Practically the entire audience gulped. Some of the lights flickered, and a few girls yelped in fear.


   


  ***


   


  Endorsement Speech for Basori Tiara: Shikiya Yumeko


   


  Not even President Houkobaru could have anticipated this. In the opposite wing, she was shaking her head and beckoning Shikiya-senpai over.


  She ignored it. “Student council presidential candidate…Tiara-chan…is the current vice president.”


  Personally, I was dumbfounded. Tiara-san yanked my arm. “What is she doing up there?!”


  “I genuinely have no idea what’s going on.”


  Yanami sent me a thumbs-up. Not helping.


  I kept an eye on the stage while I placated Tiara-san. Shikiya-san went on giving her speech. Talking about the time Tiara-san volunteered for campus cleanup last April, it seemed.


  “Tiara-chan had trouble…getting along with others.” That went without saying. Even when I first met her, she’d been plenty thorny. I could only imagine what it was like before. “But she took care of my flowers…while I was absent.” Shikiya-san swayed, eyes unfocused. Some students tried to find what she was looking at and found nothing, of course. “I thought…they’d be dead. I was so happy.”


  A series of seemingly unrelated anecdotes. But there was affection in every one. I could feel it, so surely Tiara-san could too.


  The rage in her gradually dwindled. “Shikiya-senpai is often pessimistic about the things she cares about.” Realizing I was actually listening, her tone suddenly turned curt. “So sometimes someone has to step in to take care of them for her. It’s a problem.”


  The flower story had apparently taken place before she’d even joined the student council. So why go to those lengths for someone Tiara-san hardly knew? How did she even know to?


  “What made you do it?” I asked.


  “Because I’m the same way.” Tiara-san glanced at me when she said that, then turned back to the stage.


  Shikiya-san’s idle musings continued. “She helps…everyone. Even people who say…mean things about her.” She swayed more and more dramatically. “Never expecting thanks. Or recognition. She just…helps.”


  Then she froze. Uh-oh. Did we have any emergency peach water in stock? The audience watched with bated breath.


  The swaying resumed. “But I didn’t…find her first.”


  That surprised me. She was the one to recommend her for the student council in the first place, so I’d always assumed Shikiya-san was the one who’d picked Tiara-san out.


  “It was Sakurai-kun…who told me. Said there was…a nice girl I should meet.” Tiara-san looked at Sakurai-kun, mouth slightly open in shock. He scratched at his face awkwardly. “Said she was hard-working. Kind. He wanted her…for the student council.” Shikiya-san swung left and right, rhythmically, happily. “So I met her. And she was cute. And earnest. And gullible… She was nice.” She was so excited to be gushing about her, even if it seemed to make the target of her affection a little uncomfortable. “I like her freckle. And how her soap smells. And the cute noises she makes…when I touch her back.”


  Okay, getting a little unhinged now. Tiara-san stopped trying to hide her shy smile, because it was quickly vanishing.


  “It’s cute how she wears…the wrong bra size. Although…it’s fitting more lately.”


  And now her hands were fists. She started shaking.


  Shikiya-san said her piece, swaying in silence for a while. Only a handful of seconds were left on the clock. “Tiara-chan…has a giving heart.” Then she fell forward onto the lectern. The audience buzzed. Shikiya-san clung to the mic, her voice near to giving out. “So I hope you…vote for her, but…” With the last of her strength, she inhaled with difficulty. “Sakurai-kun…is cute too. So I want you…to think. Really think…before you…decide.”


  A beam of light pierced through the window and landed right on her, spurning the audience to applaud, waking us all up from this ridiculously surreal thing that had just happened.


   


  ***


   


  Shikiya-san received a stern chop on the head from President Houkobaru when she got back to her place in the wing. Cute.


  I glanced at Tiara-san. Her face was hidden, but her body shook violently. “You people… You people…!”


  Uh-oh. Explosion imminent.


  “Hey, all’s well that ends well,” I said. “You’re up next.”


  “There’s a line somewhere, and it’s been crossed! Do none of you have filters?!”


  Who, me?


  “Apologies for the delay,” the president announced. “We’ll now proceed with our next candidate’s speech. Basori Tiara of class 2-F, if you please.”


  Swallowing the rant she so obviously wanted to give, Tiara-san put her hand on her chest, breathed, and focused. “I suppose I’ll just have to roll with the proverbial punches, won’t I?”


  “Oh. You recovered fast.”


  She flicked the short pigtails on either side of her head, then flashed me a toothy grin. “Wish me luck, Nukumizu-san.”


   


  ***


   


  Candidacy Speech: Basori Tiara


   


  The audience came alive when they saw Tiara-san take the stage. Easy to forget she was still in that cosplay.


  She bowed next to the lectern before moving behind the microphone. “My name is Basori Tiara, and I’m running for the position of student council president.” A professional start, if somewhat dissonant with her appearance. The excitement in the air slowly settled. “With Sakurai-kun as my peer, I actively serve as vice president on the current student council. I’m sure I’ve worked with some of you during one event or another.”


  A brief pause. Her tone became gentler. “My intention had been to tell you all about the things I’ve done during my term, but I wouldn’t want to retread old ground.” She sent a subtle smile Sakurai-kun’s way, toward the wing. Scattered chuckles from the audience. Tiara-san faced the people again. “Tsuwabuki was always my goal. Ever since junior high, I’ve longed to walk these halls.”


  This wasn’t the speech we’d discussed. But it did sound familiar.


  “My senpai were my heroes and heroines. Joining them here was my dream. High school couldn’t come soon enough.” She spoke as if to herself. It was more soliloquy than speech. “I dreamed of normal things. Of studying. Of dedicating myself to a club. Of leading a normal high school life.” Suddenly, her tone darkened. “I thought that I’d pass the entrance exam, be admitted, and join Tsuwabuki’s ‘normal.’ Reality had other plans.” Mild hesitation. “My grades are not good. In fact, they’re quite bad. It’s everything I can do just to barely pass each exam.”


  Just like that, it was public. Her deepest secret. Her insecurity.


  “I’m not athletic. I’m not personable. Oftentimes, I find myself unable to relate to my peers. I am not ‘normal.’ That was made plain to me soon after enrolling.” Something suddenly came over her. A kind of power. “About this time last year, I volunteered to assist the student council with an event they were hosting. My senpai acknowledged me, and they offered me a spot with them. And now, I learn I have Sakurai-kun to thank for that.” A playful smile. “The rest of my high school career is, well, let’s just say ‘fairly well known.’” But her joking demeanor soon faded. “I’ve made things difficult for a great many of you. Some of you, I’ve even hurt.”


  Sakurai-kun was next to me, nervous. I nudged him with my elbow and whispered a quiet reassurance, and a thank-you. He answered, “Don’t mention it,” and that was that. We continued to watch and listen.


  “Through my work at the student council,” she went on, “I realized I can’t be like the heroes or heroines I looked up to as a child. But I can raise them up!” She tore the mic from its stand. “All of you! I’m talking about each and every one of you! You’re the heroes and the heroines I wished so badly I could emulate!” Her cries echoed loudly in the vast gymnasium. “I—we, the student council, will create for you the environment you need to thrive! In your studies! At your clubs!” Regardless of the feedback howls, Tiara-san shouted her heart out, the paralyzing intensity of her emotions turning every single person into a statue. “But I am who I am! Weak! I know I’ll only keep making things difficult for you, and I’ll disappoint you, but I accept all that! Share those feelings with me! Hurl them at me with all your might! Do your worst!”


  I had to try really hard not to hear another kink in the making, but this was going well. The audience was actually resonating with the intensity. With her brutal honesty. The events thus far had been a confusing mess, so this might have been a breath of fresh air.


  Tiara-san leaned forward, red in the face. “What I’m trying to say is…!” Maybe a little too red in the face? “I—”


  She threw her hands up over her nose, dropping the mic onto the lectern. The speakers whined horribly. I had a feeling what had just happened but didn’t want to believe it.


  Tiara-san’s shoulders trembled. Yup. Here it came. People in the audience started to mutter to themselves.


  “What’s up with her? She eat too much?” Yanami asked, chewing on God knows what as if lunch hadn’t literally just ended.


