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        Chapter 1 - About the incident where a classmate showed up after I set impossible conditions

        The rooftop of a certain high school.

After school.

In a place that was technically off-limits, two male students were killing time and chatting.

Judging by the slightly disheveled way they wore their uniforms, they didn’t exactly look like model students.

“Haah…”

One of them, a boy with black hair and blue eyes—Takasegawa Yuzuru—let out a deep sigh.

His expression was one of utter lethargy.

“What’s up, Yuzuru? Sighing out of nowhere like that.”

“Just listen to this.”

Yuzuru began venting to the boy beside him, Satake Soichiro.

“You know how recently the legal marriage age was lowered to fifteen for both men and women, right?”

“Yeah… what about it?”

“I don’t know if that’s the reason, but ever since I graduated middle school, my grandpa and grandma keep nagging me, telling me to get married… to go to matchmaking meetings.”

Every chance they got, they’d ask him things like “Do you have a girlfriend yet?” or “Is there someone you like?” — and before he knew it, they were even arranging marriage proposals and setting up matchmaking meetings without asking him.

Of course, he had absolutely no interest in engagements arranged behind his back, so he firmly refused every one of them…

“But you’re only fifteen, right? That’s way too early, even for you. …Why are they so desperate?”

“They say they want to see their great-grandchild.”

“Well… yeah, I guess they won’t see that unless you get married early.”

Soichiro burst out laughing.

From Yuzuru’s perspective, it was anything but funny.

Yuzuru lives alone, so he doesn’t usually see his grandparents. But whenever he gos back to his family home, there is no avoiding them.

And during the early May holidays, they will definitely bring it up again, maybe even drag him to a matchmaking meeting.

“It’s not like I have someone I like, and it’s not like I even want a relationship right now… but if I ever do want one later, having a fiancée already would just get in the way. And going to a matchmaking meeting when I have zero intention of getting engaged is a total waste of time… Isn’t there some way I can avoid it?”

“Then how about throwing out some impossible conditions?”

“Impossible conditions?”

“Like: If you want me to do matchmaking, bring me an unbelievably beautiful girl! Something like that.”

“…Huh. Yeah, that’s actually not a bad idea. But what exactly does impossible mean in this context?”

“Hmm… maybe blonde hair and blue eyes? Even your old man probably couldn’t pull that off.”

“Nah, he might just bring someone from overseas. Grandpa’s got connections abroad too.”

It might be much harder to find in Japan, but you shouldn’t underestimate an old man desperate to see his great-grandchild.

“Then add a condition that she has to speak fluent Japanese. Since language barriers are a hassle, say she needs to be Japanese — or at least that she needs to speak excellent Japanese. Narrow it down that much and it should be a great challenge to find someone like that.”

“You have a point… And if she’s going to marry into the family, she’d probably have to be someone with a proper background anyway. Add fluent Japanese on top of that, and yeah, it gets pretty tough… Alright, let’s go with that.”

Just as Yuzuru finished deciding—

his phone rang, as if on cue.

“Hello?”

‘Yuzuru! When you come home during the holidays… would you consider attending a matchmaking meeting? It’s the one thing I ask in this lifetime. I want to see my great-grandchild before I die…’

“Sure.”

‘Please, I’m begging you — …wait, huh!? You will, Yuzuru!?’

“On one condition.”

To his stunned grandfather on the other end of the line, Yuzuru calmly laid out his “impossible conditions.”

“If the girl is a blonde, blue-eyed, fair-skinned beauty, I’ll consider it. Oh, and of course she has to be around my age and have Japanese nationality. Age gaps and language barriers are a pain. And also…”

Yuzuru glanced at Soichiro.

Soichiro quickly typed something on his phone and held up the screen.

Yuzuru read it aloud.

“She needs to have big boobs and a big bum — well, basically a great figure. She should be kind, graceful, and a proper Yamato Nadeshiko.  Japanese term for the “ideal” traditional woman And also… good at cooking, smart, and athletic… There’s no way someone like that exists, right.”

Yuzuru shot Soichiro an exasperated look.

Soichiro shrugged back in response.

Then he typed on his phone again and showed it to him.

That’s why it’s fine, isn’t it?

‘Th-that’s… even for me, that might be a bit—’

“If it’s impossible, that’s fine too. Doesn’t bother me.”

‘Ghk… Fine! I’ll find someone by the holidays, so you’d better be ready!’

“Sure, sure=.”

Yuzuru hung up, wondering what exactly he was supposed to “be ready” for.

Then he turned to Soichiro.

“Do they really want to see their great-grandkids that badly?”

“Who knows? Maybe you only understand after you get old… Oh, speaking of which, isn’t there someone nearby who fits those conditions?”

“Nearby?”

“Yukishiro. Yukishiro Arisa from your class.”

Yukishiro Arisa.

A female student in their year who is quite famous around school.

Her hair is a slightly pale brown — almost flaxen — and her eyes a beautiful green.

Her skin is as beautiful as white fresh snow, smooth like porcelain.

Her body looks slender at first glance, but has striking curves if you look closer.

She carries an aura that keeps people at a distance.

That kind of girl.

She is a mysterious, picture-perfect beauty, so she is looked upon with envy by the male students

And apparently she receives confessions all the time.

Yet there are virtually no rumours of romance surrounding her — meaning she must have rejected every single one.

“She’s got jade-green eyes, not blue. And her hair isn’t quite blonde, more a pale brown, really. I don’t know if she’s good at cooking or if she’s a Yamato Nadeshiko, though…”

Unfortunately, Yuzuru wasn’t close enough to know her personality.

They were only on greeting terms, and he wasn’t even sure how much she recognised him.

“Her showing up would be quite a hilarious development.”

Soichiro said half jokingly.

Still, setting aside subtle differences in hair and eye colour, personality, and domestic skills, she was the person who best matched the conditions Yuzuru had set out. So it wasn’t entirely out of the question.

“But even if Grandpa searches, he’s not putting out newspaper ads or anything like that. He’ll just pick a girl around my age from his connections. Who knows if Yukishiro’s even in that network? And more importantly… would Yukishiro even agree to meet me? A matchmaking meeting won’t even start unless the other side is somewhat willing too.”

“Well… wanting to do matchmaking at our age is weird in the first place.”

“Right?”

These are not ancient times of nobles or samurai.

Yuzuru figured it was already questionable whether a girl matching those conditions even existed.

“Alright, hypothetically. If Yukishiro Arisa showed up… what would you do? Would you accept? She’s definitely a top-tier catch.”

For the students who had fallen for Yukishiro Arisa — or been shot down by her already — getting a matchmaking meeting with her would be a dream scenario.

But for Yuzuru…

“I mean, she’s beautiful, sure. But I don’t particularly fancy her. Don’t get me wrong, I don’t think she’s a bad person, but… how do I put it? She feels kind of cold. Not really my type. At the very least, I wouldn’t want to marry her.”

It wasn’t that Yukishiro Arisa couldn’t express emotions. Nor that she was completely devoid of them.

It simply felt like she rejected close relationships with people.

As long as she could maintain a suitable distance that kept her from being excluded from the class circle, she had no intention of making close friends or a lover.

That was the impression she gave.

“Also… doesn’t she have kind of dead eyes? Sure, the colour’s beautiful, but there’s no emotion in them.”

Like a lake so pure that not a single fish could live in it.

That was the colour of Arisa’s eyes.

Soichiro seemed to agree with Yuzuru’s assessment, nodding slowly.

“Now that you mention it… yeah. And if you’re choosing someone to spend your life with, it’s safer to pick based on personality rather than looks. Compatibility matters most in the end.”

Yuzuru nodded back.

“Exactly. What matters is whether it’s fun being together. Yukishiro Arisa is more like… something you admire from a distance.”

Just looking at her was pleasant enough.

In fact, Yuzuru occasionally caught himself stealing glances too, trying not to be noticed.

Someone that beautiful was a bit soothing just to look at.

“She doesn’t seem like someone that jokes would land well with. Feels like she’d just stare at you with a cold face… But to be honest, that might have its own appeal.”

“Mate, that’s a bit creepy… But I kinda get it.”

Yuzuru and Soichiro burst out laughing.

…At that moment, Yuzuru still didn’t understand—

The stubborn determination of an old man who wanted to see his great-grandchild.



Some time later.

The latter half of the early May holiday — Golden Week.  A series of consecutive national holidays in Japan from late April to early May

At a traditional restaurant somewhere in Tokyo.

Seated formally in a kimono, Yuzuru faced a girl with flaxen hair kneeling neatly in seiza across from him.

She wore a kimono decorated with beautiful hydrangeas.

Her skin was translucent white, and her facial features were exquisitely balanced.

A girl who could truly be called a once-in-a-generation beauty.

She looked straight at Yuzuru with her green eyes, then placed her hands on the tatami and bowed politely.

“My name is Yukishiro Arisa. It’s a pleasure to meet you… although, I suppose it isn’t our first time meeting.”

Arisa said this while staring intently at him with pure, yet lifeless eyes.

(…How did it end up like this?)

Yuzuru buried his head in his hands internally.



Author note:

Due to story convenience, some laws differ slightly from real-world Japan, but the setting is essentially modern Japan.

In reality, I don’t know whether it’s possible for a classmate to show up at a matchmaking meeting.


      
        Chapter 2 - The One Who Went to Catch the Mummy Became the Mummy

        I didn’t want to go on a blind date, so I threw out some impossible demands I knew she’d never meet—and then this stunning classmate showed up.

Could there possibly be a more ridiculous story?

Yuzuru let out a sigh.

(I never thought… Yukishiro Arisa would actually exist within Grandpa’s network. …I underestimated him a little. Grandpa’s connections, that is.)

Maybe that old man was practically invincible within Japan.

Thinking that, Yuzuru once again found himself impressed by the old man’s influence and stubborn determination, as he stared dead straight at Arisa.

No matter how many times he saw her, her beauty was perfectly sculpted, like a work of art.

“Likewise. My name is Takasegawa Yuzuru. …It’s been a while.”

Yuzuru sat in seiza-style  A formal Japanese sitting posture involving kneeling with the tops of the feet flat on the floor, sitting on the heels, and resting hands on thighs, usually with a straight back as well, placing his hands on the floor and returning the greeting.

Now that things had come to this, the only thing he could do was decline the match as politely as possible.

Meanwhile, the matchmaking meeting had already left Yuzuru and Arisa behind.

Their guardians — Yuzuru’s grandfather and father, and Arisa’s adoptive father and mother had begun getting excited among themselves.

“Who would have thought they were classmates!? What a surprise!”

“This might be be fate, you know!”

They continued getting carried away like that.

Yuzuru and Arisa simply plastered polite smiles on their faces and responded with vague comments like:

“Yeah, that was surprising.”

“I was quite shocked too.”



After some time passed…

Both of their guardians suggested, “Why don’t you two young people go admire the garden and get to know each other better?”

There was no way Yuzuru could refuse, so he stepped outside into the garden together with Arisa.

Escorting her as he went, they walked out into the courtyard.

It was a truly beautiful garden, befitting its use as a matchmaking venue.

(Now then… how should I go about turning her down?)

He could simply say, “I don’t think we’re a good match.”

But that would basically be a roundabout way of saying, “You’re not attractive.”

After all, since she had come to the meeting, she must have at least some interest in him.

If he rejected her clumsily, he might hurt her feelings.

Besides, even if they weren’t close, they were still classmates.

Considering the future, he didn’t want things to become awkward.

“Um, Takasegawa-san…”

“Yukishiro?”

Just as Yuzuru was struggling to decide what to say, Arisa—who had been silent until now—finally spoke.

She clenched the fabric of her kimono tightly, then bowed her head.

“I’m sorry. About this matchmaking meeting… my adoptive father forced me into it. I… never intended to get engaged in the first place.”

Hearing those words, Yuzuru felt as if a weight had been lifted from his chest.

A sigh of relief slipped out of him before he could stop it.

“…Oh. You too, huh?”

“…Wait, you too?”

“I was dragged here against my will as well… I thought if I gave them impossible conditions, they’d give up. Like, bring me a blonde, blue-eyed girl if you want me to do matchmaking! …I never imagined they’d actually bring someone.”

Yuzuru said this with another sigh.

Arisa clapped her hands lightly in understanding.

“So that’s how it is.”

“That’s how it is?”

“I heard that you specifically requested me, Takasegawa-san. …Now it makes sense.”

“…Sorry for causing you trouble.”

“No, it’s mutual. To be precise… my adoptive father caused you trouble. When he heard you were interested, he got properly carried away.”

Once it became clear that neither of them wanted the engagement…

The distance between them seemed to shrink a little.

It was a strange feeling — finding a sense of familiarity through the shared fact that neither of them liked the idea.

Yuzuru inwardly smiled wryly at the strange notion that finding common ground in mutual dislike could foster a sense of familiarity.

“Takasegawa-san… I have a proposal.”

“A proposal you say?”

“How about we make a false, fake, pretend engagement?”

“…Hmmm.”

In other words, she was proposing they pretend to be engaged and deceive both sides of their families.

As long as Yuzuru and Arisa were “engaged”, neither family would push any more matchmaking meetings on them.

They would use the engagement as a shield to avoid arrangements, while secretly pursuing their own love lives freely.

Then, once they became adults and could oppose their guardians, they would break off the engagement.

That must be it.

“Hmm… I can’t say yes to that right away. Sounds like a lot of trouble.”

Maintaining a fake engagement for a long period would require a lot of effort.

Whether that effort would be easier than continuously rejecting matchmaking proposals was questionable.

Keeping up an act all the time would be quite mentally exhausting.

It’s not something one can readily agree to.

“I see… Well then, I’ll hope for a favourable answer.”

Arisa looked slightly disappointed for a moment, but quickly replaced it with a gentle smile.

The same soft expression that quietly captivated the boys at school and often led them to misunderstand her.

To Yuzuru… it looked like nothing more than a meticulously practised smile.

Just then—

“Meow.”

A cat’s cry echoed through the garden.

“Takasegawa-san, Takasegawa-san! Over there!”

“Hm? That’s… a cat.”

Yuzuru couldn’t tell the cat’s age, but couldn’t have been more than a year old.

A small cat was perched in a tree, meowing desperately.

“What a silly little . Climbed up on its own and now it can’t get down.”

“I wonder why they climb if they can’t come down… But what should we do? It might fall at this rate.”

Arisa spoke with obvious worry in her voice.

Apparently, she was a cat person.

Every time the cat shuffled nervously on the branch, Arisa became visibly anxious.

“Should we call the inn staff?”

“B-but… what if it falls before then?”

“…Yeah, good point.”

The cat’s movements were quite unstable for quite some time.

Even Yuzuru, who didn’t particularly like cats, found himself a little tense watching it.

“What should we do… I’ve never climbed a tree before… Um, Takasegawa-san?”

The implication was clear:

Could you climb up and save it?

There was no particular reason for Yuzuru to help the cat, nor any obligation to grant Arisa’s request.

But still…

having a cat fall from a tree and die would leave a bad taste in his mouth.

“I’m more of a dog person, but I guess… what else am I supposed to do.”

Muttering that, Yuzuru untied his sash and started taking off his kimono.

Arisa immediately flushed pink and hurriedly turned away.

“H-hold on! P-please don’t suddenly start taking your clothes off!”

“Oh, sorry. I’ve got a T-shirt and trousers underneath, so it’s fine.”

“T-then you should’ve said that ahead of time…”

It seemed true that she had never dated anyone. She clearly wasn’t used to men.

Blushing bright red just because he took off a layer of clothing — her resistance seemed practically nonexistent.

Yuzuru roughly folded the kimono he removed and handed it to Arisa.

“Yukishiro. You’re good at sports, right?”

“Huh? Ah, yes.”

“If the cat falls before I get there, catch it with that as a cushion.”

With that, he began scaling the sturdy tree.

It had been a while since he’d climbed one, but luckily the tree looked easy enough to scale — maybe that was why the cat had climbed it in the first place.

Yuzuru quickly made his way upward.

Fortunately, the cat showed no sign of trying to escape.

“Right… got ya.”

He managed to capture the cat without much trouble.

For just a moment, he relaxed.

…That was a grave mistake.

“Meow!!”

“Ow! H-hey! I just saved your life, you little — stop thrashing—ah—”

His balance suddenly collapsed.

The ground rushed closer.

Because he was holding the cat, he couldn’t land properly with his hands.

Yuzuru tried to regain his posture in midair—

“OUCH!!”

“Ah—Takasegawa-san!?”

His right ankle twisted violently upon impact.


      
        Chapter 3 - And Somehow, We Ended Up Engaged

        “What did the doctor say, Yuzuru?”

“He said I’ll need crutches for at least a week. Apparently, full recovery will take about a month and a half.”

Yuzuru answered his grandfather, who didn’t seem particularly worried.

At the same time, he grumbled internally.

(That bloody bastard… next time I see you, you’d better watch out.)

“Ah, Takasegawa-san!”

Arisa and her adoptive parents hurried towards Yuzuru, looking pale.

Although they were called her adoptive parents, they hadn’t formally adopted her, so their family names were different.

Arisa’s surname was Yukishiro, while theirs was Amagi.

He’d heard they came from a fairly respectable family, though rumours lately said their finances weren’t doing so well.

The Amagi couple looked completely pale.

Meanwhile, Arisa looked frightened—wearing an expression Yuzuru had never seen her show at school.

She seemed as though she might burst into tears at any moment.

She looked utterly exhausted.

“We’re terribly sorry! Our daughter suggested such a foolish thing!”

“We’ll pay for the medical expenses and compensation—”

“We can’t apologise enough…”

The Amagi couple pushed down on Arisa’s head, forcing her to bow along with them.

The movement — whether intentional or not — was somewhat rough.

It almost looked like they were striking her head from above.

Facing the desperately apologising couple and Arisa, Yuzuru’s grandfather and father responded calmly.

“No, no… the one who climbed the tree and fell was this fool.”

“In the first place, he climbed the tree on his own.”

They firmly refused the offer of medical fees or compensation.

In truth, Yuzuru had climbed up and fallen by himself.

Arisa wasn’t at fault.

“Please raise your heads. I’m the one to blame. Besides…”

At that moment, Yuzuru noticed something.

Arisa’s cheek was slightly swollen.

…Apparently, things weren’t going very well between her and her adoptive parents.

“I guess I just wanted to look cool in front of the girl I like. How embarrassing…”

The girl he liked.

Yuzuru said it clearly.

His grandfather, his parents, Arisa’s adoptive parents—

Even Arisa herself widened their eyes in shock.

“Would you marry me—well, get engaged to me—Yukishiro… no, Arisa?”

Of course, it was a fake engagement.

But Arisa seemed to understand his true intention.

Her cheeks flushed faintly as she gave a small nod.

“With pleasure… let’s become engaged, Takasegawa-san… no, Yuzuru-san.”

And thus—

they ended up engaged.



Later, Yuzuru asked to speak with Arisa alone and brought her outside.

The sun was already beginning to set, the sky dyed in shades of evening red.

Yuzuru tried to sit on a bench outside, but with crutches it was rather difficult.

After some awkward manoeuvring—and Arisa’s help—he finally sat down.

“I’m really… sorry.”

Arisa spoke in a slightly tearful voice.

The sunset illuminated her flaxen hair, making it glow like gold.

Yet despite that beauty… there was something fragile about her, as if she might vanish at any moment.

“Why are you apologising?”

“…I caused you trouble.”

“You mean the falling-from-the-tree part? That was my fault—”

“N-no, not that… I mean the engagement. You were protecting me, weren’t you? If the meeting had fallen apart, it would have looked like it happened because of my careless behavior. You accepted the engagement because you considered my position in the Amagi family… right?”

Combining Arisa’s earlier explanation—that her adoptive father was eager for the match—with the rumours about the Amagi family’s financial troubles, the conclusion was obvious.

They wanted the engagement money.

If the deal fell apart because of Arisa, they would surely take it out on her.

That’s what Yuzuru had assumed.

“Even setting that aside… thank you, really… You saved me. If things had continued like that, I might have been forced to marry someone I didn’t even like. Being married off to someone who only wanted my body in exchange for money… I really dreaded the thought.”

Arisa hugged her own body with both arms, trembling as she spoke.

Then she looked up at Yuzuru with a weak smile.

“I’m indebted to you, Takasegawa-san. For now, I’ve escaped that fate.”

“…I can’t interfere too much in someone else’s family matters. But we’re classmates. If you’re ever in trouble, talk to me. I’ll help however I can.”

Sympathizing with her situation, Yuzuru made the promise—even though he knew it sounded unreliable.

Unless there was a clear legal violation, any interference would likely be dismissed as meddling in family affairs.

And if he stirred things up carelessly, he might only make Arisa’s position worse.

Arisa wasn’t foolish.

She surely understood that it was only a verbal promise.

And yet—

“Just hearing you say that… makes me feel much stronger.”

Her jade-coloured eyes glistened.

She looked relieved.

Saved.



Three days later, after Golden Week ended.

Yuzuru returned from his family home to his flat.

His parents and grandparents had tried to convince him to commute from the house instead.

But the trip to school would take over an hour each way.

Even if they drove him, it would still take time.

After some thought—

Yuzuru decided to keep living at his flat.

Mainly because he didn’t want to wake up earlier than necessary.

(Guess I’ll have to take a break from my part-time job… Still, life’s about to get pretty inconvenient.)

Early on the first school morning after the holidays, Yuzuru opened the door of his flat while leaning on his crutches.

And there—

“Good morning, Takasegawa-san.”

“…Huh? Why are you here?”

Standing there was a beautiful girl with pale brown hair and emerald-green eyes.

Yukishiro Arisa.

Her expression was calm as usual.

But her beautiful eyes held a strong determination.

In a resolute voice, she said:

“Until you recover, I’ll be supporting you.”

This is going to be a hassle, Yuzuru thought, scratching his head—

Except he accidentally let go of his crutch.

He staggered violently.


      
        Chapter 4 - Taking Care of My “Fiancée”

        “Shit…!!!”

“Watch out!”

Yuzuru staggered badly, but thanks to Arisa’s quick reflexes, he managed to avoid meeting the ground.

However…

“Are you alright?”

“Y-Yeah… thanks.”

(J-just now… something soft hit my face…)

As she helped him to his feet, Yuzuru found his thoughts drifting to the “soft cushion” of Arisa’s that had caught his face.

Fortunately, Arisa either hadn’t noticed—or didn’t care.

(She smelled lovely… and it was soft. In more ways than one.)

Leaning on the crutches Arisa handed back to him, Yuzuru thought about it again.

(In a way… wasn’t that a bit of a lucky break?)

But…

“I appreciate the thought, but I’ll be fine. I can’t trouble you.”

Being protected by a girl was lame.

That utterly trivial sense of pride kicked in for Yuzuru right there.

More importantly… people at school would definitely start talking.

If it became known that Yuzuru and Arisa were close, some students might start speculating—and eventually reach the conclusion that the two of them were actually engaged through an arranged marriage.

There were quite a few students at that school from families close to the Takasegawa family.

You couldn’t put a lid on people’s mouths.

In no time, they’d become the centre of attention at school.

“That’s quite a thing to say from someone who almost just fell over.”

“Grr…”

He couldn’t deny that.

Just yesterday, he’d struggled plenty even inside his own room.

“I simply don’t like leaving debts unpaid. Please allow me to return the favour.”

“But still… if people see us together…”

“Please don’t worry, Takasegawa-san. I also dislike strange rumours and gossip. I understand. On the way to school… I’ll only help you until we leave the flat block. No other students should see us then, right?”

“Well… yeah, that’s true. In that case, I’ll take you up on that.”

Figuring she would follow him anyway even if he refused, Yuzuru decided to accept her help.

In truth, even pressing the lift button was a bit of a hassle, so having help until he left the building was genuinely appreciated.

“Then I’ll head on ahead. …You’ll be fine, correct?”

“Yeah, no problem.”

If anything, he wanted her to go ahead as quickly as possible.

It was only about a ten-minute walk from Yuzuru’s flat to school.

At any moment, another student might pass by.

“Before that, shall we exchange contact information?”

“Come to think of it, we haven’t done that yet, have we?”

Yuzuru nodded. That did make sense.

But with both hands occupied by crutches, Arisa ended up taking his phone out of his backpack and handling everything.

“All set. Well then, do give me a call when you’re on your way home.”

“Alright, I will.”

With an expression as unreadable as ever, Arisa gave a small bow and headed towards school at a light jog.

After that, Yuzuru slowly made his own careful way there, tapping his crutches along the path.



Yuzuru arriving at school with crutches surprised people around him…

But when he explained it was just a badly sprained ankle, most of his classmates seemed satisfied and didn’t press further.

Lunch break.

Yuzuru sat in his classroom with two friends, desks pushed together.

“Here. The bread you asked for.”

“Oh—thanks.”

Soichiro, one of Yuzuru’s friends, tossed the bread he’d won from the crowded school shop towards Yuzuru, who had been waiting in his seat.

Another friend dropped a bottle of tea onto Yuzuru’s desk with little ceremony.

Then he plopped down into a chair rather roughly.

“So… mate. What’s up with that injury?”

The one who asked was one of Yuzuru’s troublemaking friends, Hijiri Ryozenji.

He had a somewhat flashy vibe to him.

Like Yuzuru and Soichiro, he wore his uniform a bit loosely—but on top of that, he also had a black necklace hanging around his neck.

For the record, the dress code at this high school was basically: “Dress and style your hair appropriately for a high school student.”

(In simpler terms: as long as you follow basic common sense, we don’t care how you’re dressed.)

“I skipped the school canteen because of your injury and went out to buy you some bread. I think that warrants an answer.”

Soichiro had also taken a seat and was staring at Yuzuru expectantly.

Yuzuru, Soichiro, and Hijiri.

The three of them got along fairly well and usually hung out together.

…Though, in truth, all three of them were actually in different classes.

Normally they ate at the cafeteria, but today they chose to eat in Yuzuru’s classroom out of consideration for his injury.

“Well… there was a cat up in a tree… call it a wound of honour.”

The moment Yuzuru said that—

Soichiro burst out laughing.

Then Hijiri pointed straight at him and roared with laughter.

“So this is what they mean by ‘the hunter becoming the hunted’.”

“That’s just plain daft!”

“Shush… the cat went berserk.”

“…Man, it must have really hated being rescued by you.”

“Are you taking the piss!? You got knocked off by a cat?!”

Soichiro and Hijiri laughed their heads off.

Yuzuru snorted and folded his arms.

“Oi, calm down. Sorry… pfft.”

“It was just too funny… heh.”

“Mate, you’re actually hopeless.”

For a brief moment, the saying birds of a feather flock together crossed Yuzuru’s mind—

but he crumpled the thought up and tossed it out the window.

The two kept laughing for a while… but eventually, perhaps bored, they switched topics.

“Oh yeah, Yuzuru. What happened with that arranged marriage?”

“Oh right! Didn’t you order a blonde, blue-eyed, fair-skinned, big-boobed beauty? Did the custom order arrive?”

“Oi! Don’t say that so loud…”

Arisa was in this very classroom, eating with her classmates.

Blonde hair, blue eyes, fair skin—fine.

But he’d really rather she didn’t hear the “big-boobed beauty” part.

“To sum it up, she didn’t come. …Like that kind of girl would ever show up.”

“That’s boring.”

“Man, at least lie and say she did.”

To them, Yuzuru’s marriage talk was just joke material—someone else’s business entirely.

…Which was honestly fine with Yuzuru. It would be worse if they took it seriously.

(There’s no way I can tell them I’m ‘engaged’—even if it’s just a sham—to Yukishiro Arisa.)

He trusted them to keep secrets, but…

They would absolutely tease him to death.

“More importantly, Soichiro. What’s going on with Ayaka-chan and Chiharu-chan?”

“Yeah! You scum of the earth—quit two-timing and pick one already!”

“Oi, don’t change the subject!”

By forcibly changing the subject, Yuzuru managed to avoid further interrogation.



After school.

Yuzuru had his two friends help him down the stairs, then headed alone towards his flat.

Arisa was waiting in front of the building.

“I’ll carry your bag.”

“Thanks.”

He gratefully accepted her kindness and let her escort him to his door.

Even with the lift, having someone assist him made things easier.

More than that, simply having someone nearby brought a strange sense of reassurance.

“Well then, Yukishiro. I’ll see you—”

“I’ll help you until you take off your shoes. That must be difficult, right?”

“The key’s in the pocket of my bag.”

Since they’d already come this far, Yuzuru decided to accept her help all the way and handed over the key.

Arisa opened the door with her usual calm expression.

…And then froze.

Her eyes widened as she stood there completely still.

“What’s wrong, Yukishiro?”

“What on earth is the state of this room? …Look, there’s not even a place to step properly!”

Arisa frowned at the sight of rubbish, random clutter, and scattered handouts covering the floor.

Yuzuru wasn’t exactly great at cleaning or organising.

“Well, I mean… I do have my own system. I know where everything is—”

“Whether you actually do or not aside, Takasegawa-san. Someone who can’t walk without crutches living in a room full of obstacles like this is extremely dangerous.”

Even as she said that, Arisa helped him take off his shoes.

Thanks to her, he was able to step inside without difficulty.

“’Scuse me, Takasegawa-san.”

“Hm?”

“The tip of that crutch is dirty. At the very least, you should wipe it before bringing it inside…”

As she spoke, Arisa took wet wipes out of her bag.

She carefully cleaned the tip of his crutch.

Then she sighed.

“You’re quite a handful.”

“Sorry… but it doesn’t bother me.”

“It should bother you! …I’ll be going now, but will you really be alright?”

Her gaze shifted repeatedly between the disastrous state of the room and Yuzuru’s crutches.

She looked genuinely worried.

As if she couldn’t quite bring herself to leave.

To reassure her, Yuzuru moved around the room, trying to show that it wasn’t a problem.

“I’m fine. This is my room, you know? I know the layout well enough—”

Slip.

The crutch landed on a loose sheet of paper and slid across the floor.

Yuzuru’s body tilted sharply.

“…Just as you say that.”

“S-Sorry. I seriously owe you one.”

Fortunately, Arisa had been standing close enough to catch him before he fell.

That was a real scare.

Yuzuru could feel cold sweat pouring out of him.

“Honestly… I can’t just leave things like this. …I’m cleaning this room. Understood?”

There was something in Arisa’s tone that made it impossible to refuse.

Having a girl from his class clean his room was embarrassingly pathetic, and he’d much rather avoid it—

but he couldn’t exactly deny the fact that he’d just almost fallen.

“Y-Yes.”

Yuzuru had no choice but to nod obediently.


      
        Chapter 5 - The “Fiancée’s” Home Cooking

        “Sorry about… all of this.”

Yuzuru sat on the bed and thanked Arisa after she finished cleaning up the room.

Since he couldn’t walk without crutches, he would only have gotten in the way if he tried to help. All he could do was sit there and watch.