  But Yanami aside, this was bad. How bad was yet to be seen, but I had to do something. Before I could find any tissues in my pockets, though, Tiara-san suddenly stopped shaking. In her eyes—determination.


  She removed her hands and clutched the microphone. Blood trickled from her nose.


  “What I’m trying to say,” she screamed, “is you’re my best girls and my best boys!”


  She breathed in hard and deep.


  And somehow even louder, she cried, “So please! Please let me stan you!”


  The speakers screeched and howled. For several moments, there was nothing but the sound of Tiara-san’s heavy breathing. Then she inhaled sharply one more time and pointed offstage. “Also! Shikiya-senpai! Do not call me Tiara in public!” Wiping the blood on her sleeve, she faced the students again. “This has been Basori Tiara! Thank you for listening!”
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  One more scream for the road.


  That day, the student council got its next president. Long be the reign of Basori Tiara the Crimson.


  Intermission:
Everybody, Do Your Share


   


  STUDENT COUNCIL ROOM. EVENING. HOUKOBARU Hibari and Shikiya Yumeko faced a whiteboard, scribbling something on it. Houkobaru broke the silence. “I’m surprised at you, Shikiya. Had she lost, you’d have had a lot to answer for.”


  “But she didn’t. Yay.” Shikiya drew a pretty red flower, largely indifferent to the gravity of the situation. “Did she…make it home?”


  “Hiroto saw to that.” Dissatisfied with her handwriting, Houkobaru erased several sentences, then rewrote them. “Shikiya.”


  “What?”


  “I still don’t understand. Why did you do it?” She referred, of course, to her impromptu endorsement speech.


  Shikiya stopped writing, eyes dancing as she searched for the right words. “They’re both…too cute to fight. Didn’t like it.” Her head fell to one side, an attempt at a cutesy gesture. “Sorry.”


  “Why? I’m not angry.”


  “Because…Sakurai-kun lost.”


  Houkobaru did away with the heavy mood at risk of descending with a lighthearted grin. “The strongest will won. It was a satisfactory conclusion.”


  “It doesn’t bother you?”


  “I know the student council will be in good hands if they’re Basori-kun’s.” Houkobaru’s marker squeaked against the whiteboard.


  “That’s…not really what I meant.” Shikiya didn’t elaborate.


  “It’s in the past,” the president replied curtly. Markers squeaked. No words were exchanged. Finally pleased, Houkobaru nodded at her work. “Have you made your decision?”


  Shikiya wobbled in place. “I’m…deciding. A little at a time.”


  “Fair enough.”


  Shikiya watched the president as she drew. “She’s nominating…Sakurai-kun for vice president.”


  “I thought she might. I’ll bet Hiroto accepts.”


  “Mm-hmm.”


  “Have you heard anything about any new members? It isn’t much of a council with just two.”


  “Tiara-chan…has ideas.”


  Houkobaru almost pressed the issue before stopping herself and smiling. “I suppose it’s unbecoming of the old guard to worry too much. There. Finished.”


  “I’m done too.”


  They clicked the caps back onto their markers, stood back, and admired. In the middle of the whiteboard in big letters was the message “Your turn!” with other parting comments and illustrations scattered throughout.


  “Hibari, is that…a penguin?”


  “Cute, isn’t he? He’s a penguin-human hybrid. I call him Manguin.”


  “Ethics…questionable.” Shikiya spun around behind Houkobaru and leaned her back against hers. She held a hand up over her head. “Did you…get taller?”


  “Probably. I don’t know how to stop.” Invisible to one another, with only their slow breathing to betray the melancholy, together they endured the slow dawning of reality. “It was fun. Wasn’t it?”


  “Mm-hmm.”


  The day after tomorrow, following the sports festival, the student council as it was would be no more, to be inherited by the new. Whether they liked it or not, time would march. And they had to march with it.


  “On an unrelated note, Shikiya, I have a question.” Houkobaru regarded a drawing of a cat on the whiteboard with curiosity. “Why did you call the cat a ‘car’?”


  It slept atop a pillow, with the caption “car pillow.” Shikiya moved next to the president to examine it. “Because…car cute.”


  “I see. That’s reason enough for me.” Houkobaru nodded.


  Shikiya stared up at her. “Can I…kiss your cheek?”


  “You may not. The mood doesn’t call for it.” Houkobaru’s proud gaze remained fixed on the whiteboard.


  Loss 4:
Enemy of Women Who?


   


  TRAGEDY STRUCK ON THE DAY OF THE SPORTS FESTIVAL: The weather was perfect. With the election behind us, the festival was the last item on the current student council’s to-do list, signaling a change in the status quo that would, frankly, go unnoticed by the vast majority of the student population. Personally, my work was done, so it didn’t interest me much either.


  Cheers pushed on the gaggle of extroverts as they raced. I watched from the sidelines, quietly recovering from the compulsory school-wide race and tug-of-war. I’d actually had a bit of confidence regarding the former, having broken the first-year average time back in March, but I’d made a miscalculation. I’d forgotten we were second-years now. It certainly didn’t help that my competition ended up being literally four members of varying sports teams plus Mr. Perfect himself, Hakamada Sousuke. Leave it to the protag to somehow steal first place from the track guys.


  Me? I’d secured a comfy spot in dead last. And now my shoulders ached. My everything ached, as a matter of fact. Just from one bout of tug-of-war. My days were numbered.


  “Get ready, Nukumizu.”


  “I know,” I replied, glancing at Ayano before turning back to the field. They were doing the co-ed relay race now. Naturally, I had exactly zero interest in the cacophonous pursuits of the socially inclined, but this one event demanded my attention. Class 2-E’s anchor was Yakishio. We’d situated ourselves right around the final corner.


  “Look! Look, she’s in the lead!”


  “I have eyes. Stop tugging.”


  The anchor’s job was to run the final, and longest, stretch of four hundred meters. The moment Yakishio set off, the crowd went wild. In the blink of an eye, she rounded the first corner at a pace that seemed impossible to maintain for the distance. She was fast. Real fast. Always had been, but even more so these days. I was speechless.


  Ayano crossed his arms and nodded. “Bet you didn’t know Lemon’s short-distance times are still shrinking too.”


  “Wait, really?”


  “She timed herself for reference before the relay and nailed a personal best.”


  Smug. I shrugged. “Bet you didn’t know she already technically beat her official best when she raced me in March.”


  His glasses gleamed. “Bet you didn’t know she doesn’t eat solids on days she has a match. Only jello or drinks. It’s easier to track.”


  Couldn’t be Yanami. And wait, didn’t this guy have a girlfriend already? “Bet you didn’t know she listens to music to focus up before a race.”


  “Who do you think I am?”


  “Fair enough, but get this: She forgot to plug her headphones in at the last meet, and she started blasting music from the speakers. She was mortified.”


  “Sounds like Lemon.”


  “Right?”


  Meanwhile, amid our strange competition, Yakishio began to round the fourth corner. For a split second, it felt like our eyes met, and as she blitzed by, she raised a finger at me. It all happened in an instant, and the next she somehow accelerated faster, leaving the boys behind her in the dust. Cheers erupted as she blasted past the finish line and into the arms of 2-E’s relay team.


  Ayano and I exchanged glances, beset by the same awe, and in perfect unison said, “That was for me, right?”


  I scoffed and put my hand on his shoulder. “Be rational here. Sure, you guys are close, but you have a girlfriend. It doesn’t make sense. I’m just thinking process of elimination.”


  “You’re reaching. We’re friends. It’s completely normal and appropriate to single out friends in an audience.”


  “Hey, I’m one of them, aren’t I? You’re the one always saying how close we are.”


  Ayano considered that for a moment, then pushed his glasses up. “My glasses.”


  “What about them?”


  “She saw them gleam. How else would she have been able to pinpoint either of us in this crowd?”


  “You probably blinded her. Pretty sure that was her middle finger she was holding up.”


  We stared at each other in silence. The next race was beginning.


  “Mitsuki-san!” Asagumo-san appeared out of nowhere, bowed to me, and beamed at Ayano. “Did you see? Wasn’t Lemon-san amazing?”


  “She was, wasn’t she?” he replied. “I’m glad you were watching.”


  “Nukumizu-san, may I borrow him? I have something I’d like to discuss in private.”