He felt terribly guilty about it.

Arisa, meanwhile, looked completely unconcerned.

“Right now I’ve only cleared away the rubbish. I’ll come back another day to give the place a proper clean.”

“You don’t have to go that far…”

“I just hate leaving things half-finished.”

She said it curtly.

Then she glanced towards the dressing room she had just cleaned and turned back to Yuzuru.

“Takasegawa-san, what are you doing about bathing? What did the doctor say?”

“He told me not to bathe for two or three days, so until yesterday I was just wiping myself down.”

Yesterday had been the third day, so starting today he could at least shower—though soaking in the tub was still out of the question.

Even for Yuzuru, going three days without properly washing himself had been mentally exhausting, so he had planned to bathe today.

“And how were you planning to do that?”

“Well, I guess I’d have to manage on one leg. I can’t use crutches in the bathroom, after all.”

He could wash himself while sitting down, so as long as he could make it into the bathroom on one leg, it would work.

Now that the rubbish had been cleared away, it wouldn’t be that difficult.

But—

“That’s… a bit dangerous, isn’t it? Bathroom tiles are slippery.”

“You’re exaggerating a bit. Besides, it’s already healing pretty well. If I try, I could probably even walk without the crutches—”

“If you get careless like that, it’ll flare up again. I’ll help you.”

Help—meaning she would help him get to the bathroom.

He appreciated the thought immensely, but…

“How exactly? …You can’t wash a body while wearing clothes.”

“I know. …I’m thinking. Right then… Do you have swim trunks and a tracksuit top?”

First, Yuzuru would put on swim trunks and then wear the tracksuit jacket over his upper body.

With Arisa supporting him, he would sit on the stool in the bathroom.

After she left, he’d hang the jacket on the towel bar.

Once he finished washing, he’d put the jacket back on, and Arisa would again help him out of the bathroom.

That was Arisa’s plan.

“No, you really don’t need to go to all that trouble… I didn’t accept the engagement so you’d feel indebted to me. You don’t need to push yourself this much. …You’d hate something like that, wouldn’t you?”

From Yuzuru’s perspective, having a girl help him was a little embarrassing—but even so, the help would be appreciated.

Still… Arisa probably wouldn’t enjoy touching a man she didn’t even like for an extended time, even if their skin didn’t directly meet.

Yes, Yuzuru had helped her before—but he hadn’t done it expecting anything in return.

It felt like he was forcing her to repay a debt.

But Arisa shook her head.

“It’s fine.”

“No, but—”

“If Takasegawa-san slips in the bathroom and makes your injury worse—or gets another one—that would be more troublesome for me. Mentally. You understand, right?”

Hearing that, Yuzuru tried to imagine things from her perspective.

If she left and later heard that he had gotten hurt again…

She’d probably regret not helping when she had the chance.

‘…All right. But I’ll pay you back for the “excess” next time.’

With that, Yuzuru grabbed his swim trunks and tracksuit and went into the dressing room.

Then, with Arisa supporting him, he entered the bathroom.

“Please knock on the door when you’re finished. I’ll be waiting.”

“Right, got it.”

He washed his hair and body while seated.

The first shower in three days felt wonderful… and he silently thanked Arisa.

After finishing, Yuzuru grabbed the bath towel hanging on the bar and lightly dried himself.

Then he put on his tracksuit.

(Honestly, it’s not as if I couldn’t get out without Arisa’s help.)

Standing on one leg, he looked at the step between the bathroom and the dressing room.

If he opened the door and jumped hard enough, he could clear it.

It wasn’t that difficult.

(…No, I still feel a bit uneasy about it.)

The floor was slippery.

And if he messed up the jump, he’d definitely take a spectacular fall.

“Yukishiro, I’m done.”

Yuzuru knocked on the glass door as he spoke.

Arisa cautiously opened it slightly, confirming that he was indeed wearing the tracksuit jacket. Only then did she step in.

She positioned herself so that Yuzuru’s arm rested over her shoulder, supporting him.

“I’m holding you, so just hop over!”

“Right then.”

He thought her choice of words was surprisingly cute as he pushed off with his good leg and hopped over the step.

Then he sat down in the dressing room.

“That helped.”

“You’re welcome. Once you’ve finished changing, please call me.”

“Alright.”

He finished dressing while seated and called for her.

With Arisa supporting him, he stood up and took his crutches.

She opened the dressing room door, and they returned to the living room.

Yuzuru sat back down on the bed.

“Phew… Even just having a bath is a right faff.”

“Even if it’s a hassle, don’t stop using your crutches. At least for a week… Please follow the doctor’s instructions.”

“I know, I know.”

If she hadn’t said anything, he probably would have abandoned them already.

But now that she had warned him, he couldn’t exactly do that.

“By the way, mind if I have a look in the fridge?”

“Go ahead… but there’s nothing in there, you know?”

“Thank you. That saves me the trouble of checking.”

Despite saying that, Arisa opened the fridge anyway.

Then she sighed.

“There really is nothing in there. …What are you planning to eat?”

“I’ve got cup ramen and some packaged curry. Though if you’re offering to bring me convenience store bento, I’d gladly accept.”

“Is that what you usually eat?”

“I try to get vegetables when I can…”

“Ehh…”

Arisa sighed and fell silent, thinking.

For several dozen seconds she seemed to wrestle with something internally… then walked towards the front door.

“I’ll go buy something. Please wait here.”

Apparently she was going to buy convenience store bento.

Since Yuzuru didn’t feel like moving, he was honestly grateful.

“Sorry about that.”

“It can’t be helped. With that leg, cooking would be difficult. …Though perhaps there wouldn’t be much difference anyway.”

A small jab slipped out.

Of course, whether his leg was injured or not, the truth was he couldn’t cook—so he had no grounds to argue.

Yuzuru waited for Arisa for a while, reading the newspaper, reading the newspaper, and when she finally arrived, she had bought a huge amount of things.

It was fresh food, including rice.

Alarmed, Yuzuru asked,

“Hey, Yukishiro. That… definitely doesn’t look like convenience store bento.”

“Of course not. If you live an unhealthy lifestyle, you’ll never get better. I’m going to use the kitchen, then. Please wait about thirty or forty minutes.”

Having declared that unilaterally, Arisa rolled up her sleeves and began washing the rice.

Since she had already bought the ingredients, it would be wasteful not to use them.

Yuzuru had no choice but to sit quietly and wait.

Before long, a wonderful aroma tickled his nose.

“I could only make something simple.”

“…Simple, huh.”

Steamed white rice.

Miso soup with root vegetables.

Ginger pork.

Boiled spinach.

And salad.

A proper ichijū-sansai meal.  A traditional Japanese meal format consisting of one soup and three side dishes

“Simple…? This?”

“I just fried the pork, boiled the spinach, and tore the lettuce for the salad.”

“Th-that… doesn’t that fall into the ‘quite a faff’ category?”

“I cook regularly. Besides, I’ve never served fewer than four dishes for dinner, so this is actually me cutting corners. So please don’t worry about it.”

Yuzuru said “Thank you for the food” and took a sip of the miso soup.

The savoury flavour of bonito and the aroma of miso spread through his mouth.

“It’s delicious… the best I’ve ever tasted.”

When Yuzuru said that honestly—

For some reason, Arisa froze, her jade-coloured eyes wide.

“Yukishiro? Are you all right?”

“Ah, no—sorry. It’s just… this is the first time anyone has complimented my cooking. …Is it really that good?”

“Well, absolutely… I mean, it’s hard to explain exactly why it’s so good, but… I think it’s far tastier than most average restaurants. Actually, you’ve made this from scratch using bonito flakes, haven’t you? That’s amazing. …I’m sorry to have put you to all that trouble. Thank you so much.”

“Is that so? …Well, it would be unpleasant to be told it’s bad after going to all that trouble to make it, so I’ll just take your compliment at face value.”

Arisa’s moment of fluster lasted only an instant.

Soon she returned to her usual cool expression and picked up her belongings.

“Anyway, I’ve finished feeding you for today, so I’m off.”

“Hang on, feeding—?”

Before Yuzuru could protest that phrasing, Arisa continued in her flat voice, quickly listing what needed to be said.

“Please soak the dishes in water. I’ll wash them tomorrow. Also, there’s still some boiled spinach and miso soup left. I made some onigiri as well. Everything is in the refrigerator. Eat them in the morning. I’ll check, so understood?”

“Y-yes.”

Faced with her uncompromising tone, Yuzuru could only nod.

After she said a curt “See you tomorrow” and hurried out as if escaping, Yuzuru murmured to himself.

“…Could she be shy, perhaps?”

Having discovered an unexpected side of Yukishiro Arisa, Yuzuru felt a little surprised.


      
        Chapter 6 - Gaming with My “Fiancée”

        Ten days passed, and Yuzuru finally graduated from his crutches.

Naturally… that also meant Arisa stopped coming over to his house.

One week after that.

Having recovered enough that daily life posed no problems as long as he avoided strenuous activity, Yuzuru was eating in the cafeteria with his two close friends.

Yuzuru, of course, had no homemade lunch, so he was eating cafeteria food.

Soichiro Satake—sharp-eyed and handsome—commuted from his family home and had a bento.

Hijiri Ryozenji, who gave off a slightly flashy, playboy-ish vibe, also lived at home… but like Yuzuru, he was eating in the cafeteria.

(Yukishiro’s cooking really was good…)

While sipping the cafeteria’s miso soup, Yuzuru muttered that to himself.

The daily special he usually ate wasn’t bad… but compared to Arisa’s cooking, it inevitably felt lacking.

“Yuzuru… you’ve been eating vegetables lately.”

Soichiro suddenly pointed that out.

Yuzuru didn’t hate vegetables… but he wasn’t the type who went out of his way to eat them either, so he normally avoided them.

But lately, he had been making a conscious effort to eat them.

“Well, someone will scold me if I don’t.”

“Who? Your parents aren’t the type to nag you about that. Did you get a girlfriend or what?”

“Nah. Sadly.”

Yuzuru denied Hijiri’s teasing question.

Then he thought for a moment… and asked the two of them something.

“Actually, there’s a female friend who helped me out recently. I want to thank her somehow, but what do you think would be good?”

Apparently they hadn’t expected the words female friend to come out of Yuzuru’s mouth.

Both of them widened their eyes in surprise.

“You don’t mean Ayaka or Chiharu, right?”

Soichiro asked first.

Ayaka and Chiharu were girls from the same school—and childhood friends of both Yuzuru and Soichiro.

When it came to Yuzuru’s “female friends,” those two were basically the only ones.

“If it were them, I wouldn’t be asking. It’s someone else.”

“What the hell, Yuzuru? I thought you were one of us, but spring has already come for you? Go die.”

“It hasn’t. It’s not like that. And I have no intention of dying.”

Technically speaking, he was engaged, so from the outside it might look like spring had arrived for him.

But that was just a façade.

In reality, it was still the dead of winter for him.

Though honestly, Yuzuru didn’t mind winter at all.

“Soichiro. You’re used to dealing with girls, right?”

“It’s not like that between me, Ayaka, and Chiharu…”

The fact that he immediately named those two sounded half like an admission.

Still, pointing that out might sour Soichiro’s mood, so Yuzuru kept quiet.

“Just so you know, I don’t have close female friends besides Ayaka and Chiharu. I’ve given gifts through social obligations before, but that’s basically the same situation as you. So my experience with women probably won’t help.”

“Oh really?”

“Yeah. Recently I got forced into buying a Tiffany necklace. Are you planning to give this girl something that obviously screams ‘I’m interested in you’ like that?”

“…Yeah, no way.”

Yuzuru immediately imagined Arisa’s reaction.

She would definitely find that creepy.

He didn’t know much about women’s hearts, but even he understood that much.

“Why not just ask her?” Hijiri said with an exasperated look. “You want to repay her, don’t you? You don’t need to surprise her. It’s not like you’re launching an all-out raid.”

When he put it that way… Hijiri had a point.

There was no reason to try and surprise Arisa.

“True that… As expected of the heir to the Ryozenji family. A true master of returning favours.”

“Oi, Yuzuru. Aren’t you wildly misunderstanding something about my family?”

Ignoring Hijiri’s complaint, Yuzuru decided he’d ask Arisa that very day.



Strike while the iron is hot.

That same day, Yuzuru sent Arisa a message on his smartphone.


I’d like to thank you for helping me before. Is there anything you’d like me to do, or something you want?



A reply came almost immediately.


Could I play the games I saw in your room for a bit?



It was a slightly unexpected answer for Yuzuru, but he quickly agreed.

After a brief discussion, they decided Arisa would come to his house that Saturday.



It was early afternoon.

Yuzuru answered the intercom and opened the door.

Standing there was a fair-skinned girl with flaxen hair and jade-green eyes.

Yukishiro Arisa.

“Thank you for having me today.”

Wearing a white blouse and beige pants, Arisa politely bowed her head.

This was the first time he had seen her in casual clothes, which made the sight feel a bit fresh.

“Come on in.”

Yuzuru invited her inside.

After stepping in, Arisa looked around the room and made a brief comment.

“You’ve been keeping the place tidy, haven’t you? That’s quite something.”

“Well… yeah.”

Since Arisa had gone through the trouble of cleaning his room before, Yuzuru felt bad about messing it up again.

So he had started cleaning every day.

And since he knew she would be coming today, he had put extra effort into it.

“The kitchen is clean as well. …Though it seems you haven’t been cooking.”

“Well… yeah, I can’t cook. But I have been eating vegetables. Convenience store salads, though.”

“It’s good to see you’ve reflected at least a little.”

It seemed his improved lifestyle had properly conveyed how genuinely grateful he was to Arisa.

She nodded with clear approval.

“Well then, let’s play some games like you wanted. So, what do you want to play? As you can see, I’ve got a lot. And if it’s not here, I’ve got PC games too.”

“Hm, let’s see…”

Arisa’s jade-coloured eyes were drawn towards the game cases.

Picking up several boxes, she began carefully considering them.

From behind, she looked oddly lively—almost fidgety with anticipation.

Apparently she had really been looking forward to this, which made Yuzuru feel a little relieved.

“Right then, I’ll have this one.”

The game she chose was a famous fighting game where characters from various titles battled in a battle royale.

“Sounds good. Shall we get started, then?”

Yuzuru inserted the game into the console and started it up.

Then he handed a controller to Arisa.

But Arisa…

“How do you play this?”

She asked, looking slightly confused.

She didn’t even seem fully confident about how to hold the controller.

“Ah, you’ve never played it before, have you?”

“Once, back in primary school… I was allowed to play at a classmate’s house…”

“The controllers are a bit different now.”

Yuzuru lightly touched her hands and showed her how to hold it first.

Arisa listened with a serious expression.

“And that’s basically the basic controls. You’ll get used to it as you play.”

“Thank you.”

They moved to the character selection screen.

Then Arisa asked another question.

“Um, Takasegawa-san. Are there any characters I shouldn’t use?”

“What kind of question is that?”

“My classmates back in primary school used to… well… play those sorts of nasty tricks…”

“Ah, the classic elementary school experience. Don’t worry—just because it’s my game doesn’t mean I care about stuff like that.”

“I see. …Then which one should I pick? Are there beginner-friendly characters?”

“Beginner-friendly, huh… maybe this one?”

Truthfully, Yuzuru himself wasn’t much of a gamer.

This particular game was new to him too.

So he wasn’t really in a position to teach Arisa with confidence.

“Oh, right. Takasegawa-san.”

“What is it?”