  I simply nodded. She took him by the arm.


  “What about, Chihaya?” he asked.


  “You’ll find out. This way, please.”


  I put my hands together and prayed for the man as they went. Had a hunch our party of two might have been three all this time. Granted, a spoken-for man shouldn’t have been acting weird and clingy about the girl he’d already flat out rejected. Not a good look.


  The morning events were almost over. How much was left again? I fished for the schedule in my pocket just as Yanami trotted over.


  “There you are!”


  “What’s the rush?”


  She took a moment to catch her breath, put on her best puppy-dog eyes, and then held her hands out. “Lunch, please!”


  “Uh, no?”


  Yanami shook her head, exasperated. “Okay. So. Lemme explain this nice and slow for you.”


  “My answer isn’t changing.”


  “The cheer competition is first thing this afternoon, right?” she went on anyway. “Soon as it’s lunchtime, we’ve gotta go change, and we’re supposed to eat while we get everything settled. Right?”


  “Okay.” Still didn’t see her point.


  She rolled her eyes. “Look, I’ve been running around all day. Exercise makes you hungry. Get it?”


  “You already ate your lunch.”


  “I sampled my lunch. It just wasn’t on my level.”


  Today I learned lunches had levels. By some miracle, I now understood the situation, but fat chance I’d hand over the food Kaju had made me to this ingrate.


  “Go buy some bread,” I told her.


  “I’m about to do the bread-eating race, so I don’t have time. You get me some.”


  “Sounds like your problem is your solution.”


  “Look me in the eye and tell me that’s gonna be enough.”


  I couldn’t, because I didn’t believe it either. So I nodded. She thanked me, then started on her way.


  tanuk“Wait. Money. I don’t do loans.”


  “Why, ’cause you think I won’t pay it back?” No comment. She fished around in her shorts for a five-hundred-yen coin. “Gimme something with a little more nerve this time.”


  Then she ran off, waving, leaving me to wonder where the hell I was going to get nervous bread.


   


  ***


   


  I was on my way back with an armful of provisions. Managed to get seven whole curry breads that were on sale, since they were expiring today. Surely this was a sufficiently formidable haul to put a smile on Yanami’s face.


  As I strolled leisurely through the hallway, the scenic courtyard just outside the window, humming to myself, a creature most cute came this way. Shiratama-san, upon noticing me, trotted over. Very cutely. Indeed, Shiratama-san was cute incarnate, of that there could be no doubt, but she was extra adorable today, owing to the animal ear hairband on her head, animal tail, and general animal theming of her outfit.


  She stopped in front of me and raised her hands. “Rawr!”


  Cute.


  “That your cheer outfit?” I asked.


  “Yup. My class is doing a fox and tanuki themed dance. We call it Kon Poko. Get it? I’m one of the tanuki!” Shiratama-san poked her tongue out cloyingly. Still cute. She saw my bread and raised her eyebrows. “Gosh, someone’s hungry.”


  “Oh, this is for—”


  “Yanami-san?” She giggled, turning her eyes up playfully. “You’ll come see us, won’t you? Class 1-E. Don’t forget.”


  “Um, well, as long as it doesn’t overlap with ours,” I mumbled noncommittally.


  She beamed. “Good! I’ll look for you. Keep an eye on me, okay? I’ll shoot you something special.”


  “Er, me?”


  “Who else?” she breathed wistfully, spinning around. Her tanuki tail wagged.


   


  ***


   


  Morning events concluded. It was lunchtime now. Sakurai-kun and Ayano were doing the cheer competition, so I occupied a quiet corner of campus to enjoy my meal alone. Listen to the rustling leaves. The chirping of birds.


  “It’s the little things.” I sighed, deciding what to try after the bacon-wrapped quail eggs. Maybe the oden skewer? Karaage? Fried chicken was tried and true, after all. Kaju had spared no effort. But just then, a shadow fell over her masterpiece.


  I looked up to find Komari shuffling around with a bento bag in her hands. “U-um…” And fussing with her bangs too.


  “I thought the cheer teams were eating together,” I said.


  “I-I’m not doing anything during the, um, actual thing. S-someone else is doing the music.”


  “Oh. Okay. So why are you here?”


  She squawked. “B-because…!”


  I nodded. No explanation necessary. “Looking for somewhere quiet to eat, huh?”


  “Whuh?”


  I pointed behind me with my thumb. “I recommend behind the bushes. It’s private, and the grass is soft. Good to sit on. Personally, I’m on this end to listen to the birds, but overall, back there gets my vote.”


  That was my good deed for the day. Us introverties had to stick together. I picked up a piece of fried chicken, proud of myself.


  “D-die.”


  Okay. Before I could deduce what in the world I’d done to deserve that, the wind blasted me with the smell of flowers. It was coming. Her theme song, equal parts jubilant and foreboding, drew nearer.


  “Oh, I’m glad I found you!” Himemiya Karen appeared in her cheer outfit. She stopped abruptly in front of Komari, and the law of inertia made dreams reality. This was what it was all about, boys. She took Komari’s hand. “We need you to cheer! Please!”


  “Bwuh?!” Komari croaked.


  “Takanashi-san sprained her ankle, and she was supposed to be our flyer. We can’t go without one!”


  I remembered a “Takanashi-san.” She was small. Komari-sized.


  Himemiya-san pressed harder. “You were there. You remember the routine, don’t you? Won’t you please step in for her?!”


  “U-um…” Komari’s eyes darted timidly to me. I avoided her gaze.


  “You’re our only hope, Komari-chan!”


  “Wh-what about Yanami?”


  “No way, Anna’s too hea—er, sturdy. She’s better as a base. Don’t worry! We’ll back you up the whole way!”


  Himemiya-san sparkled with vitality, which I could only assume came from Komari based on her visibly growing lack of it. Sapped of energy, Komari’s head fell, which Himemiya-san took as a nod, then promptly dragged her off.


  Boy, did I not envy her. Oden skewer in hand, I looked up at the branches overhead. Heard a Daurian redstart. Little guy must’ve been late migrating north. It chirped sadly as I bit into a flavorful hunk of konjac.


   


  ***


   


  The afternoon portion was soon underway. Music flowed from the school speakers, and class 2-C’s round in the cheer competition began.


  We’d gone with a traditional cheerleader aesthetic with boys in gakuran uniforms, and it turned out pretty nice. Spirited. Classic sports festival stuff. But Himemiya Karen was putting on a very different kind of routine. She and her exceedingly explosive features and natural brilliance commanded the entire performance, and the laws of physics themselves. Dreams made manifest flew through the air, drawing impressive, nondescript arcs. I had to wonder if this was appropriate for a high school setting. It sure drew a crowd. Just about every boy in school had to be watching right now.


  For the record, Yanami very much liked her seven servings of curry bread. Their outfits had slightly short tops, so you could see glimpses of belly, which worried me for obvious reasons, but she fit in the clothes well enough. Ever since her public shaming at the hands of the Shiratama clan, she’d been pretty serious about dieting. But I had to wonder, just where had all those carbs gone?


  Managing to pry my inquisitive gaze from Yanami’s midriff, I searched for Komari next. To my surprise, she hadn’t fled, and she dutifully waved her pom-poms behind a wall of girls. A master of stealth, that one. Already lost sight of her. Ah, nature watching.


  Before long, the music started to climb to its climax. The girls moved into formation around someone. That someone: Komari. Ayano blew his whistle, and they raised the grumpy girl up to their shoulders. Her face instantly went red, and she waved her pom-poms like an out-of-order robot. The music stopped, another whistle, and the cheerleaders threw Komari into the air. She went up screaming, then came down still screaming. The girls caught her, of course.


  They were met with raucous applause. A successful stunt. I nodded with pride as Komari’s cheermates drowned her in attention. If only she were conscious enough to be proud of herself too.


   


  ***


   


  I found a good vantage point to watch class 1-E, crossed my arms, and waited. Had to make good on my promise to Shiratama-san, because I was a good club president who looked after his kouhai and wasn’t at all motivated by the promise of “something special.” On an unrelated note, I considered moving closer. Just to be more visible.


  Their gimmick seemed to be tanukis and foxes. Everyone was dressed up as one or the other, boys and girls alike. Sure looked like they were having fun together. Not that I was jealous. On an unrelated note, Shiratama-san had spoken exclusively to boys so far.