Just after she finished choosing a character, when the match was about to begin—

Arisa looked at Yuzuru with a serious expression.

“No holding back. And no going easy on me.”

“I’m not good enough to do that anyway.”

Yuzuru shrugged.


      
        Chapter 7 - A Game Beginner (Not That She’s Weak)

        “And that makes another win for me.”

Even Arisa, it seemed, was happy to win a game.

Her usual cool expression softened just a little.

The corners of her lips lifted slightly, and the ends of her eyes relaxed.

Those emerald eyes of hers… still held no light, as always.

Yuzuru felt a bit frustrated at losing—but seeing Arisa’s adorable expression made him think losing wasn’t so bad.

It wasn’t like he liked her or anything, but a beautiful girl’s smile was still pleasant to look at.

“Is there something on my face?”

“N-no… I was just thinking you’re pretty good for a beginner.”

Arisa tilted her head curiously, and Yuzuru hurriedly gave that excuse.

He couldn’t exactly say he had been staring because he thought she looked cute.

“You really don’t play normally? Don’t you have games at home?”

“I don’t have many chances to play. My adoptive mother isn’t keen on games, and besides… well… if she catches me playing, she scolds me. She says if I have time to play, I should be studying.”

“…I see”

He’d sensed it during their meeting before, but Arisa’s position within the Amagi family didn’t seem very good.

Maybe there were games in the house. But at the very least, it didn’t seem like Arisa often played games together with the other children in the Amagi household.

Which was probably why she had come all the way to Yuzuru’s house just to play.

“Takasegawa-san… you’re quite unskilled at games yourself.”

“You don’t need to add quite.”

“You’re very unskilled.”

“You don’t have to rub it in. …So you can make jokes like that.”

“Did you think I was someone incapable of making even a single joke?”

Arisa lightly glared at him with a look that said she was offended.

When Yuzuru shrugged, she corrected herself.

“You’re not very good at it, but don’t you usually play? This game, I mean.”

“Mm… I don’t really play games much in the first place.”

“Even though you’ve got so many of them?”

Arisa said that while glancing at the game collection Yuzuru had set out.

Including both new and old titles, there were around fifty.

Anyone looking at it would assume he was a big gamer.

“I get bored easily…”

“So you’re the type who buys things just to own them?”

“So I’m that type?”

“The kitchen had unnecessarily well-equipped tools. A cast-iron pan, a pressure cooker…”

For someone who hardly cooked, Yuzuru owned an impressive amount of cooking equipment.

Arisa had apparently concluded from that that he was the type who bought things but rarely used them.

…She wasn’t wrong, so he couldn’t deny it.

“I also saw a lot of workout equipment in the living room.”

“Ah… well, I do use it sometimes. I do work out, you know? I even go to the gym with friends occasionally.”

“Really?”

“I wouldn’t lie about something that pointless. Want proof?”

Yuzuru grabbed the hem of his shirt as he said that.

Arisa’s face immediately flushed red.

Then she hurriedly looked away.

“N-no… that won’t be necessary.”

Apparently she didn’t have much resistance to men.

Yuzuru decided that this was probably another reason people called her cute—not just her looks, but also these kinds of reactions and mannerisms.

“Hey, Yukishiro. Aren’t you thirsty?”

She was cute, sure—but if she stayed embarrassed forever, things would get awkward.

So Yuzuru changed the subject.

It was around two-thirty, a perfect time for a snack.

“Oh, then I’ll take you up on that.”

“Alright… is coffee okay?”

“If you have milk and sugar.”

“I do. Right, I’ll make some now.”

Of course, “make” just meant placing mugs under the coffee maker in the kitchen and pressing a button.

Carrying two mugs back to the living room, he set them on the table.

Arisa raised her eyebrows slightly.

“That was quick.”

“I’ve got a coffee maker.”

“I see. So that machine noise earlier was that.”

“Exactly. …I’ll grab the milk and sugar.”

Yuzuru returned to the kitchen to get them.

While he was there, he also pulled out a cake box he had bought earlier from the refrigerator.

“I’m back.”

“Welcome back. …Takasegawa-san, that’s from that famous shop nearby, isn’t it?”

She must have noticed the cake box.

Her expression remained composed… but her eyes kept drifting towards it.

“Oh, you know it? You can eat sweets, right?”

“Yes. I like sweets about as much as anyone.”

“That’s good.”

Reassured, Yuzuru opened the box.

Inside were two slices of shortcake and two slices of chocolate cake.

“Which one do you want?”

“U-um… please wait.”

Arisa stared at them with intense seriousness, murmuring to herself as she struggled to decide.

Her jade-coloured gaze moved back and forth repeatedly.

After much deliberation, she chose the shortcake.

By process of elimination, Yuzuru was left with the chocolate cake.

They placed the slices on plates and started eating.

Since the shop was fairly well-known, the cake was indeed delicious.

After tasting the cake… Yuzuru checked Arisa’s expression.

He didn’t even need to ask for her opinion.

(I’m glad she likes it.)

Her expression softened as she carried the cake to her mouth, cheeks faintly flushed.

The moment she tasted it, her eyes narrowed happily and her lips curved into a small smile.

The corners of her eyes drooped as if she were in a dream.

Then she took a sip of coffee—and immediately frowned.

Apparently there hadn’t been enough milk and sugar.

“…Why are you laughing?”

“Sorry. It was just funny.”

“How rude.”

She frowned in irritation.

Yet even while saying that, she kept adding milk and sugar cubes to her coffee in an almost comical way.

“Sorry, sorry… but I’m glad you’re enjoying it.”

When Yuzuru said that with a small laugh, Arisa looked slightly dissatisfied.

Still, the fork in her hand never stopped moving.

And every time she took another bite of cake, her expression softened again.

“Well, I suppose I’ll forgive you. But… Takasegawa-san, you know places like this too?”

“Know them? I go there pretty often. With friends.”

The moment he said that—

Arisa’s eyes flew wide open in shock.

She froze, fork still in hand.

“Hey now, that reaction is a bit much.”

“A-ah… sorry. These friends of yours—are they from your class?”

“No. Satake Soichiro and Ryozenji Hijiri… do you know them?”

“I’ve heard the names. Whether I could match the names to their faces is another matter.”

It hadn’t even been two months since school started.

Remembering the faces of people in your own class was one thing—but students from other classes were harder.

If anything, it was surprising she knew their names at all.

“What, are those guys famous or something?”

“The girls in my class… mention them sometimes. They say they’re quite handsome.”

“Well, they do have good faces.”

Though whether they were good men—or good as people—was another matter entirely.

Especially Soichiro.

“…You too, though.”

Arisa muttered something quietly.

Her voice was too soft for him to catch.

“What was that?”

“Nothing.”

When Yuzuru asked, she answered calmly as if nothing had happened.


      
        Chapter 8 - “Fiancée” and Flattery

        “By the way, Yukishiro.”

“Yes?”

While they were playing, Yuzuru spoke to Arisa.

Without taking her eyes off the screen, she responded.

Just a few hours earlier she had barely known how to operate the controller… but now she had improved enough to hold a conversation with Yuzuru while playing.

Of course, the fact that her opponent—Yuzuru—was terrible at the game also helped.

“Your cooking was delicious. Absolutely exquisite.”

The moment he said that, the character Arisa was controlling moved in a strange way.

Apparently she had pressed the wrong button.

“Is that so?”

Arisa replied in a flat voice.

…In Yuzuru’s mind, he recalled the shy Arisa who had been so surprised the last time he praised her cooking.

(…I might actually be able to win like this.)

After losing again and again, Yuzuru decided it was time to try some psychological warfare.

“That meat and potato stew was delicious. The balance between sweetness and saltiness was perfect, and it had a lot of depth and umami too. Was it the bonito stock that made the difference?”

“It’s just that new potatoes and onions are especially good this time of year.”

“The miso soup you made was amazing. The balance between the ingredients and the broth was perfect. It’s truly impressive that you make the stock from bonito flakes and kelp. Modern granulated stock powders are pretty good, and sometimes if someone inexperienced tries to make their own from scratch it actually tastes worse… but when someone skilled does it properly, it really is completely different. Also, this is just my personal preference, but—ah!”

Because he had been busy thinking of compliments for Arisa’s cooking, Yuzuru lost focus.

Arisa’s character landed a special move squarely on him.

He lost spectacularly.

“This is what they mean by «the schemer falls into his own trap.»”

“So you noticed.”

“For a start, it was far too abrupt, deliberate, and blatant.”

That was absolutely spot on.

But there was one thing he had to correct.

“It’s true I went overboard, and maybe it sounded like flattery—but it really was delicious. My comments about the taste were genuine.”

“Is that so? Well, I’m reasonably good at cooking, after all. There’s no way it could be bad.”

Apparently the same trick wouldn’t work twice.

Even with Yuzuru’s compliments, she showed no sign of being flustered, maintaining her usual faint smile.

Since the topic had come up anyway, Yuzuru decided to keep the conversation centred around cooking.

“Do you like cooking?”

“…Not particularly. But I’m used to it. It’s true that I usually cook at home.”

“Wow, that’s impressive. The people who get to eat your cooking must be lucky.”

“…I suppose so?”

Saying this, Arisa gave a small smile.

But it wasn’t quite a bashful smile.

It was closer to a self-mocking, slightly cynical one.

“Well, it does make cooking worthwhile if someone compliments it—even if it’s just flattery like yours, Takasegawa-san.”

“It’s not flattery. Your cooking really was delicious. Good enough that I’d want to eat it again.”

“…I see.”

Arisa then turned towards him.

She sat in seiza, straightened her back, and faced him formally.

Her jade eyes, framed by long eyelashes, looked directly at him.

Without thinking, Yuzuru straightened his posture too.

“W-what is it?”

“Then would you like to eat it today?”

“Huh?”

“You treated me to cake, after all. If you’d like… I can cook. If you’d rather not, that’s fine too.”

It was a suggestion he had never expected.



Around half past five.

White rice.

Miso soup with green onions and tofu.

Japanese-style hamburger steak (with grated daikon, sautéed mushrooms, and boiled broccoli on the side).

Simmered root vegetables.

Spinach dressed in soy sauce.

Dashi-flavoured rolled omelette.

Chilled tofu.

The table ended up filled with a meal far more luxurious than Yuzuru had imagined.

There were two more dishes than the last time Arisa had cooked for him.

“Come to think of it… you said you usually make at least four side dishes.”

Yuzuru murmured.

Apparently that hadn’t been an exaggeration.

She probably really did cook a standard ichijū-sansai meal  A traditional Japanese meal format consisting of one soup and three side dishes with additional dishes on top.

To Yuzuru, that was astonishing, but Arisa looked completely unconcerned.

“It’s nothing special. As for the chilled tofu, I just bought some and served it.”

Even leaving that aside, there were still four other dishes.

If she really cooked like this every day… that had to be quite a workload.

Still, Yuzuru didn’t say that out loud.

“Sorry. You made something this fancy and delicious for me.”

“It’s in return for the cake and the games. We split the ingredient cost, and I’m eating too… and I cook regularly anyway, so it’s no trouble.”

“Well… the cake and the games were supposed to be my way of thanking you for taking care of me, so if you return the favour like this it kind of defeats the purpose.”

Yuzuru smiled wryly.

Their back-and-forth of favours was starting to blur the original point.

“By the way, you said you usually cook at home, right? …Is your family’s dinner going to be okay?”

Something that had been on his mind finally came up.

Arisa had already told her adoptive parents that she would be cooking dinner for Yuzuru and eating there as well.

Yuzuru had happily accepted the offer since he wanted to taste her cooking again—but he worried she might get scolded for it.

“When I told them I wanted to cook for you, Takasegawa-san, they told me to capture both your heart and stomach.”

She raised the corner of her mouth slightly and gave a faint snort.

“I suppose they want the engagement money that badly.”

It was a smile filled with self-mockery—and a hint of disdain.

“Well, you’ve definitely captured my stomach, if not my heart.”

“You’re quite smooth.”

“No, I’m serious. I suffered from Yukishiro withdrawal for a while.”

“That’s a silly joke. …Let’s eat before it gets cold.”

She said that in an exasperated, chilly voice.

The atmosphere cooled faster than the food.

Yuzuru pressed his hands together and picked up his chopsticks.

For now, he took a sip of the miso soup.

“Mmm, it’s as delicious as last time.”

“I see. Well, I didn’t change the recipe. It should taste the same.”

“Being able to produce a consistent flavour like that is proof of good cooking, isn’t it?”

“You’re flattering me too much. It’s nothing special as long as I remember the measurements.”

Arisa replied matter-of-factly.

Yuzuru decided that adding more words would only make it sound insincere, so he stopped giving detailed commentary about the food.

Without saying anything further, he continued eating while thinking how good it tasted.

Then—

“…Was it really that good?”

After he had finished about half his meal, Arisa asked that question.

Yuzuru wondered why she was bringing it up now.

“Didn’t I already tell you that earlier?”

“No… it’s just that you were eating it so enthusiastically.”

As she said that, Arisa glanced at Yuzuru’s plate, where most of the food had already disappeared.

Then she asked in her usual calm voice:

“Would you like another serving? There’s still hamburger steak, simmered vegetables, and miso soup.”

“I’d love some, please.”

“I see.”

Arisa took the empty plate from him and stood up.

Then she turned her back and headed towards the kitchen.

He couldn’t see her expression…

But Yuzuru felt certain that she understood, at least a little, that his words hadn’t been mere flattery.


      
        Chapter 9 - The “Fiancée’s” Family Situation

        After dinner, Yuzuru decided to walk Arisa home.

Arisa insisted that the station would be fine, but… even though the evenings had been getting lighter lately, he still felt reluctant to let a girl walk home alone at night.

Besides, the only reason she was returning so late was because she had cooked dinner for him.

“Takasegawa-san, you have a surprisingly gentlemanly side.”

Arisa suddenly said that with a tone of admiration.

Yuzuru had never claimed to be a gentleman, but the surprisingly part was a little offensive.

“What do you mean ‘surprisingly’?”

“I apologise if that sounded rude. But… I noticed you subtly walking on the roadside. It made me realise you have that kind of consideration too.”

His parents and grandparents had always taught him that when walking beside a woman, he should take the side closer to the street.

A man should protect a woman.

Considering the modern age, it might sound somewhat old-fashioned—but the Takasegawa family was exactly that sort of household.

“That’s just how I was raised. Honestly, my family still holds onto some pretty old-fashioned values. ‘If you’re a man, protect women,’ that sort of thing. Though… I guess I couldn’t exactly practise that when I was on crutches.”

When Yuzuru said that, Arisa fell silent.

Her head tilted slightly downward.

Under the streetlights, her beautiful face looked… faintly troubled.

“Did I… cause you trouble?”

“Hm? …Why would you think that?”

“I was wondering if… because of me… your parents scolded you.”

In other words, she seemed to be worried that because a man from such a household had been protected by a woman—herself—he might have gotten in trouble with his parents.

“No way! We don’t have such outdated values. Besides, my parents are pretty laid-back. You’re worrying too much.”

“…I see. That’s good, then.”

Arisa let out a small sigh of relief.

But a trace of concern still lingered in her expression.

She still seemed worried that her actions might have caused him trouble.

“Yukishiro, were you okay after that?”

“…After what?”

“After the meeting. When you got home… did anyone say anything?”

Arisa didn’t answer.

But her clouded expression—and her silence—spoke volumes.

It confirmed Yuzuru’s suspicion.

“Did they tell you off?”

“…It’s my fault. Don’t worry about it.”

Her voice carried a tone of rejection.

It felt like she was drawing a line between herself and Yuzuru.

And yet… at the same time, she looked incredibly sad and pained.

Yuzuru judged that forcing his way into the matter would only hurt her and lead to rejection.

But ignoring it entirely didn’t feel right either.

“If that’s what you say, I won’t pry into your affairs.”

“I would appreciate that. I don’t want to cause you any more trouble, Takasegawa-san—”

“I don’t consider it trouble.”

Yuzuru interrupted her.

Then, without looking at her—keeping his gaze forward—he spoke as if talking to himself.

“Since we’re engaged, I’m not exactly a complete outsider when it comes to your family situation.”

It wasn’t as though there was absolutely nothing he could do.

After conveying that much, he continued.

“But I’m not your real fiancé. So I’ll respect your wishes. If I’m being pushy, say so. If I’m a nuisance, say so. If you dislike it, say so. If you hate it, say so. I’d rather you be honest about how you feel.”

After a brief silence, Arisa answered clearly.

“For now, I have no intention of asking for your help. It would be… rather excessive. And meddlesome.”

“I see. Yeah… that makes sense.”

Even if Yuzuru went to speak to her parents, there was no guarantee they would behave the way he intended.

Unless they were extremely foolish, of course.

But if they were foolish, things might end up much worse.

Arisa couldn’t take that risk.

And Yuzuru couldn’t take responsibility for the outcome either.

“But, Takasegawa-san.”

“Yeah?”

“Thank you for respecting my wishes. I’m genuinely happy about that.”

Her voice sounded much softer than usual.



Before long, they arrived at a spot where Arisa’s house came into view.

She turned towards Yuzuru and bowed slightly, indicating that this was far enough.

“Thank you for today. I had a lovely time.”

Her expression was the same composed one she always wore.

But somehow, Yuzuru felt those words were sincere.

“I had fun too. And the food was delicious.”

“I’ll take that compliment at face value. …You did eat quite a lot, after all.”

Arisa nodded slightly in response to his praise.

Then she seemed to think for a moment before speaking again.

“Takasegawa-san… may I come play games again next week? In return, I’ll cook for you.”

“Next week? Sure. There are still plenty of games we haven’t touched yet. …But you don’t need to do anything in return. It’s just games. Of course, I’d happily eat if you cook.”

Yuzuru didn’t want to make it seem like he was forcing her to cook.

In his mind, cooking meals in exchange for letting her play games and buying a little cake was a bit excessive.

“That’s not it. …Let me put it differently. Please let me cook. It’s easier that way.”

“Ah… I see.”

If she didn’t cook for Yuzuru, that meant she would have to go home early and cook for the Amagi household.

Yuzuru didn’t know the exact structure of her family, but cooking for just the two of them was probably much easier.

In other words—

She wanted to slack off.

“I’ll gladly cooperate. …You’re welcome to come cook every day, you know.”

When Yuzuru said that half-jokingly—

“Fufu… I’ll think about it.”

Arisa gave a smile that could have been either a joke or completely serious.



Every Saturday after that, Arisa came to Yuzuru’s house, played games, cooked dinner, and then went home.

That arrangement continued for about a month.

By mid-June.


Hello? What do you want, old man?




Do I need a reason to call my grandson?




You’ve never called without one before. Get on with it.



When Yuzuru answered like that, the old man grumbled about him being cold and how that might technically be true.

Just as Yuzuru was about to hurry him along again—


Do you know what day it is a week from now?




No clue.




This is no time for jokes. It’s an important day.



Even if it was important, he couldn’t know what he didn’t know.

As Yuzuru tilted his head in confusion—


Her birthday. The Amagi girl’s birthday.




Oh—right… I guess it is.



Before their meeting, he had been shown a profile sheet with her birth date on it.

If he remembered correctly, her birthday was actually a little earlier than his.


Goodness… do you really consider yourself her fiancé?




Y-yeah…



Her birthday had completely slipped his mind.

If they were a normal loving couple, they would obviously know each other’s birthdays.


I owe you one, Grandpa. I’ll prepare a present.




Good. …Now hurry up and show me a great-grandchild.




Then you’d better live at least six more years. I’m not getting married until I graduate from university.



With that, Yuzuru hung up the phone.


Well then… what should I do?



Yuzuru sighed.


      
        Chapter 10 - The “Fiancée’s” Birthday

        What matters most is your feelings for the other person, so don’t bother with surprises—just ask them honestly.

That was the advice given by Yuzuru’s close friend—and sworn enemy of women—Soichiro Satake.

However—

That advice only really applied to gifts meant as a token of everyday gratitude.

A birthday present was a little different.

When it came to birthday gifts, wasn’t part of the fun the anticipation of “I wonder what they’re going to give me?”

At least, that was Yuzuru’s view.

The last time he had asked Soichiro for advice…

It had turned out that he was surprisingly useless.

Hijiri, on the other hand… considering his family business, he probably knew plenty of ways to win over girls—or trick them, depending on how you looked at it.

But Yuzuru had no intention of trying to impress Arisa like that.

In that case, it would probably be fastest to just ask a girl directly.

Having reached that conclusion, Yuzuru sent a message to his childhood friend.



The next day.

After school, Yuzuru went to that childhood friend’s classroom.

“Sorry, Yuzurun. My heart already belongs to Soichiro-kun, the man I’ve chosen for my future. I can’t accept your love…”

Black-silk hair.

Amber eyes with a reddish tint.

Fair skin and a slightly exotic beauty.

Not only was her face beautiful—her figure was balanced like that of a model.

One of Yuzuru and Soichiro’s childhood friends.

Ayaka Tachibana said that to him.

“When did I ever confess my love to you?”

Yuzuru replied with an exasperated look.

Still, this was her usual style, so there was no point getting bothered by it.

After all, they had known each other since infancy.

“As I said in the message, I’ve got a female friend. I want to give her a birthday present.”

“Hmm. First question, Yuzurun—do you like her?”

“No.”

“Then you should probably stay away from accessories.”

“That’s what I thought too.”

In the first place, he had no idea what Arisa’s tastes were, so buying something like that would be difficult.

Even if he bought something from Tiffany, it might just end up being sold online.

…Though Arisa didn’t seem like the type who’d sell a gift someone gave her.

“So, what kind of relationship do you have with her?”

“Well, it’s… complicated.”

He couldn’t exactly say they were in a fake engagement.

And even hinting at it was dangerous.

The Tachibana family’s information network was nothing to scoff at, and despite appearances, Ayaka was sharp and perceptive.

If he said the wrong thing, she might investigate their relationship in no time.

…For all he knew, she might already have information about it.

“She’s a female friend. But not quite as close as you and I are. That said, we’re not distant either… we’re close, but we maintain a proper sense of distance. And I want to keep getting along well with her in the future.”

“Hmmm. So you’re not lovers or anything, just friends. But there’s some deeper connection than normal friends, and you share some kind of mutual benefit… like partners or teammates?”

“…………Yeah. Something like that.”

(How on earth is she so perceptive?)

Yuzuru broke out in a cold sweat internally.

“Yuzurun, every year you give me those assorted sweets, right? Would something like that work?”

Yuzuru and Ayaka had known each other since they were babies.

Naturally, they exchanged birthday gifts out of courtesy.

Every year, Yuzuru gives her an assortment of long-lasting biscuits and other sweets.

“Well… I did think about that. But that sort of thing… feels a bit like a token gesture, doesn’t it?”

“Yeah, they’re the kind of thing you could give as a year-end or summer gift.”

Technically, Yuzuru and Arisa were engaged.

From the outside, they looked like a couple.

Giving her the same thing he gave his childhood friend would definitely lead to comments from his grandparents later.

Besides, if it came to sweets, he could just buy a cake.

It would overlap with the present.

As the two of them continued pondering—

“Oh my, Yuzuru-san and Ayaka-san. What are you two discussing?”

Another girl suddenly appeared from the hallway.

Bright brown hair.

Hazel eyes.

A refined, traditional Japanese face.

She was a bit shorter, which made the fullness of her chest stand out even more.

Another childhood friend.

Chiharu Uenishi.

Yukishiro Arisa, Tachibana Ayaka, Uenishi Chiharu, and another girl named Tenka Nagiri.

The four of them were well known at school for their beauty.

Incidentally, Yuzuru had never met Tenka directly, but according to Hijiri—who was in her class—“She’s a woman like a devil.”

“Yuzurun wants to buy a girl a present.”

“Oh my—has spring finally come for Yuzuru-san? I’m hurt you didn’t consult me sooner.”

“I was planning to ask you after Ayaka. And no, spring has not come for me.”

After saying that, Yuzuru sighed inwardly.

Whenever these two gathered together, things got noisy.

Not that he disliked them—they were close friends—but both of them had energetic personalities that fed off each other.

…Still, saying that out loud would only make them louder.

So he decided to get straight to the point.

“So, Chiharu. What kind of gift would make you happy?”

“Something other than sweets, right? Hmm… how about cosmetics?”

“Cosmetics? …I don’t know anything about that.”

Wouldn’t giving makeup just be inconvenient?

Yuzuru tilted his head in confusion.

“Well, for serious cosmetics there are preferences. But stuff like lotion, lip balm, or soap is fine. As long as it’s not something weird, most girls will use it if they receive it.”

“That makes sense. It’s also just within the boundary where it doesn’t feel romantic.”

Ayaka nodded in agreement.

If it was something like that, it would also distinguish the gift from what he gave Ayaka and Chiharu.

“Got it. Thanks. I’ll take it from here.”

“Tell us how it goes!”

“Come on, be a man about it!”

“I told you, it’s not a romantic thing.”

With a sigh, Yuzuru left.



About a week later.

Saturday, June 25th—the day before Arisa’s birthday.

Naturally, the day itself didn’t conveniently fall on one of their usual Saturdays.

As usual, Yuzuru and Arisa played some games together.

Then they took a short break and ate cake.

“Honestly, I feel a little bad that you always treat me to cake.”

“If you say that, then I’m the one who should feel bad for always having you cook for me.”

It evens out.

After saying that, Yuzuru suddenly continued—

“Speaking of cake…”

“Yes?”

“Happy birthday. Tomorrow, right?”

“…Ah. Now that you mention it, yes.”

After a brief pause, Arisa responded as if she had just remembered.

But it wasn’t the kind of surprise that said “I can’t believe you remembered my birthday!”

“…You didn’t forget your own birthday, did you?”

“Well… I do remember the date. I just don’t usually think about it.”

Arisa replied while slightly averting her gaze.

It seemed she really hadn’t been aware that her birthday was so close.

…Given her family situation, maybe no one had ever celebrated it before.

The thought made Yuzuru feel unexpectedly sorry for her.

“By the way, how did you know my birthday, Takasegawa-san?”

“It was written in the profile sheet from the meeting… and my grandfather reminded me recently.”

“I see. …Well, if we’re engaged, we should know each other’s birthdays. I completely overlooked that.”

“Fortunately, my grandfather didn’t find it strange that I didn’t know your birthday. Though he did seem disappointed.”

Arisa lowered her head slightly.

“…I’m sorry I didn’t tell you.”

“That goes both ways. By the way, my birthday is October 16th. Just so you know.”

When he told her, she immediately saved the information in her smartphone.

At least now she wouldn’t forget his birthday.

“And one more thing, Yukishiro.”

“Yes?”

“Of course, I prepared a birthday present.”

When Yuzuru said that while pulling out a cute paper bag he had hidden nearby—

Arisa froze in surprise for the first time.


      
        Chapter 11 - “Fiancée” and a Present

        “This is… well… how should I put it. Thank you.”

Looking a little bewildered, Arisa took the paper bag.

It was rare to see her this shaken—she who normally maintained perfect composure.

In fact, the last time she’d been this flustered might have been… when Yuzuru first praised her cooking.

“Even if it’s just for the sake of keeping up appearances… I’m happy.”

Arisa narrowed her eyes slightly.

It wasn’t the carefully crafted, art-like smile she wore at school.

It was a natural smile.

Just a little.

Just for a moment—

Yuzuru’s heart skipped a beat.

(…Good for the eyes, bad for the heart.)

He didn’t like Arisa’s lifeless eyes or those artificial, museum-piece smiles she showed everyone.

But her natural smile was truly beautiful.

Elegant.

Lovely.

“It’s not really an act though. Even if we weren’t engaged, we’re still close. So I prepared a gift.”

“…Is that how that works?”

“We’re friends, aren’t we? …Or was I the only one who thought that?”

Yuzuru scratched his cheek awkwardly.

If that was just his one-sided feeling—of friendship, not romance—it would be pretty embarrassing.

Arisa hurriedly shook her head.

“N-no. I’m sorry. I just… don’t really understand these things. If you’re asking whether we’re friends…”

“…You’re not about to say you don’t have any friends, are you?”

“Well… if eating lunch together and nodding along to conversations counts as friendship, then I have plenty.”

Her tone was strangely detached.

Her green eyes looked dark and murky.

“I won’t say I’ve never visited a classmate’s house before. But… you’re the first person who’s treated me this warmly, Takasegawa-san.”

Arisa treated all her classmates equally.

She had no particular enemies, but at the same time, no particularly close friends either.

She treated everyone the same—

Yet built an invisible, sturdy wall between herself and others.

That was how Yukishiro Arisa interacted with people.

Which explained why she wasn’t interested in birthdays.

There was no one who would celebrate them with her.

“So I’m the first, huh… Should I feel honoured?”

Thinking it would be too heavy to treat seriously, Yuzuru joked.

Arisa seemed to relax and replied lightly.

“I suppose so. It’s a great honour. You should feel privileged.”

Then Arisa gently stroked the paper bag Yuzuru had given her, almost affectionately.

Then she looked up at him.

Her eyes—normally like a frozen lake, cold and lifeless—seemed a little warmer.

At least, it felt that way.

“In October, I’ll prepare something for you as well.”

“I’ll look forward to it.”

Yuzuru answered.

Arisa nodded, then set the paper bag on the floor.

But she quickly started fidgeting again… picked it up… and placed it on her lap.

Then she asked—

“May I look inside?”

“Why shouldnt’t you? Actually, I’d like to hear your thoughts. For future reference.”

Since they would supposedly maintain this “engagement” until graduation, understanding Arisa’s tastes was important.

“Then I’ll be honest with my thoughts. …Is this soap?”

What Yuzuru had given her was a gift set.

Scented bar soap, shampoo, conditioner, and a hand towel.

He had considered lotion, hand cream, and lip balm as well…

But with summer approaching, he decided soap products would be more suitable.

“This is from a famous brand, isn’t it? It must have been fairly expensive.”

Her voice carried both happiness and confusion.

Like she was pleased to receive something nice… but also felt guilty about its cost.

“So? What do you think? Feel free to be harsh.”

“I can’t evaluate a gift someone gave me. That would be rude. …But if I had to say…”

Her voice grew a little brighter.

“It’s much nicer than I expected. I never imagined I’d receive something this wonderful.”

Her expression remained calm, but her cheeks were faintly flushed.

“I’ve never received anything like this before. I’ve never bought it either. I was never even allowed to use it. So truly… I’m very happy.”

After saying that, Arisa let out a small sigh.

The light slowly faded from her emerald eyes.

“They all have things like this. My step-sister, my classmates… everyone.”

Her eyes slowly began to moisten.

Her voice wavered.

Her body trembled faintly.

Suddenly she lowered her head.

Her amber hair hid her expression.

“I pretended not to care. But I really did want them. I envied everyone… but I could never ask to buy them. …Sorry. I got a little emotional.”