  The music started, and 1-E began the routine with cutesy, catlike poses. Amusingly, even the boys leaned into it, which was probably the point. As things got more complex, Shiratama-san, already the star of the show, only shone even brighter, striking poses and nailing gestures with the practiced perfection of a professional idol. Good thing they weren’t an actual group, or the sheer talent gap would have torn them apart from the inside out.


  More and more people gathered, attracted to Shiratama-san’s magnetic performance, and with each addition to the audience, the chances of me getting my something special dwindled. She’d outgrown me. She was everyone’s idol now.


  Then our eyes met. With a smile, she put her hands to her lips and blew me a kiss. Witchlike behavior. How was I supposed to react? My poor heart.


  The men started to stir. “Dude, she totally just blew me a kiss.”


  “In your dreams. That was all me.”


  “You’re both dreaming. It was obviously for me.”


  I ran a hand through my hair. Poor guys. They knew not the truth. Stan responsibly, and in ignorance.


  “Nukumizu-kun. Fancy meeting you here.”


  “Oh. Hi.”


  Behind me stood Tanaka-sensei. He bent his knees and whispered in my ear, “How’s Riko-chan been?”


  Loaded question. Answer: mostly fine? Fitting in for the most part. “She’s, uh, settling in,” I said. “She and my sister exchanged contact details at some point.”


  “Your sister?” he repeated, surprised.


  “Yeah, I don’t know. They didn’t seem to really get along at first, but she’s stopped throwing salt at Shiratama-san whenever she comes over, so they must’ve found common ground or something.”


  “Salt? She comes over?”


  “On occasion.” Wait, had we ever cleared up that lie about Shiratama-san and I dating? Eh, it’d smooth itself over eventually. “What about you? Things okay between you two?”


  I was worried that might’ve been too forward a question, but he smiled and assuaged my fear. “Seems so. She even asked me to be here for ‘something special.’”


  “Oh. She said that, huh? I see.”


  Shiratama Riko. Oh, Shiratama Riko…


  The performance came to an end, and Tanaka-sensei applauded. I joined him, eyeing his calm expression out of the corner of my eye. Little did he know of the target on his back, nor the woman taking aim.


  “I hear she’s written a story?” he said.


  “Oh, uh, yeah. A short one.”


  He leaned in eagerly. “She’s too embarrassed to show me. I’m dying to know what it is.”


  The problem with that idea was he was the model for the protagonist, whose fiancé had died. And the heroine was the dead fiancé’s younger sister. So unfortunately, he’d have to use his imagination.


  “It’s, uh, historical fiction. But it’s surprisingly hard, showing family your creative work. Seeing it too, honestly. It takes it out of me, reading what my sister writes.”


  “You have a point.” He nodded, surprisingly easily convinced.


  “I’ll show you something when the time feels right.”


  “I’ll look forward to it.” Tanaka-sensei patted me on the back before leaving.


  I took a look at Shiratama-san as boys swarmed her, then headed back to my class. Almost time for the obstacle course I was taking part in, meaning it was almost time to show everyone what I could really do.


   


  ***


   


  The sports festival committee’s tent also doubled as an emergency infirmary. The reason for my visit? The latter, of course. I’d just made it through the obstacle course’s army crawl section, stood to keep running, failed to notice my leg tangled in the net, tripped, and scraped my knee.


  These sports festival things were dangerous. Why were they even allowed?


  “Excuse me,” I said, peeking inside.


  Nurse Konuki, clad in her white coat, turned around. “Nukumizu-kun. Is this a pleasure visit?”


  “Business. I scraped my knee. Need it disinfected.”


  “Charming as ever. Have a seat and we’ll take a look.” She examined the injury, then gestured to a student behind her. “This only needs a quick cleaning. Think I’ll leave this in the committee’s hands.”


  “Understood.” Taking her place, and grinning amusedly, Sakurai-kun sat across from me. “You looked good out there. It was close.”


  Fifth out of six was anything but close, but sure. I was just glad not to have been last.


  He and I hadn’t had a chance to talk since the election, what with the sports festival taking up all his time. I felt more than a little awkward. “They keep you busy, huh?”


  “The student council leads the committees. One last job. This’ll sting.” Sakurai-kun patted the scrape with a cotton swab, dampened with disinfectant.


  I sort of just stared. “So it was you who recommended Basori-san.”


  He paused. “When we were volunteering, a few people started ganging up on her. Spread rumors. It got a little messy.” His expression clouded over. “But the ringleader got into trouble and was ultimately alienated. Only one person stood up for them.”


  “Basori-san?”


  He nodded, then resumed working. It was surprising to hear that, but not that surprising. It was just like Tiara-san to make enemies, then rush to their defense. And clearly, she had people who understood that about her. Friends on the student council who valued that part of her and more. Realizing that, all the time I spent worrying about her felt a little wasted.


  Also, what was that about gangs forming during volunteer events? Excuse me?


  “There,” he said. “You’re good to go.”


  The scrape was clean and now covered by gauze. Solid first aid. Just then, the tent flap fluttered open as someone barreled in. President-elect Tiara-san. Eyebrows still thick. Hair still in a tight bun.


  “Sakurai-kun, could I ask you to help with the closing ceremony in my place for the time being? Shikiya-senpai’s unhooked me again, so I can’t—” She noticed me, then promptly stormed over. “Nukumizu-san?! Were you hurt?! One moment! I’ll help!”


  “Oh, um, Sakurai-kun already did it.” I stood and patted my leg.


  “Oh. I see.” Disinfectant and gauze already in hand, Tiara-san’s shoulders slumped.


  Sakurai-kun stood. “Closing ceremony, right? Got it. Tagging you in.”


  “R-right. I’ll handle things here.”


  And then we were alone. Because of course Konuki-sensei picked the absolute worst moment to make herself scarce. More awkwardness. We hadn’t spoken since the nosebleed incident on election day.


  “I guess I’ll—”


  “I’ll be participating in the scavenger hunt race,” she interrupted. “Will you watch me?”


  “Well, uh, you don’t see those very often, so I planned on being there.”


  “Yeah, you don’t,” she giggled. “Not outside of shoujo manga, anyway. Admittedly, that’s what has me interested.” Tiara-san was being strangely casual all of a sudden. She gently pushed me on the back. “Sorry for keeping you. Keep your eye out for me, okay?”


  “Uh, right. I will.”


  First Shiratama-san, now her. But the election was over. What could this have been about? Perpetually confused, I headed out.


   


  ***


   


  Scavenger hunt races. A classic sports festival event where people drew slips of paper, and on them would be something the racer had to retrieve from the audience before finishing. They could be as simple as headbands, glasses, or something abstract like “someone you respect.” In shoujo manga, the typical course of events would be: hero pulls “your treasure,” he picks up the female lead, bridal carries her across the finish line. If that was the aspect that’d earned Tiara-san’s interest, then maybe she wasn’t as brain-poisoned as I’d feared.


  The first-years were up right now. Ayano stood next to me, a weak smile on his face. “Chihaya is coming up. I’ll never hear the end of it if I miss her.”


  Humble bragging. Always with the humble bragging, this guy. “Everything okay, by the way? Asagumo-san dragged you off to talk about something.”


  “Chihaya? Dragged me off? Are you sure?”


  “It was after the co-ed relay. We were cheering for Yakishio.”


  “For…Lemon?” Ayano crossed his arms, thinking. He seriously didn’t remember. What had that girl done to him?


  “The second-year scavenger hunt race will begin shortly,” an announcement rang across the field. “Participants, please take your positions on the starting line.”


  All right, no more psychological horror. Two people from each class, twelve in all, lined up next to each other. I spotted both Asagumo-san and Tiara-san. The former said something to the latter, who jumped like a cat. Good instincts. After a committee member finished setting out all the slips of paper further ahead, a pistol sounded, and they were off.


  Asagumo-san got her objective, quickly read it, and then came straight to us. “My item is glasses. May I, Mitsuki-san?”


  “They’re yours, milady. Run fast!”


  “I will!” Questionably donning them, Asagumo-san scampered off. The exact opposite direction from the goal.


  “You probably should have gone with her,” I said. “She’s definitely running the wrong way.”


  “I wouldn’t know. I’m blind, buddy.”


  Right. Obviously. Hey, as long as they were having fun. I returned my attention to the race just in time to see another girl coming this way.


  Tiara-san stopped in front of me, pale skin flushed, a little out of breath. “Could you, um, come with me, Nukumizu-san?”


  “Er, I guess?” What had she drawn? “Introvert”?


  Before I could ask, her hand was around mine. “Run!”


  “Wha—hey!”


  We ran, garnering more than a few curious eyes. Was I the shoujo heroine?


  “What even is your item?” I asked.


  “Stop talking if you don’t want to bite your tongue! We’re going to go faster!”


  We ran faster. No time for questions. Careful to match her pace, I sprinted with her toward the finish line. People stared as we passed them, and gradually it started to dawn on me that I was holding hands with a girl in front of the entire school. Nerves deteriorated my mental faculties. Which leg went next? Right or left?


  Moments before eating dirt, Tiara-san yanked me across the finish line. Her hand stayed clasped around mine as we caught our breath, but she released it when a girl from the committee approached.


  “I’ll just verify your item,” she said.


  “Right. Here you are.” Tiara-san held it out in front of her, and she froze, eyes wide. Tiara-san simply smiled softly. “Is there a problem?”


  “Um, no.” The girl shook her head.


  Tiara-san turned to me and bowed. “Thank you for your assistance.”


  “Don’t mention it, but what was your item?”


  “How curious are you?”


  Pretty curious. Less so, the more she teased it.


  A flash of light suddenly blinded me. A bespectacled Asagumo-san was right next to us. “Is that Nukumizu-san I hear? Then you must be Basori-san.” She scrutinized us, hiding her curiosity far worse than me. “My item was glasses. Is yours Nukumizu-san?”


  Tiara-san chuckled and took her hand. “Something like that. Let me take you somewhere to rest before you hurt yourself.”


  “That’s awfully kind of you. While you’re at it, could you point me in the direction of the goal?”


  “You’ve crossed it. Here, now. This way.” She slowly escorted Asagumo-san away.


  As they passed me, I muttered, “Hey, your item?”


  Tiara-san flashed me a playful smirk, and for an instant her breath was in my ear. “Spare a moment after school?”


   


  ***


   


  The sports festival was over, and all I’d gotten for it was a scraped knee and some sore muscles. Those, and memories. Cheerleaders. Yakishio on the track. Shiratama-san’s performance. Kaju’s lunch. All of it, relegated to memory now. I couldn’t remember who’d won which things anymore, though. That was secondary.


  “Almost time,” I muttered, checking my watch. I looked up. It was getting dark.


  Mukaiyama Oike was fifteen minutes from Tsuwabuki by bike. I was currently waiting on the bridge. The last time I’d come here, half a year ago, was to retrieve Tsukinoki-senpai’s RPF doujin from Tiara-san. The days had gotten a lot longer since then. Something about the darkening sky put me in a contradictory mood. Anxious but excited. Restless. Something was ending, and I didn’t know what.


  Only sixteen. Already halfway through high school. Two points of view conveying the same span of time, but altogether different.


  Why meet out here instead of at the table in the courtyard anyway? By Tiara-san’s own admission, the table was plenty suited to private conversation. At least audibly speaking. So if that wasn’t enough, then she probably didn’t want to be seen either. The scavenger hunt item was a pretense. I knew what this was about.


  “The merch.”


  For various reasons, I’d almost forgotten that this all started over a special piece of Chikapyon merch. Tiara-san probably meant to hand it over. Still, as embarrassing as it’d be to bring something like that to school, was all this necessary?


  I glanced around—not much else better to do—and on the opposite end of the long, long bridge that stretched the length of the pond, I saw a girl in a Tsuwabuki uniform approaching. Tiara-san. I waited at a slightly wider section with a bench, where she’d been waiting last winter. Our roles were reversed.


  Noticing I’d noticed her, Tiara-san jogged the rest of the way. “Sorry it took me so long. I was delayed.” She lightly bowed, brushing back a strand of loose hair as she did.


  “I wasn’t waiting long,” I nervously lied.


  She smiled, then beckoned. “Look there. A little duck family.”


  “Eastern spot-billed. It’s breeding season.”


  Weird. I didn’t recall Tiara-san being so chatty.


  She leaned against the rail, pointing out to them. “The grown one must be the mother, hm? I wonder where Papa is.”


  “Probably long gone. The males generally move on after the female lays her eggs.”


  “Oh. I see.”


  That put a frown on her face. Uh, my bad? But she kept watching as the ducks paddled across the pond. Still in that weirdly good mood of hers. And I kept waiting for the goods.


  Tiara-san still stared. “You remember when we first met.”


  “Hard to forget the way you yelled at me.” I’d gone to the student council to turn something in, asked a question about her name badge, and gotten accosted for it.


  She covered her mouth and laughed. “I do apologize for that. I’d convinced myself the lit club was a gaggle of miscreants.”


  “I mean, I won’t say you were wrong.”


  “I’m trying to throw you a bone here.” She laughed again, unrestrained this time. “Do you remember the incident with that raunchy fic you tried to smuggle in?”


  “I didn’t smuggle anything. It was Tsukinoki-senpai.”


  “Semantics.” She shrugged dramatically.


  I scoffed. “So you do banter now.”


  Then I waited. For a response. A quip. Something. But it never seemed to come.


  Tiara-san stared up at me with her elbows on the rail. “Sorry, did you say something?”


  “Er, just that you’re different today. Not as angry.”


  “Incredible, the emotional range I have when someone isn’t pushing my buttons, isn’t it?”


  Reasonable. Tiara-san gets angry when made angry. “You know, this isn’t as fun without a reaction.”


  “I knew it! You’re doing it on purpose!” Oops. Said the quiet part out loud. Tiara-san stomped up to me, cheeks puffed up. “That, Nukumizu-san! That right there is why I never seem to be able to get through to you! You’re too busy teasing me to take me seriously!”


  “Hey, Tiara-san, I didn’t say I tease you.”


  “Don’t call me Tiara!” Just like that, we were back to normal. She heaved a sigh. “I was going to give you a proper thank-you, but now I just feel stupid for trying.”


  “Wait, you were? Did I blow it?”


  “Utterly.” She pouted but couldn’t hold the facade for long. Soon, she was back with her elbows on the rail, grinning. “I really am extremely grateful to you, you know. For everything. For putting up with my unreasonableness. For running in that election with me.”


  “Shikiya-senpai was the clincher, granted.”


  “I’m still not over that.”


  Tiara-san was a worrywart. Shikiya-san was a worrywart. Only she could have conveyed so much about Tiara-san so perfectly.


  Tiara-san looked askance at me, cheek in her palm. “Shikiya-senpai on your mind?”


  “Uh, insofar as she’s the topic of conversation.”


  “I’m the one standing in front of you right now.” She turned away, sulking.


  Who was she, my girlfriend? I leaned on the rail next to her and stared out at the still-darkening sky. “Sakurai-kun’s going to be vice president, right?”


  “Yes, he accepted. Though we could really use one more, you know.” Glance.


  “That would be, um, difficult for me. I’m the president of the lit club and all. Gotta stay in compliance, y’know.”


  “Wow. That’s a fancy word for you.”


  “Sounds like you don’t need me tutoring you anymore.”


  Tiara-san gave a toothy smirk. “Want my rates?”


  “I’ll consider.”


  Dumb. Stupid, meaningless banter. But it felt good. It felt good to laugh.


  We started meeting eyes more. Talking less. Something tickled. An itch of awkwardness. It compelled me to stand up straight again. “It’s, um, getting cold.”


  “It is.”


  Best we were on our way before it got too dark. I started to walk.


  “I’m sorry,” Tiara-san suddenly said. “I nearly forgot.”


  Right. Me too. “Oh yeah, the Chika—”


  “I promised to tell you my item for the race.”


  Oh. That. I was less interested in that.


  She offered the slip with both hands. “Here.”


  “Oh. Thanks.” Couldn’t exactly refuse, could I?


  No doubt this was just her excuse for calling me here to thank me. Too shy to do it otherwise. I read the item.


  I stopped breathing.