After saying that, she turned her back to Yuzuru.

Her shoulders trembled faintly.

A moment later, he heard her take a deep breath.

When she finally turned back around—

her face had returned to its usual calm composure.

Though her eyes were slightly red.

“Please pretend you didn’t hear what I just said.”

“Right… Then I will.”

Yuzuru had almost said that he would always listen if she needed to vent.

But instead, he respected her wishes and said nothing.

He had already told her before—

that if she ever asked for help, he would give it.

And that he would respect her choices.

Now she asked him to forget.

So he would.

“Well then… I guess something like this will be fine for next year too?”

“Yes. …Please.”

Still—

If he could grant her small wishes under some convenient pretext…

If he could at least give her a place to escape—

surely that would be acceptable.

That was what Yuzuru thought.



Later that night.

As usual, Yuzuru was walking Arisa home.

“Takasegawa-san, I’ve been wondering about something for a while.”

“What is it?”

“When we’re in your room, you wear a T-shirt. But whenever we go outside, you put on a jacket. …Isn’t it hotter outside than inside this time of year?”

There was a slight edge to her voice.

Yuzuru believed that if he was walking outside beside Arisa, he should dress properly.

So he put on a jacket.

However, this seemed to annoy her slightly.

After all, no one would want the person walking beside them to look sloppy.

“So what you’re saying is… you want me to dress nicely even when it’s just the two of us?”

“Yes. You care about other people’s eyes, but not mine. It makes me feel like I’m not being taken seriously.”

Yuzuru understood what she meant.

In short—

she was annoyed that he didn’t treat her like a woman.

“But I don’t quite get it. You don’t like me that way, right? …So why do you care?”

“Let me ask you something, Takasegawa-san. What would you think if I showed up with messy bed hair and a tracksuit?”

“I mean… yeah, I wouldn’t like that. But isn’t that a bit extreme? I’m wearing normal clothes… and just putting on a jacket makes it look presentable. …Wait. Is this outfit bad? Is it as bad as a full tracksuit?”

Yuzuru didn’t think he had great fashion sense.

But he didn’t think it was terrible either.

Still, hearing her say that made him uneasy.

“You can relax. I think your fashion sense is good.”

“Then why…—”

“If you wore a full tracksuit confidently, I might actually accept it. What bothers me isn’t your fashion sense—it’s your attitude. You fix your hair and wear a jacket only when going outside. Around me you’re at sixty percent, but outside you’re at eighty. That’s what annoys me.”

Now that she mentioned it…—

maybe she was right.

Yuzuru had been the one who told her at the beginning:

(If something bothers you, say it.)

He preferred that to her bottling things up.

So honestly, he appreciated her saying it.

As he considered that, Arisa suddenly softened her tone.

Her voice softened.

“I’m sorry. I went too far. I do understand that it’s your room, and you have the right to relax there. I’m the one intruding. It’s just… well… I do think about you a little, Takasegawa-san.”

“…You think about me?”

He had always assumed that to Arisa, Yuzuru was merely a convenient partner in their arrangement.

Certainly not someone she saw as a man.

So her words surprised him.

“Don’t misunderstand. You’re not a romantic interest. But… I do recognise you as a man. …Or am I wrong?”

“No, I’m definitely a man. …You make jokes like that too?”

“Please don’t tease me. I’m serious. If I treat you as a man, but you don’t treat me as a woman, isn’t that a little unfair?”

She puffed out her cheeks slightly.

In the evening sunset, her face was faintly red.

Yuzuru nodded firmly.

“You’re right. I’m sorry. I got careless because of your kindness. I’ll be more mindful from now on.”

“That would help.”

That day—

Yuzuru felt like the distance between them had grown much smaller.


      
        Chapter 12 - “Fiancée” and the Serial Confessor

        After school.

Yuzuru was on his way to return a book to the school library when—

“Eh!? Why not!?”

He heard a frivolous-sounding voice.

The tone carried a joking air, but there was a trace of irritation mixed in.

“Come on, just a little… think of it as a trial run. One month… no, one week—no, three days! Let’s just start off as friends…”

It sounded like some kind of romantic argument.

Yuzuru had no interest in sticking his nose into other people’s love lives, so he intended to ignore it and walk past—

“Because I do not like you.”

At the sound of a familiar voice, he stopped.

A dignified, beautiful voice—yet somehow mechanical and chillingly cold.

A girl’s voice Yuzuru knew well.

Since it involved someone he knew, he couldn’t simply leave it alone.

Yuzuru headed towards the voices.

They were standing beneath a tree in a quiet corner of the grounds.

Quietly, he peeked to see what was happening.

As expected, the familiar voice belonged to Yuzuru’s “fiancée,” Yukishiro Arisa.

And the one persistently clinging to that “fiancée” was—

An upperclassman, one year above them.

If Yuzuru’s memory served him right… he was the ace of the football team.

Yuzuru remembered seeing him receive an award during a morning assembly.

Recently, he was also someone whose name had come up in conversations between Soichiro and Hijiri.

His name was Umihara-senpai.

“Ehh!? What part? I’m not that bad…”

“Everything. All of it.”

Arisa shot him down with no hesitation.

She looked slightly irritated.

And Umihara… seemed irritated as well.

“Come on, don’t be so stiff about it… I’m sure I could be useful to you.”

“I have no need of your assistance.”

“Your father’s company is struggling right now, isn’t it?”

Arisa’s expression froze.

Her already expressionless face became even more mask-like.

“My dad’s a city councillor, you know. I could pull some strings—”

“That may be true, but no. I don’t see that as necessary.”

Arisa spat the words out and turned on her heel to leave.

But the upperclassman suddenly grabbed her arm.

“Let go. …I’ll report you to a teacher.”

“Wait, wait. Just talk a little longer—”

Yuzuru couldn’t leave it alone any longer.

“She doesn’t like it.”

Stepping out, Yuzuru spoke sharply to Umihara.

He approached while staring straight into Umihara’s eyes.

“Huh? Who the hell are you? …Stay out of this. This is none of your business!”

Umihara’s expression twisted awkwardly.

At least he seemed aware that he was forcing the issue.

“As her classmate, I can’t just ignore it. …Now let go of her hand.”

As Yuzuru pressed him—

Umihara’s gaze shifted away slightly.

People like him were often surprisingly timid.

“Now, now… Don’t get cocky just because you’re a first-year.”

As he said that, Umihara reached out as if to shove Yuzuru.

He didn’t seem to have the balls to throw a punch.

But having someone step towards him was enough to make him flinch.

That was probably the psychology behind his action.

Yuzuru caught the outstretched hand.

Then lightly twisted it upwards.

“—Ow…”

Umihara frowned in pain.

In that moment, he released the hand that had been grabbing Arisa.

Arisa stepped behind Yuzuru, hiding behind his back.

Yuzuru let go of Umihara’s hand.

“You… what’s your name?”

Irritated, Umihara demanded.

Yuzuru had no reason to be intimidated, afraid, or hide it, so he answered plainly.

“Takasegawa Yuzuru.”

“…Takasegawa, huh. I’ll remember that name real well.”

He spat those words out and left as if fleeing.

Yuzuru shrugged.

“…Um, Takasegawa-san.”

Arisa spoke hesitantly, looking timid.

Then she gave a small bow.

“…I’m sorry for causing you trouble.”

“No, don’t worry about it. More importantly… did I overstep?”

Arisa seemed like the type who disliked others interfering in her personal matters.

So Yuzuru would have preferred to just observe.

Of course, he couldn’t simply watch that situation.

“No… I was truly troubled, so you helped me.”

“I see. Well… I can’t say it’s great, but… that was some bad luck.”

“…I’m fine. But, um… are you going to be alright, Takasegawa-san?”

Arisa looked at him with concern.

Yuzuru tilted his head, wondering what she meant—

But he quickly understood.

She was worried about him being targeted by Umihara.

“Ah, it’s fine, it’s fine. He can’t really do much. He seems like the coward type… at most he’ll complain to his parents, or maybe come bother me with a group.”

“…Wouldn’t that still be problematic? His father is… someone influential in that field, right? And if I remember correctly… he’s the ace of the football team?”

“Well… he is famous.”

However—

“His reputation was bad to begin with.”

“…Really?”

“Apparently the football club members don’t like him much either.”

Yuzuru had once overheard classmates badmouthing him.

Yuzuru didn’t particularly enjoy hearing people talk behind others’ backs…

But it seemed true that he wasn’t very well respected.

“And he’s also famous as a serial confessor.”

“Serial confessor?”

“Recently he approached one of my friends. She was pretty annoyed about it too.”

The female friends he meant were Tachibana Ayaka and Uenishi Chiharu.

Perhaps he had hoped to improve his own status by dating a cute first-year girl—especially one from a respectable family.

“But apparently he was pretty pushy.”

“…Were they alright?”

“Yeah. A friend stepped in. There was a bit of a dispute then too—but nothing like this, though. He was probably already irritated because of that.”

The friend in question was Satake Soichiro.

At the time, Yuzuru had thought it took quite some nerve to aggressively pressure the daughters of the Tachibana and Uenishi families—and even pick a fight with Satake.

But apparently—

He was simply an ignorant rich kid who didn’t know the world.

If he was going to talk about family status, he should at least learn not only his own family’s standing but also those of others.

“Are you really going to be alright?”

“It’ll be fine if we just ignore him. …But if he tries anything, tell me.”

“…Alright.”

Arisa nodded, though she still looked somewhat uneasy.



Three days later.

Lunch break.

“Hey, Takasegawa… Umihara-senpai’s here looking for you. And Yukishiro too.”

A classmate from the football club called out to him.

Yuzuru tilted his head, wondering what the reason was.

Though it was obviously related to the incident the other day.

“You gonna be alright, Takasegawa? …That guy looked well pissed.”

His classmate asked worriedly.

Yuzuru waved his hand and replied cheerfully.

“I’m probably the one who pissed him off. …My bad for causing trouble.”

“Nah, it’s fine, Don’t worry about it,” Yuzuru told him.

Then he looked towards Arisa.

She had apparently been contacted as well.

Her usual expressionless face remained, but her eyes seemed to tremble slightly with anxiety.

Then Yuzuru turned his gaze towards the classroom door.

Standing there with legs apart, arms crossed, and an irritated expression—

was Umihara.

Yuzuru decided to settle things as peacefully as possible, and in a way that wouldn’t cause trouble for Arisa.


      
        Chapter 13 - Takasegawa

        “What’s your deal with us, Senpai?”

“…What is it?”

Yuzuru spoke calmly, while Arisa’s tone was merely a little cold.

Together, they faced Umihara.

Around them, students were opening their lunchboxes and chatting with friends…

though they were clearly paying attention to what was happening.

“…About the other day.”

Umihara spoke.

Then his face twisted—frustration and humiliation clearly written across it.

“Takasegawa-san, Yukishiro-san… I caused you both a great deal of trouble. …I apologise.”

With that, he lowered his head.

The surrounding students seemed shocked.

Even those who had initially looked uninterested were now staring over with obvious curiosity.

…At this point, it was basically a public execution of his reputation.

Well, of course… Yuzuru didn’t particularly care about Umihara’s feelings.

But being resented over something like this would be troublesome, and besides, he didn’t want to stand out any more than necessary.

“Please raise your head, Senpai. It doesn’t bother me.”

Then he glanced towards Arisa.

She… looked stunned.

But under Yuzuru’s gaze—and the attention of everyone around them—she finally came back to herself.

“I’m not bothered by it either.”

Arisa replied flatly.

“….”

Umihara, on the other hand, didn’t seem very satisfied.

Apparently, bowing his head to first-years had hurt his pride.

Perhaps because of that, he added one last remark—like a sore loser—

“…Just because your family’s rich doesn’t mean you should get cocky.”

He spat those words at Yuzuru before walking away.

(Talk about a boomerang, that completely backfired.)

With that, his apology was completely ruined.

“Hey, Yukishiro. Did you report him to your father?”

“Of course not! …I never want anything to do with him again. What about you, Takasegawa-san?”

“This isn’t something I’d go to my parents about. I didn’t say anything.”

Neither Yuzuru nor Arisa had reported the matter to their parents.

So why had Umihara suddenly decided to apologise?

Yuzuru tilted his head inwardly, looking puzzled.



Later.

While eating lunch, Yuzuru told Soichiro and Hijiri what had happened earlier.

“Huh, so he came to apologise to you too?”

Soichiro sounded surprised.

Apparently, Umihara had also gone to apologise to him.

“Did you report it to your dad?” Yuzuru asked.

“Ain’t no way. But… Ayaka and Chiharu were pretty pissed off. Those two apparently exaggerated the story quite a bit when they told their parents. So Umihara got thoroughly chewed out by his father.”

When Soichiro said that, Hijiri theatrically shuddered.

“Damn… women show no mercy. If you’re a guy, running to your parents is pretty lame.”

“By that logic, he wouldn’t qualify as a man. Though honestly… before even getting into that, bringing up your father every time something happens is lame enough as it is.”

Soichiro spoke harshly about Umihara.

From Soichiro’s perspective, Umihara was the man who had tried to hurt his precious childhood friends, so the harsh judgment was understandable.

“Hmm… maybe Ayaka-chan and Chiharu-chan mentioned us too?”

“I’ll ask them just in case… but I doubt it. Those two have enough sense to know better.”

The trouble Ayaka and Chiharu experienced from Umihara was separate from what Yuzuru and Arisa experienced.

It wouldn’t make sense for them to report Yuzuru and Arisa’s situation to their parents along with their own.

“Maybe Umihara ran crying to his daddy. Like, ‘Some guy named Takasegawa bullied me!’ And then he got scolded instead.”

“Or maybe Umihara’s father questioned him. Umihara himself is like that, but I’ve heard Councilor Umihara is a reasonable man. Maybe he pressed him about whether he’d been harassing other girls too… and your name came up.”

Either way, there was no way Umihara apologised of his own free will.

Somehow, his father had learned that Umihara had tried to trouble Arisa—and had gotten into a conflict with Yuzuru in the process.

That much was certain.

“Well… it’s already in the past. Let’s drop it.”

Just thinking about Umihara was unpleasant, so Yuzuru suggested that.

Soichiro and Hijiri nodded in agreement.

“Yea… he probably reflected on it.”

“’Doubt it. A guy who reforms that easily wouldn’t become a serial confessor. But whatever—it ain’t my problem.”

And just like that, the issue surrounding the serial confessor was, for the time being, resolved.



This past Saturday.

As usual, Yuzuru was spending time with Arisa.

During dinner, Yuzuru casually asked her something.

“Do I have… any traits that make me unpleasant to be around?”

“…What? Why the sudden question?”

Arisa blinked in surprise and looked puzzled.

Even though he knew it might not be appropriate to talk about something like this with her… Yuzuru couldn’t help but wonder.

“Well… remember that Umihara guy?”

“Ah… that strange person. Did he do something to you?”

“No, we haven’t interacted since then. But… you heard what he said, right? About me being rich and all that.”

In the first place, someone who constantly brought up his father’s job had no right to say that.

Still, something that bothers you tends to stick with you.

“…Were you really worried about that?”

Arisa blinked her green eyes in surprise.

Yuzuru unconsciously scratched his head.

“Well… it’s not exactly because Umihara said it. It’s something I’ve thought about before.”

The name Takasegawa carried tremendous weight.

Calling it a prestigious family wouldn’t be an exaggeration.

They also made substantial political donations, which likely explained why Umihara had apologised to Yuzuru.

“Well, I suppose you do give the impression of being a bit careless with money.”