  This was it? Her item. For the scavenger hunt race. It read…


  “Your crush.”


  This was it. The objective she drew for the race. This was what she’d had in mind when she picked me and ran to the finish.


  Tiara-san stared, fingers tangled in front of her heart. Pleadingly, she stared. And when she’d finally found her voice, she said, “I like you, Nukumizu-san.”


  This was it. A confession of affection.


  “I-I…”


  But I couldn’t leap to assumptions. Maybe this wasn’t what I thought. In so many rom-coms, this was prime time for a misunderstanding.


  “I mean I like like you, Nukumizu-san. Romantically. Would you go out with me?”


  This was it. No assumptions necessary. This was it.


  A confession.


  Those things that happened in light novels. One was happening right in front of me. To me. But…me? I liked being around her, sure, but she was really pretty, and completely out of my league.


  All I had to do was say yes. Say yes, and my dreams would be a reality. I’d have a girlfriend.


  “U-um…” Broken sounds emerged from my dry throat. “I-I sorta just thought…we were friends.”


  What?


  “This is just, um, so sudden.”


  [image: ]


  What was I saying? Tiara-san was pretty. I liked being around her. Sure, she’d been a bit thorny at first, but once I got to know her, I learned how nice her smile was.


  “This has never happened to me before. I’m, um, just a bit confused. I think.”


  Being with her felt right. Obviously, I’d have liked going out with her. There was literally no reason to say no.


  So say yes. Say yes and date her.


  “I, um…”


  But I said nothing. The words wouldn’t come to me. A potentially once-in-a-lifetime chance, and I was letting it slip me by.


  I started to force myself to say something. Anything.


  “Stop!” she finally interjected.


  “U-um.”


  “I know this was sudden! Honestly, I…still haven’t totally wrapped my head around it either. I thought maybe it would click once it was out there, but i-it’s just so much.” She crouched, clutching her chest.


  “Are you okay?”


  “Yes. Nukumizu-san…” She took several deep breaths before peering up at me. “Maybe we can try just being friends for a while?” Then she extended her hand.


  “I kind of thought we already were.”


  “I was thrilled to hear you say as much.” She took my hand on her own, pulling herself up. “But I’d like to take it seriously. Casually, I mean. Maybe we could do things together. Friend things.”


  “I guess that’s fine,” I breathed.


  Tiara-san beamed, relieved. “And then, maybe one day, when you feel a little more strongly, we can…”


  It wasn’t fair. The unspoken words that didn’t need to be spoken. The implications of her smile. It wasn’t fair, the way that it hurt.


  While I battled with my emotions, Tiara-san fanned her fiercely blushing face. “God, I think it’s all hitting me at once. God, I can’t believe I actually said it!”


  I scratched my cheek. “I, um… I’m flattered. Really. I promise I’ll think about it.”


  It was everything I could do just to say that much.


  She smiled again, shyly. “Right. Okay. I’ll try not to be too optimistic. But you’d best keep in mind, I’m still my own woman.” Intertwining her fingers behind her back, Tiara-san leaned forward and peered up at me. “If you’re going to fall for me, you’d better be quick about it.”


  Epilogue:
Onward to Adulthood


   


  I DIDN’T SLEEP MUCH LAST NIGHT. NEEDLESS TO SAY, I was a corpse by the end of school. One after another, the copier spat out sheet after sheet, lulling me into a sleep-deprived trance.


  Tiara-san. Did she mean it? Of course she did. And if I’d told her yes, I’d have had a girlfriend right now. So why the hell didn’t I? Wasn’t a girlfriend everything I’d ever wanted? To witness the 2D become 3D? She should have made me say it, damn it. She would’ve had me.


  “N-Nukumizu. Copier’s done.” Komari gave me a worried look as she straightened her stack of papers. “Y-you okay? You look d-deader than usual.”


  “Oh. Hey, Komari. Didn’t see you there.”


  “D-die.”


  I deserved it this time. We were in the copy room, getting our club journal in order.


  I sighed wistfully, staring up at the ceiling. “Tell me something, Komari.”


  “W-we’ll see.”


  “Have you ever experienced love before?” Komari’s papers fluttered to the floor. “What’s up with you? You tired too?”


  “D-die! Stop breathing! Right now!”


  This reaction confused me. Less inclined to say I deserved that one. I crouched down to collect the casualties.


  She joined me. “N-Nukumizu. Yanami’s story is in the w-wrong order.”


  She was right. I’d put the page with the punchline on top. “Hm, I dunno, actually. Could work.”


  “Sh-shut up and fix it.”


  “Yes, ma’am.” Yanami’s ongoing work had reached a narrative milestone. Just like my high school life…almost had. Anyway. “Didn’t write anything again. Got writer’s block?”


  Komari made one of her animal noises. The guilty plea of one who had a BL fic in the works. The kind that wasn’t for the eyes of the public.


  I handed her the papers, smiling kindly. “Hey, I get it. You’ve been busy. I feel ya.”


  “Y-you’re creeping me out.”


  Acting shy. Adorable. Especially with this new, almost-wasn’t-single perspective with which I could now behold the world. God, why the hell hadn’t I just said yes?


  Komari eyed me suspiciously. “Y-you’re being super weird. Seriously, you good?”


  “Good? Yeah, I’m fine. You could say I’m a new me. Pickin’ up what I’m puttin’ down?”


  She sighed and pointed to the door. She was not, in fact, picking up what I was putting down. “I-I’ll do the rest. Wait in the club room.”


  “Yes, ma’am.”


  Looked like I was off the squad. I simply nodded and did as I was told.


   


  ***


   


  Literature Club Activity Report: Yanami Anna — A Good Morning


   


  The renovations on my favorite convenience store are done. About time. I sit at a bench out front and tear open the wrapper on my curry bread, avoiding the pesky discounted sticker. It’s almost summer now. Not that that means anything special for me.


  I sigh sadly as XX-kun stands next to me by the bench. “Hey, A-ko-san. I see construction’s done.” He cranes his neck, looking at the sign above us. I ignore him. Not taking the hint, he keeps yapping. “You seemed pretty excited about seeing the final product.” I might have been. And what of it? I keep ignoring him. He looks up at the sign. “So what’s the big deal?”


  I find this man very disagreeable. This is why he has no friends. But for some reason he’s always hooking up with girls. I think it’s in poor taste.


  I bite into my bread and look up too. The sign says “Laundry Heaven.” My beloved convenience store is now a laundromat. Not another convenience store, as I’d hoped. Immensely disappointing.


  It’s probably XX-kun’s fault, to be honest.


  “Didn’t know you were passionate about laundromats.”


  I’m not. I tell him so, and he hums and takes a seat, opening his melon bread. The audacity. Doesn’t he know I’m trying to keep away from sweets? He’d better not. Because it isn’t his business.


  I look away and see the big roadside sign with a tanuki on it. Why a tanuki? Against my better judgment, I ask XX-kun this.


  He makes a smug face at me. “That’s a raccoon. Come on, they’re not even remotely similar.”


  Duh. Obviously. Raccoons and laundry are like PB and J. I’m still a little groggy. And extremely nice too, for having the patience to waste time with this insensitive bricks-for-brains. I wonder why he bothered coming here to eat his bread. Probably sheer loneliness. I don’t mind keeping him company for breakfast as my one good deed a day.


  I finish my bread and glance at him. He turns away. “You’re not getting mine,” he says.


  Why is he always so freaking rude? Do I really seem like the kind of girl to go begging for food? Honestly, it should be common sense for skinny boys to at least offer a bite.


  Kids these days. What would he do without me?


   


  ***


   


  Expelled from the copy room, I meandered through the hallway. Maybe the lack of sleep really was getting to me. Kaju groggily trying to slip into my bed in the middle of the night certainly hadn’t helped things. Silly girl, mixing up our rooms on the way back from the bathroom.


  I stopped in front of a noticeboard, very nearly strolling right past it. There was a new issue of the school newspaper. The election and the sports festival made up the vast majority of paper space, with the former making the headline. A large photo of one bloody-nosed Tiara-san screaming into a microphone monopolized its own section of the front page. I wondered if she’d seen it.


  Skimming through, I learned that the now-famous endorsement speech incident had actually been a result of the ongoing scandal regarding the notorious “enemy of women,” Boy A. Turns out, he was the one who’d put Shikiya-san up to it, and also A*na-san’s speech had been an act of rebellion. Retaliation for being discarded by the fiend. And by the sound of it, a fiend he was, that Boy A.


  Talk about defamation. Seriously, what was with these “journalists” and publishing straight-up lies? For one thing, they made it sound like the whole student council was in love with me, which was…only partially true.


  Tiara-san was.


  Looking back with that added context, wow, maybe I was a bit of a jerk. But the cringe session could wait. An ad in the newspaper had drawn my eye. “Yakishio nationals-bound, exclusive candid photo album now on sale”…


  Now this was morally dubious. But no one likes an armchair critic. Best to make my own impression, right? Where was that purchase link again?


  I pointed my camera at the QR code. 


  “Whatcha doin’, Nukkun?” Yakishio whacked me on the back. Ow. 


  “Newspaper. Just reading the newspaper,” I said. “Don’t you have practice?”


  “I’m supposed to be resting, so I’m running inside. So Coach doesn’t see. Don’t wanna get yelled at.” Grinning impishly, Yakishio drilled my side with her elbow.


  “What?”


  “Aren’tcha forgetting something?”


  She was right. I’d been so busy, I never got a chance to say it to her face. “Congrats on making it to nationals.” But I was always bad at this sort of thing, so it came out a bit stoic.


  Yakishio pursed her lips. “Is that it?”


  “Um, was there more?”


  “No, but can’t you be, I dunno, a little bit happier? I’m going for two events, y’know. That has to call for a ‘yippee’ or a hug or something.”


  Not with this guy. We socially stunted knew only one way to live: extraordinarily cautiously. “Well, you’re not done yet. Still gotta make ’em yours, right?”


  “Yeah, I’m workin’ on it.” She smirked. “I’ll steal nationals, then I’ll have that hug.” Skin-to-skin with Yakishio in her track uniform? I tried not to let my excitement show as she studied the noticeboard with big, round eyes. “What were you looking at again? The newspaper?”


  “Er, well…”


  The more she read, the darker her expression got. By the time she was done, it was sunset in Yakishio Land. “Hi. Enemy of women.”


  “It’s all fake,” I insisted. “How do you even know Boy A is me in the first place?”


  “Because it is, dude.”


  Yes, but work with me. Where did I even begin repairing my image?


  I noticed Yakishio staring at my phone. “Uh, what?”


  “You weren’t about to buy those photos of me. Were you?”


  Crap. I’d forgotten to turn off the camera. “Oh, uh, of course not! My finger must’ve slipped. Pulled up the camera app on its own!”


  Yakishio’s lips curled into a cruel grin, she reeled her hand back, then swung it hard into my scapula. Very ow. “What was that for?!” I cried.


  “For being the enemy. Think I’m gonna tell Chiha-chan on you.”


  “Asagumo-san?! Why?!”


  Bit random, but I very much did not want that. That girl scared me. Leaving me with one more smack on the back, Yakishio spun on her heels and ran off.


   


  ***


   


  Waiting for me back at the club room was just the most wholesome thing.


  “Say ‘ahh,’ Yanami-senpai.”


  “Ahh!” Yanami opened her mouth wide, and Shiratama-san tossed in a mini chikuwa. I was reminded of the sea lion show at Takeshima Aquarium.


  “What am I looking at?” I asked.


  Shiratama-san smiled at me. “I’m just sharing some chikuwa a relative of mine gave me. Do you want to say ‘ahh’ too, President?”


  “Not particularly. Thanks anyway.”


  Those two were oddly chummy these days. Word was they’d hit it off when Shiratama-san picked up an onigiri for her, the closest thing that amounted to an eraser for Yanami. How exactly that constituted friendship, and whether Yanami actually still ate the onigiri, were mysteries I simply did not have answers to.


  “Printing done? We’re itchin’ to get clickin’.” Yanami clamped the stapler a few times. Komari and I were on printing duty for the journal, Yanami and Shiratama-san were on stapling.


  “Almost. I’ve been reallocated.”


  The girls hummed in unsurprised acknowledgment. Apparently, I was really off today. Hey, fine by me. If the enemy of women got a free pass to sit out, I’d take it. So I sat down and busied myself staring at the wall, when a knock came at the door. Yanami invited them in.


  “Excuse me, but is Nukumizu-san in?”


  It was Tiara-san. I rocketed out of my chair, but she actually looked relieved to see me. “Wh-what is it?”


  “It completely slipped my mind that I still had something to give you.” She handed me a cute paper bag. But what was inside? I sure didn’t remember anything she’d promised to give.


  I looked inside. It was filled with Chikapyon merch. “This is all for me? Really?”


  “We did have an arrangement.”


  We did, but the last time I’d actually gotten something tangibly rewarding for my hard work was back when I passed entrance exams. And wow, this stuff was rare. Released before even season one of the anime aired.


  Tiara-san inserted her gaze between me and my treasures. “Will you be late today, do you think?”


  “Uh, a little. We’re putting together journals today.”


  “Ah. That’s a shame. The student council is finishing early, so I hoped we could walk home together.”


  “T-together?”


  Yanami snapped the stapler shut. “Why? Election’s over, isn’t it?”


  “No reason,” Tiara-san riposted calmly. “I’d just like to spend time with my friend. That’s all.” She faced Shiratama-san. “In that case, I’d like to borrow you, if that’s okay.”


  “Sure thing. As long as it’s not for too long.” Shiratama-san stood, briefly glancing my way. Why her? Acknowledging the question on my face, she winked at me. “Big news, President. I’m joining the student council.”


  “You’re what?” I parroted back. They let criminals in there now? Granted, the former president was an accomplice. So not as surprising, on second thought.


  Tiara-san politely bowed to me. “It was my idea. Rest assured, I’ll do everything in my power to ensure it doesn’t interfere with her activities in the literature club.”


  Honestly, I welcomed the extra help in keeping that live bomb inert. “I’m fine with it,” I said. “I know she’s in good hands, Basori-san.”


  She started to leave but stopped at the door. And she peeked over her shoulder. “I’m not ‘Tiara-san’ today?”


  “I mean, you hate your first name, don’t you?”


  What I got in reply, I never could have expected: a smile. “I can be Tiara to you. If you want.”


  Permission. Straight from the source. I froze up, inciting a giggle from her. And then she and Shiratama-san were gone. When the door shut, I practically collapsed into my seat. I’d survived this encounter. But the next? God, this was dire.


  “Judging.” And now Yanami was narrating her actions. Great.


  “Can I help you?”


  “What was that? How long has that been going on?”


  “Dunno what you’re talking about.”


  “You’ve been calling me ‘Yanami-san’ for forever, but suddenly you two’re on a first name basis now? Yeah, okay.”


  That was what she wanted to make a stink over? All right. I put my elbows on the table and made a finger bridge in front of my mouth. “Hear me out, Yanami-san. I won’t deny that Basori-san and I have reached a deeper understanding of one another over the course of the election. But isn’t this what you wanted? By making connections with the new student council, am I not securing a strong future for the literature club?”


  How was that for an explanation? And yet she wasn’t even remotely placated. Yanami grumpily tossed back a chikuwa. “Student council elections are solemn events for deciding a representative of the student body. All I’m saying is it’s a little immoral of you to use it to flirt.”


  “You’re one to talk.”


  “Am I?” She raised an eyebrow at me.


  “You were pretty much glued to Sakurai-kun the entire time. You wanna talk immoral? You have to know he’s got tons of admirers.”


  “What are you talking about? He was busy with student council stuff, like, half the time. We weren’t—” Yanami suddenly gasped.


  “What?”


  Without answering, she slowly lumbered to her feet, then to the seat next to me where she sat. It was kinda freaking me out. Then, when I was at my most afraid, in a nasty tone dripping with conceit, she said, “You’re jealous. Aren’t you, Nukumizu-kun?”


  Jealous? Me? Jealous? Was she on something? I immediately shook my head. “What? No. I’m just saying it’d probably suck for Sakurai-kun if rumors spread.”


  Yanami’s expression instantly went cold. “Who said anything about Sakurai-kun?”


  “Uh, I did? Like five seconds ago?”