“…Do I?”

“Stacking up games you never even play, or buying kitchen tools you never use.”

“…W-Well, I guess that’s true.”

“But plenty of people in ordinary households do the same things. I don’t think it’s because you’re rich, Takasegawa-san. That’s more of a personality thing.”

“…”

Was she comforting him?

Or scolding him?

Yuzuru felt a little conflicted.

“But you’re not obnoxious about it. At least for now. …Actually, I didn’t even realise you came from such an impressive family in the first place.”

“…Really?”

“Yes. You’re overthinking it. That was just a sore loser’s remark. He tried to assert dominance with his family status, wealth, and father’s job—but failed miserably. So he just said that out of frustration. You shouldn’t worry about the words of someone like that.”

Of course, Yuzuru understood that much.

In truth, he didn’t particularly care what Umihara thought of him.

But…

For Yuzuru, the Takasegawa family name carried tremendous weight.

“Though… it’s a little surprising.”

“Surprising?”

“I thought you were stronger than that, Takasegawa-san.”

That word—surprising—was itself surprising to Yuzuru.

He had never once thought of himself as strong.

“…Why?”

“Well, when that man tried to intimidate you, you didn’t seem shaken at all. …I was a little scared, honestly.”

“Well… it wasn’t really something to be afraid of.”

Yuzuru knew that far more frightening people existed in the world.

As the future head of the Takasegawa family, he had seen such people up close.

Compared to them, Umihara—just a second-year high school student—was nothing to fear.

However…

“That’s also because I assumed Umihara couldn’t lay a hand on my family.”

So even when Umihara brought up family status, it didn’t scare him.

In fact, that was precisely why it didn’t scare him.

The name Takasegawa was actually more effective against people like Umihara than it was against ordinary people.

Yuzuru sighed.

“If I hadn’t been a Takasegawa, he probably wouldn’t have apologised to me. In other words, it’s not that I’m strong—it’s that Takasegawa is strong…”

He hadn’t intended to rely on his family.

But for Yuzuru, the name Takasegawa was inseparable from who he was. No matter what he did, the weight of that name always followed him.

As he spoke about something he couldn’t say even to people like Soichiro—who were, in a sense, in the same position—

“Takasegawa-san, do you dislike your family home?”

Arisa suddenly asked.

Yuzuru tilted his head.

“Of course not. …I’m not trying to boast. But I’m proud of it.”

“Then isn’t that fine?”

Arisa frowned slightly, her beautiful brows drawing together as she searched for the right words.

“How should I put this… In the end, things like your name, your appearance, your talents, your education—most people inherit those from their parents, don’t they? So… I think it still counts as your strength, Takasegawa-san. What matters is how you use it…”

Then Arisa concluded firmly:

“Anyway—You helped me, Takasegawa-san. That was thanks to you, Takasegawa Yuzuru.”

Yuzuru felt as though a weight had lifted from his chest.

Like something that had been stuck in his throat for years had come loose.

“Yukishiro.”

“Yes?”

“Thank you.”

“I’m glad I could help.”

Arisa smiled as she said that.

It was incredibly beautiful…

and an utterly natural smile.

For some reason, Yuzuru’s heart started racing.


      
        Chapter 14 - Studying with My “Fiancée”

        Early July, Friday.

After school, just as Yuzuru was about to head home—

“Yuzurun. Are you free tomorrow?”

Ayaka Tachibana walked into the classroom. Behind her stood Chiharu Uenishi.

(What an annoying combo), Yuzuru thought.

“What do you want?”

“We’re thinking of having a study group tomorrow. Are you free?”

A study session.

In other words, with finals approaching, they wanted to gather and “have fun studying.”

“By the way, the ‘everyone’ here means Ayaka-san, me, Soichiro-san, and Yuzuru-san.”

The reason Hijiri Ryozenji wasn’t included was simple: he wasn’t particularly close with Ayaka or Chiharu.

Before high school, the only one who had interacted with Hijiri much was Yuzuru.

Yuzuru and Soichiro were friends.

Yuzuru and Hijiri were friends.

But Soichiro and Hijiri themselves hadn’t originally been.

They’d only become friends because they both knew Yuzuru.

“Sorry. I’ll pass.”

“Ehh? Why?”

“I’m doing you a favour and not third-wheeling.”

“We wouldn’t mind at all.”

“You should. I would mind.”

If the three of them—Soichiro, Ayaka, and Chiharu—formed their own little world, Yuzuru always felt awkward.

“But Yuzurun, you ignore us and flirt with Soichiro anyway.”

“Can we keep the guy and girl stuff separate?”

“Could you two stop saying things that will cause misunderstandings—in someone else’s classroom—loudly?”

Still, they clearly said it on purpose.

Sighing inwardly, Yuzuru decided to give another reason.

“I already have plans.”

“Eh? With who? Ryozenji-kun?”

“Are you two excluding Soichiro-san and secretly going on a date?”

“No. And could you stop saying things that cause misunderstandings…? Actually—never mind.”

With a long sigh, Yuzuru briefly glanced towards the classroom door.

At that moment, Arisa—who had been about to leave the classroom—met his eyes.

She gave him a small smile.

“Ehh? Then who is it? Right in front of us?”

“Yes! Is it a man or a woman?”

The fact that his heart skipped a beat—

would remain a secret.



The next day.

Normally Arisa came around noon.

But that morning, the doorbell rang early.

“Morning, Yukishiro.”

“Good morning, Takasegawa-san.”

Yuzuru welcomed Arisa into his room.

First she looked around the room, nodded in satisfaction, and then looked back at him.

“Just like you said. Eighty percent from the start.”

“Seems so. Thank you for being considerate. And it suits you very well.”

Arisa complimented his outfit.

Since she had praised him, Yuzuru naturally looked at what she was wearing.

Today she wore a summer-like beige dress, along with something like a cape over it.

A black belt wrapped around her waist.

Yuzuru didn’t know much about women’s fashion and wasn’t sure why a dress needed a belt—

but the belt emphasised her slender waist and curvy figure, so it was probably part of the style.

“You look good too. Actually… how should I say this…”

“What is it?”

“Perhaps it’s just my imagination, but… have you become more stylish lately? I mean, you were fashionable before too.”

To be honest, it felt like the average price of her clothes had increased.

That was only Yuzuru’s guess—

but apparently he was right.

Arisa slightly raised the corner of her mouth.

“Very perceptive. In the past… well, I didn’t really care what you thought of me, Takasegawa-san. But lately… I still have zero romantic feelings, of course, but you’re not someone I can treat as irrelevant.”

“Hmm… I guess I should say thanks…?”

“No. Actually, I should be thanking you. My allowance increased recently… thanks to you.”

Ah, that explained the clothes.

The Amagi family wanted Arisa to win Yuzuru over.

How straightforwardly transactional, Yuzuru thought with a wry smile.



Normally, this was when they would start playing games.

But today—

the things spread across the table were study materials.

A study session.

The “plans” Yuzuru mentioned to Ayaka was studying with Arisa.

The two of them studied together.

But after about two hours—

Yuzuru’s concentration started to fade.

(Man… she’s serious.)

He absentmindedly watched Arisa.

She was solving problems in a revision guide with a focused expression, unaware of his gaze.

He had heard that she ranked first in the entire year during the midterms.

She probably studied diligently every day.

(I’d love to boil some of her nail dirt and make those guys drink it.)

If he had studied with Soichiro and the others, nothing would have gotten done.

…Though Yuzuru couldn’t really talk.

(Still… the more I look at her, the finer she looks.)

Back when Yuzuru jokingly listed his “ideal girl,” he said:


“Blonde, blue-eyed, pale-skinned, big-breasted beauty.”



Arisa fulfilled almost all of that.

Her hair wasn’t blonde, but it was close—light flaxen brown.

It looked soft enough that he wanted to touch it.

Her eyes weren’t blue either.

They were beautiful jade-green.

Though… the light in them was often dim.

Her skin was milky white and smooth like porcelain.

It made him want to touch it.

Her chest—

was definitely large.

Ayaka and Chiharu both had large chests too, but Arisa didn’t lose to them.

Maybe bigger than Ayaka’s, but slightly smaller than Chiharu’s.

(Though in terms of hips, she probably loses—)

“Takasegawa-san. What are you doing?”

“Huh?”

“You were staring at my face… and I sensed something rather vulgar in your gaze.”

She leaned slightly away from him, giving him a suspicious look.

Her eyes were frozen like a winter lake.

Her brows furrowed with irritation.

“N-no, it’s nothing.”

Yuzuru casually lifted his coffee—

and then—

“Blonde, blue-eyed, pale-skinned, big-breasted beauty.”

“—Gah!”

He coughed violently.

Arisa looked at him coldly.

More precisely, she was looking at him the way one might look at rubbish.

“U-um… Yukishiro-san? Where did you hear that?”

“You said it loudly before. Your requirements for your arranged marriage partner.”

It must have been when he was eating lunch with Soichiro and Hijiri.

He didn’t remember which of them shouted it—

but he silently cursed them both.

“So you were looking at me that way.”

“W-wait! Calm down! I never thought you’d be the one coming! And besides, I didn’t choose you—our families did!”

When Yuzuru frantically defended himself—

Arisa raised the corner of her mouth.

Then snorted.

“I’m joking. I understand. That’s normal for people. It’s natural to have those kinds of thoughts.”

“R-really?”

“Yes. Actually… if you had absolutely no such thoughts, that would irritate me. And I’d worry about your health.”

Yuzuru remembered her earlier comment about being annoyed if a man didn’t see her as a woman at all.

If someone she was somewhat close to treated her as completely genderless—

that would feel strange.

“But obvious staring is unpleasant, so try not to do so.”

“Y-yes.”

“And if you try touching me, I promise you’ll regret it.”

“O-okay… don’t worry. I will absolutely never make you go through that trouble.”

Yuzuru forced a smile.

Arisa nodded.

“Yes. I know. I trust you on that. …If I didn’t, I wouldn’t be here.”

Then, as if proving it, she moved closer again.

Feeling embarrassed and guilty, Yuzuru scratched his cheek.

To change the subject, he asked—

“So, what about lunch?”

“Lunch? I was planning to cook again today. Do you have a preference?”

“Well… since exams are coming up, I figured you’d want to spend as much time studying as possible. Maybe we could eat out for once.”

He felt bad making her spend valuable study time cooking.

And besides—

she cooked for him all the time.

“I’ll treat you today. Consider it repayment.”

“…I see. Then I’ll accept your offer.”

He expected her to refuse at first, but she accepted surprisingly easily.

Maybe they had gotten close enough that she didn’t feel the need to hold back anymore.

That made things easier for Yuzuru.

“So, where should we go? Probably somewhere nearby. There’s a café, a family restaurant, a soba place, ramen, curry… or we could order pizza delivery. You decide.”

“…Let me think.”

Arisa began pondering seriously.

Meanwhile, Yuzuru thought to himself—

(It’s summer… I kind of want soba.)


      
        Chapter 15 - “Fiancée” and My Childhood Friends

        Apparently Yuzuru and Arisa had the same thought.

The two of them ended up going to a nearby soba restaurant.

They could have ordered soba for delivery…

but delivery cost extra.

Since the place was within a comfortable walking distance, going there directly was more convenient.

“This is actually my first time going to a soba restaurant.”

“I see. So that’s why you chose soba.”

For a high school girl her age, choosing a soba place was a little unexpected.

Girls might worry about soup splashing or something like that.

Yuzuru had assumed she’d choose a café or family restaurant.

So Arisa’s choice surprised him.

…Or so he thought.

“Ah—no, that’s not really the reason.”

“Oh? It’s not?”

“I’ve hardly ever been taken out to eat. I picked soba because… well, it’s summer, so it seemed nice.”

“I see… what a coincidence. I was thinking something cool would be nice since it’s summer.”

For a brief moment, Yuzuru glimpsed the unfortunate circumstances of Arisa’s home life again.

But he pretended not to notice.

Soon they were seated and glanced at the menu.

“I think I’ll get the kamoseiro with a medium portion. What about you, Yukishiro?”

“I’ll have tempura soba. Regular size.”

After ordering, Arisa’s soba and tempura arrived first.

The tempura came with two shrimp and five vegetables.

The portion size was on the larger side, but considering the price, it made sense.

However…

the soba itself—

“Um… did they mix up the portion sizes? The medium one was supposed to be yours, right?”

Arisa looked confused as she stared at the mountain-like pile of soba.

“Ah, this place just serves large portions. That’s the regular size.”

“Eh? But…”

Then Arisa looked at Yuzuru’s bowl.

And fell silent.

Then she compared it to hers.

(If that’s medium… then this really is regular—)

That realization was written clearly on her face.

“Sorry, sorry. I forgot to explain… uh, want help?”

“Yes, please.”

In the end, Yuzuru took about half of her noodles.

“Are you sure you’re okay giving me this much?”

“I’m not someone with a particularly large appetite.”

Then Arisa pointed to the plate of tempura.

“How about some tempura? One shrimp and… one vegetable.”

“Sure, I’ll take some.”

Yuzuru took the tempura she offered.

Then he picked up a slice of duck meat floating in his dipping broth.

“How about this? Want to try?”

“…Sure. I’ll have it.”

After exchanging side dishes, they finally started eating.

The restaurant was known for large portions, but that didn’t mean they compromised on quality.

The soba had a pleasant aroma and firm texture.

The duck broth was rich and flavorful.

The tempura was crispy and delicious.

“Takasegawa-san, you can eat wasabi?”

Arisa suddenly said.

Yuzuru had indeed been spreading wasabi on his soba without issue.

“Yukishiro… don’t tell me you can’t?”

“…I tried it when I was little. Ever since then, I’ve avoided it. The sharp sensation traumatised me.”

The small mound of wasabi on her plate remained untouched.

Yuzuru briefly thought about asking for it—

but then said,

“Why not try it now? You might be surprised.”

“…You’re right. I’m older now after all. By the way, is it correct to spread it like that instead of dissolving it?”

“Who knows? It’s probably personal preference. But for you… if you dissolve it, it might become too strong. Spreading it might be better.”

“That makes sense.”

Arisa nodded and carefully placed a tiny bit of wasabi on her soba.

Then she dipped it in the broth and took a delicate bite.

“Well?”

“It smells nice and tastes good—…!!”

Arisa immediately clutched her nose.

Her eyes turned red and watery in an instant.

She hurriedly finished her tea.

“…It seems I wasn’t ready after all. Please don’t laugh.”

“Sorry, sorry. I just could’t resist.”

“…You’re cruel.”

Arisa puffed her cheeks and turned away, teary-eyed.

The gesture was so adorable that Yuzuru almost felt like patting her head.

Before long, they finished their soba.

While sipping the soba broth, Arisa asked:

“By the way, Takasegawa-san… you know Tachibana-san and Uenishi-san, don’t you?”

Then Yuzuru remembered that Arisa had been present yesterday.

She must have seen or heard him talking with Ayaka and Chiharu.

“Yeah. …Do you know them too? They’re in different classes.”

That exchange felt oddly familiar.

They had talked about something similar before.

But Arisa’s answer this time was slightly different.

“My adoptive father told me… that if I ended up in the same class as them, I should befriend them. He said they come from respectable families.”

Arisa frowned slightly.

Being told who you should be friends with would bother anyone.

Yuzuru and the girls had grown up together partly due to family connections too—

but no one had ever directly ordered them to be friends.

“You don’t have to force yourself to get along with them. But they’re both good people.”

“Yes. They’re cheerful, sociable, and beautiful…”

Arisa sounded almost admiring.