  “But why?! I’m saying you’re jealous that I was spending all that time with him! What are you talking about?!”


  Pretty much the same thing, but did she really want me to spell it out? “I’m saying you spending all that time with him might lead people to make weird assumptions about—”


  “Are you calling me weird?!”


  Was she not? Sakurai-kun could do better. Not my ship.


  Yanami sighed and thrust her hand into the bag of chikuwa. “That right there, Nukumizu-kun. Here. They’re yummy.” She held one out in front of my mouth.


  I ate. There was that unmistakably chikuwa smell. “This have ginger in it?”


  “I told you they’re yummy. I’ve been addicted.” She chewed on the last one, strangely chipper all of a sudden.


  I thought about what she said. About how, apparently, I sounded “jealous.” Sakurai-kun was one of my few male friends, and him getting close to Yanami did admittedly make me feel a little bit left out. Maybe that technically was jealousy. Yanami also being one of my friends only made my exclusion sting all the more.


  Yeah. Yeah, that made sense. Always an explanation for everything.


  Yanami swallowed her chikuwa, then started twirling her hair around her finger. “So what was Basori-san’s item for the scavenger hunt anyway?”


  “Where did that come from?”


  “Can you blame me for wondering? She literally absconded with some dude in front of the whole school. It was even in the paper. People are gonna talk. Just sayin’.”


  They sure would. They’d say all sorts of things, not all of them wrong. Turns out the tabloids had gotten one thing right after all, because the item she’d drawn was exactly the sort of thing they ate up—her crush.


  “Denying it’s just going to draw more attention to it,” I said. “It’s best to ignore these things.”


  Clean. Conversation over.


  “Fair enough. So what was it?”


  Kill me. The way she was glaring at me, I’d just have to lie my way out. “It was um, a friend! A male friend.”


  “Really. Specifically, a ‘male friend.’ Just sitting on a slip of paper that anybody could have drawn.” Yanami put her cheek in her hand and eyed me coldly.


  “I-I guess?”


  “Hm. Oh well. Shiratama-chan’s there.”


  “What are you talking about?”


  “Just thinkin’ out loud.” She threw herself up out of the chair, then sauntered over to the window. I couldn’t see her face.


  That day on the bridge. When Tiara-san told me how she felt, I didn’t know what to think. Not about the confession. It was the way I reacted that confused me more than anything. The person I thought I saw when I tried to tell her yes. So much still confused me, and a single night wasn’t nearly enough to sort through my emotions, or what they all meant.


  How many nights had it taken Tiara-san to work up the courage to do what she did?


  “Getting dark.” Yanami shut the curtains.


  “Why are you staring at me?”


  There was annoyance on her face. Exasperation. A mix of about a dozen other unknowns. They all swam in the gaze she’d fixed me with. The silence was excruciating. But the moment I tried to end it, she smiled.


  “Nukumizu-kun, enemy of women.”


   


  Who Are You Calling Dense?


   


  Ayano Mitsuki unbuttoned his blazer. The cheer competition had ended, and he and his 2-C classmates were changing back into their standard uniforms.


  “Thoughts on Nukumizu lately?” he asked his friend.


  “Regarding what?” Sakurai Hiroto cocked his head quizzically. He batted some dirt off the blazer he’d just removed. “He and Basori-san have been spending a lot of time together. Things look good to me.”


  “But how true is that, really? I suppose Basori-chan has loosened up a bit thanks to him.”


  “Why the sudden interest?” Sakurai asked.


  “He really helped me and Chihaya through a rough patch a while back. I guess part of me feels obligated to help the guy find his own special someone.”


  Sakurai thought that was a kind of silly thing to feel obligated to do without being asked by the man himself, but he wasn’t one to argue. Mature people seldom were. “What matters most is how Nukumizu-kun feels. You said he and Yakishio-san were giving signs?”


  “A while back, yeah, but they’ve been lukewarm lately. Doesn’t seem to me he’s interested.”


  “Then again, he isn’t exactly the aggressive type.” Sakurai began donning his gym uniform.


  Ayano’s glasses gleamed. “Consider: It’s Lemon we’re talking about. She could make any man under the sun swoon, so if Nukumizu hasn’t by now, it can only mean he’s interested in someone else.”


  Sakurai Hiroto knew trouble when he saw it. And right now, he had to tread carefully. “I see. I don’t know her well myself, but if she’s as amazing as you say, I imagine admiration or respect are also possible emotions he might feel for her.”


  A skillfully crafted, inoffensive remark of corporate proportions. It served its purpose well.


  “Entirely possible. I, myself…” Ayano’s phone suddenly lit up on a nearby desk. “Oh. Chihaya.”


  “Does she need you?”


  “No, sometimes she just sends me blank messages.” He smiled weakly. “She likes to go back and read my messages, so she does it by accident every so often.”


  “Understandable.” Sakurai had no interest in delving any further into this topic. Every animal instinct in the primitive part of his brain told him to run. “You and Nukumizu-kun went to junior high together, right? What was he like?”


  “Our classes were different. Lemon’s the one who told me there was this kid always reading books, just like me, so I chatted with him at cram school. Man, Lemon. Did I ever tell you how she used to—”


  His phone flashed again. Another land mine, Sakurai deduced. He glanced at the uniform Ayano had just changed out of. “Speaking of, I’m surprised you still fit into your junior high clothes.”


  He held it up proudly. “Chihaya extended the sleeves. Pretty good, huh?”


  “Wow, it really is. I can’t even tell a needle was taken to it.” Sakurai admired the uniform all over, noting one spot in particular.


  “What’s up?”


  “The second button is new. Did you give it to someone on graduation?”


  “Uh, no? But you’re right. It is new.” Evidently, he hadn’t noticed until just now. As he studied the mysterious doppelganger, he suddenly froze for a moment, then smiled. “Chihaya. I bet she wanted it. Man, she can be so shy sometimes.”


  Sakurai opened his mouth, then promptly closed it. “Mm-hmm. That must be it.”


  Sakurai had heard about his girlfriend, Asagumo Chihaya, from Houkobaru, and he had a certain opinion of her. An opinion he dared not voice, at risk of opening Pandora’s Box.


  Sometimes being dense wasn’t a bad thing.


  Afterword


   


  WE DID IT! SEASON TWO OF THE TOO MANY LOSING Heroines! anime is official! And it wouldn’t have been possible without everyone’s support! When I wrote about the anime in Volume 7’s afterword, I never dreamed I’d be talking about a season two in the very next. Past life me must have saved the world twice over.


  After season one (man, that feels good to say), a lot’s happened with the series. We won first place in the Kono Light Novel ga Sugoi! 2025 awards. Fans took pilgrimages all over Toyohashi to see where the characters live. Some, I hear, visit regularly, and some have even moved. I have to thank the locals for being such good sports and welcoming everyone with open arms. The second season hasn’t even aired yet, and we’ve already had this and more. A manga. Collaborations. Dare I say, the best parts are yet to come.


  Join me, Tsuwabukians, and let us experience youth!


  So I happen to be writing this on the very next day that the city of Akishima hosted the Tsuwabuki Literature Club Extracurricular Activities event, and I can’t overstate my gratitude to everyone on the cast. Bocchiboromaru-san, Mossa-san, your performances were incredible and I still feel like I’m there. I don’t think I’ll ever forget the energy that filled the venue when season two was announced. On the contrary, I’ll carry it with me and pour it into every word I write for the Losing Heroines series from now on.


  As for the volume itself, we saw Tiara-san take center stage this time around. It took a lot of courage for her to do what she did, so I hope you look forward to where she goes from here. She could use the support!


  I simply must thank Imigimuru-sensei once more for the incredible illustration work. And Iwaasa, of course, for patiently pouring over and revising my early drafts. Thank you both, sincerely!


  And last but not least, thank you for reading this volume! I hope to see you again in the next one!


   


  About the Author


  Takibi Amamori


  We’re just getting started!


   


  Imigimuru


  Season two of the anime is officially in production! It can’t come soon enough!


  [image: ]


  Thank you for reading!


  Get the latest news about your favorite Seven Seas books and brand-new licenses delivered to your inbox every week:


  Sign up for our newsletter!


  Or visit us online:


  gomanga.com/newsletter
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