Arisa herself was certainly beautiful—

but whether she was cheerful and sociable was more questionable.

She treated everyone equally. But she never formed particularly close bonds.

There was always that invisible wall.

“Takasegawa-san.”

“Hmm?”

“…What kind of relationship do you have with them?”

“We’re childhood friends. We’ve known each other since we were babies. So yeah—friends. Nothing more, nothing less.”

Technically he and Ayaka were distant relatives too.

But it was so distant that he never really thought about it.

“That’s all?”

“That’s all. …What, did we look like a couple?”

They did stand quite close when talking.

From the outside, they might look closer than ordinary friends.

But—

“No… not exactly. I just wondered if perhaps one of you had feelings for the other.”

“I admit they’re both beautiful. But I don’t have romantic feelings for them. They’re not my type.”

People like them were fun as friends.

But imagining them as a partner…

Yuzuru felt like he’d never get a moment of peace at home.

“And they don’t like me either. They have someone else they like.”

“Oh… I see. Well, someone that beautiful wouldn’t be left alone.”

“Exactly.”

Though the terrifying part was—

the two of them liked the same person.

Yuzuru pictured the unfortunate friend currently caught between them.

Meanwhile, Arisa asked calmly:

“Was it really okay to turn down the study session?”

Apparently she had heard that conversation too.

Not surprising, given how loudly Ayaka and Chiharu talked.

“I already had plans with you.”

Arisa was the one he had promised first.

So naturally, she took priority.

“…Was that really okay? For someone like me?”

“You’re not ‘someone like that’ to me.”

Yuzuru shrugged lightly.

“I can make it up to them later. But I can only see you on Saturdays. Of course I’d prioritize that. And besides…”

“And besides?”

“I enjoy spending time with you. Isn’t that enough?”

Arisa looked momentarily stunned.

Then she shook her head.

“No… that’s perfectly fine. And I also… enjoy it.”

She narrowed her eyes gently.

The smile she showed was fragile—

like something that might vanish if touched.

Beautiful.

Precious.

It stirred an almost dangerous urge to protect—or even possess—it.

“May I ask one thing?”

“Y-yeah… what is it?”

Yuzuru had been staring at her smile.

By the time he snapped out of it, her usual neutral expression had already returned.

“May I… visit sometimes on days other than Saturday?”

“If I’m free, anytime. You’re always welcome.”

“Thank you.”

Her face remained expressionless.

But her eyes held a slightly warmer light than usual.


      
        Chapter 16 - “Fiancée” and Exercise

        The final exams ended without any issues.

Judging by how it felt, Yuzuru thought he had done even better than on the midterms.

“Phew… not bad.”

After finishing his self-grading, Yuzuru let out a relieved sigh.

He wouldn’t know for certain until the results came back, but he should have scored at least as well as the midterms—if not better.

It was probably thanks to the study sessions with Arisa.

…During the midterms, he had studied while fooling around with Soichiro and the others, so it honestly hadn’t been very productive.

“So how did things go for you?”

“…Pretty well. I think the results reflect the effort I put in.”

“That’s good to hear.”

It was the final day of exams.

Although it was Friday rather than Saturday, Arisa had come to Yuzuru’s flat.

They had decided to grade their tests themselves and review how everything went.

“Still, this kind of thing is new to me.”

“…You’ve never done it before?”

“Well, I don’t usually look back on the past… and my friends aren’t exactly the type to reflect on things either.”

Specifically: Soichiro, Ayaka, Chiharu, and Hijiri.

(Man, I really am surrounded by real goofs—) Yuzuru thought, lamenting the bias in his social circle.

Birds of a feather flock together, after all.

“Reflecting too much might not be good, but at least reviewing what you’ve learned is important.”

Arisa said this while looking at him with cold eyes and an equally cold tone.

Yuzuru simply shrugged.

“They say ‘fukushuu produces nothing,’ you know?”

“That’s the wrong fukushuu.  “fukushuu” can mean both “review” or “study” (復習) and “revenge” (復讐) …We need to prepare for the off-campus mock exam during summer break.”

“The mock exam, huh… Yeah, that one we’ll have to take seriously.”

Between midterms/finals and outside mock exams, the latter was overwhelmingly more important.

Unless you were aiming for a recommendation admission, your internal grades didn’t matter much.

And the questions on midterms and finals weren’t exactly designed with entrance exams in mind, so whether they helped with the actual exam was questionable.

“I think both deserve serious effort. …You’re not considering recommendation admission at all?”

“I don’t have the confidence to behave perfectly for three straight years. What about you, Yukishiro? Planning to aim for it?”

“I haven’t decided yet. But it’s better to have more options, right?”

A very model-student answer.

(I should make Soichiro and the others drink the water I boiled with the dirt under her fingernails—)  Japanese expression meaning to learn from someone admirable. Yuzuru thought—completely ignoring his own faults.

“Well, entrance exams are still a long way off. And the finals are already behind us. Let’s talk about something in the near future instead.”

“I think ignoring it entirely is questionable… but what do you mean by the near future?”

“What do you want to do tomorrow? Play games like usual?”

Tomorrow was Saturday.

The day Arisa usually came over to Yuzuru’s place.

For the past two weeks they’d been studying instead of gaming, so if they played, it would be the first time in a while.

“About that… I actually wanted to ask you something.”

Arisa spoke in a slightly more formal tone.

“What’s up?”

“…You bring cake every week, don’t you?”

“Yeah. Well, last week it was cream puffs though.”

The famous pastry shop Yuzuru frequented.

They had many kinds of cakes, but also cream puffs, pudding, and more.

Everything there was delicious.

Every week, Yuzuru bought something different for Arisa.

“That was really delicious. But that’s not the point.”

“Not the point?”

“Next week… I’d appreciate it if you didn’t bring sweets.”

Yuzuru tilted his head in confusion.

Every week when he brought out the cake box, Arisa’s eyes sparkled—and she always looked incredibly happy while eating it.

And just now she’d said the cream puffs were delicious.

“Why? You liked them, didn’t you?”

“I do. They’re delicious. But… that’s the problem. …Please read between the lines.”

(Read between the lines, huh?)

Yuzuru thought about it for a moment—and then realised.

Ah.

From a woman’s perspective, that would definitely be something to worry about.

But…

“If anything, the main cause might be the amount of sugar you put in your coffee—”

“That’s none of your business. And I haven’t gained anything yet. It’s only a concern at this stage.”

Arisa glared at him.

Her cheeks were red, brows furrowed, eyes sharp.

…That might have been a bit insensitive.

“Well… I might have gained some too. I’ve been trying to increase my exercise, though.”

“…Don’t men usually have faster metabolisms?”

“Honestly, your cooking is more sinful than cake. I end up eating too much.”

“Then… should I say thank you, or apologise?”

Arisa said this with a slightly confused look.

Still… judging by the faint smile tugging at her lips, she leaned more towards thank you.

“…Actually, my grandparents gave me a lecture recently.”

“A lecture?”

“They said playing games at home all the time might be fun for me, but a girl our age would probably find it boring. That kind of lecture.”

Arisa coming to Yuzuru’s flat was partly because she wanted to play games…

…but also to act like a loving fiancée.

In other words, on paper it was basically a stay-at-home date.

But… what kind of couple only ever had stay-at-home dates?

“I enjoy it, though. …Still, yes. My foster parents also… well… asked this morning whether we ever go outside… you know… on dates.”

Arisa hesitated slightly before saying the word date.

In her mind they were simply friends of the opposite sex hanging out.

But to outside observers they looked like a couple—and to their guardians, an engaged couple.

That was the role they were playing, after all.

Still, saying it out loud felt a little embarrassing.

…Though that shy attitude gave them the air of a fresh young couple, which wasn’t exactly a problem.

“Sounds like we’re in the same situation. …So, I wanted to ask you something. Um, you know. How about we go on a date tomorrow?”

They’d been studying nonstop lately and hadn’t moved their bodies much.

Some outdoor activity would be healthier.

Besides, finals were finally over.

It would be nice to have fun somewhere different for a change.

That was Yuzuru’s proposal.

“Yes, that sounds good. It might also help make our relationship look more believable if we go out somewhere.”

“Alright. I’ll message you later with the details.”

And so, the two of them decided to go on a date.



The next day.

Since they planned to do some light exercise, both changed into comfortable clothes.

The place they arrived at was—

“What can you do here?”

“Karaoke, darts, billiards, bowling, table tennis, tennis… I’ve done most of those before.”

It was one of those all-in-one entertainment complexes.

Yuzuru had chosen it because staying at home gaming all the time probably wasn’t very healthy.

“You’ve been here before?”

“Yeah, a few times with friends. And by friends, I mean Satake Soichiro and Ryozenji Hijiri.”

Yuzuru didn’t have the courage to bring Arisa somewhere he’d never been before.

Besides, since the place had so many activities, it was unlikely everything would be a miss.

Yuzuru already had a membership card, but Arisa didn’t, so she made one at the entrance.

After putting the card into her wallet, she asked:

“So… what should we do?”

“Anything you’re interested in, Yukishiro?”

Yuzuru opened the brochure he’d received at the counter.

He figured they should prioritize Arisa, since she was the newcomer.

After thinking carefully, she pointed to one of the facilities.

“Tennis, maybe. I’ve played in class before. I’m not confident about playing a match, but I could probably manage a rally. It seems like good exercise—and fun.”

“Tennis, huh? Yeah, that sounds good.”

A guy and a girl playing tennis together.

That sounded extremely couple-like.

If he told his nosy grandparents they played tennis, they’d surely be satisfied.



They quickly borrowed rackets and balls and headed to the tennis court.

But…

…a problem arose.

“…Hijiri.”

“…What a coincidence, Yuzuru.”

They had run straight into each other.

And for some reason, standing beside Hijiri was a beautiful girl with black hair.

Slender limbs, a slim figure, and tall.

Tenka Nagiri.

At Yuzuru’s high school, she was rumored to be one of the cutest girls—alongside Arisa, Ayaka, and Chiharu.

Yuzuru wasn’t particularly close to her.

At most, they were on greeting terms.

But apparently Chiharu and Tenka knew each other, and Hijiri also had some connection with Tenka.

So there were indirect links between them, but essentially they were strangers.

That was how Yuzuru viewed Nagiri Tenka.

He had heard she was in the same class as Hijiri, but he’d never imagined they were close enough to go on a date together like this.

(Ah, we got spotted.)

(How should I explain this…?)

Hijiri wore exactly that kind of expression.

And then—

Yuzuru ended up wearing the same expression.


      
        Chapter 17 - “Fiancée” and Heartbreak

        Yuzuru and Hijiri first turned their gazes towards the girls each other had brought along.

Hijiri looked at Arisa, and Yuzuru looked at Tenka.

Then they turned their gazes to the girls standing beside them.

Yuzuru looked at Arisa, and Hijiri looked at Tenka.

Arisa wore a deeply troubled expression.

Then she stared intently at Yuzuru and gave a small nod.

(Please cover for this somehow.—)

He felt like he could hear those words.

“Fancy running into you again, Hijiri. And Nagiri-san.”

“Yeah.”

“That’s right, Takasegawa-kun.”

The earlier shock seemed to have vanished. Both of them spoke with calm expressions.

As expected of people from the Ryozenji and Nagiri families.

Their gazes then shifted to Arisa standing beside Yuzuru.

“I’m Arisa Yukishiro, in the same class as Takasegawa-san. It’s nice to meet you, Ryozenji-san, Nagiri-san.”

Arisa gave a small bow while wearing the artificial smile she usually displayed at school.

She looked every bit the model honour student.

“Likewise. I’m Hijiri Ryozenji, Yuzuru’s friend.”

“And I’m Tenka Nagiri, Ryozenji-kun’s classmate.”

After exchanging greetings, they moved to the main topic.

Hijiri made the first move.

“…So, Yuzuru. What exactly are you doing here with Yukishiro-san?”

“With her… we just happened to run into each other here. Right, Yukishiro?”

“Yes. Running into Takasegawa-san here was truly a coincidence… and since we were already here, we decided we might as well play some tennis together.”

It was pure improvisation with no prior planning, but Arisa played along perfectly.

There were even single-player facilities like batting machines here, so it wasn’t particularly strange.

Though whether you’d really coincidentally run into a classmate at a place like this was a bit questionable.

“…Are you two close?”

“Close enough that if we happen to run into each other, we might think about playing tennis together, I guess?”

“We are in the same class, after all.”

It wasn’t really an answer at all—but he had never intended to give a real answer anyway.

Hijiri probably sensed that Yuzuru didn’t want to elaborate, because he didn’t press further.

Now it was Yuzuru’s turn to ask.

“What about you two, Hijiri and Nagiri-san?”

“We also just happened to run into each other here. Right, Nagiri?”

“We were playing tennis until just now. We were thinking of going bowling next.”

Hijiri and Tenka said this while riding along with Yuzuru and Arisa’s lie.

(Ah, that’s definitely a lie,) Yuzuru thought.

(It’s so obvious this is a date.)

But he didn’t dig deeper.

…What mattered was that both sides had confirmed they wanted to keep this quiet.

“I see. …Let’s keep this between us. I’m not a fan of being the centre of gossip.”

“Yeah, I get it. …Same goes for us.”

Yuzuru and Hijiri silently agreed to keep each other’s secrets.

After seeing Hijiri and Tenka off, Yuzuru turned towards Arisa.

She furrowed her neat brows and asked—

“Do you think it’ll be okay?”

Hijiri’s pretty tight-lipped, so it should be fine. …And if he says anything, I can just spread rumors that Nagiri and Ryozenji are dating. They probably wouldn’t like that either, so I doubt they’ll talk about us.”

“I hope so.”

Arisa’s concern was understandable.

She didn’t know Hijiri’s personality—her impression of him was probably just a flashy guy.

Arisa, and Yuzuru too for that matter, didn’t know what Tenka was like either.

From her appearance and demeanor she seemed like a refined Yamato Nadeshiko.  “Yamato Nadeshiko” refers to the idealized image of a traditional Japanese woman—graceful, modest, and refined.

But what was she really like inside?

According to Hijiri, she was “a woman like the devil.”

(But would someone go on a date with a devil?)

He didn’t really want to think about it, but maybe Hijiri had said that the same way a second-grade boy insults the girl he likes.

If that were the case, it would be absolutely hilarious.

Yuzuru decided he’d tease him about it someday.

“Do you think those two are dating?”

“Who knows… But even if they’re not officially a couple, they probably have some feelings for each other. Otherwise they wouldn’t come to a place like this alone together.”

Then Yuzuru realised something.

That statement was a massive boomerang aimed straight back at themselves.

“Takasegawa-san… were you setting that up for a retort?”

As expected, Arisa had noticed.

She spoke in a slightly exasperated voice, looking at him with somewhat cold eyes.

“…Our situation is a little different, isn’t it? We have to act like we’re a couple.”

He scratched his cheek as he made the excuse.

Since they needed to report to their guardians that they’d properly gone on dates as a couple—or rather, as fiancés—it was natural.

But normally, people wouldn’t go on dates unless they had at least some feelings for each other.

“Shall we play tennis?”

“Yeah.”

Feeling a faint awkwardness between them, the two quickly ended the conversation and started playing.



“There was a bit of trouble at first, but it was fun.”

On the way home, as he walked Arisa back to her house, Yuzuru muttered that.

Arisa nodded in agreement.

“Yes. And Takasegawa-san, you’re quite athletic.”

“You too. For someone who says you’ve only played in P.E., you were pretty good.”

At first they had only rallied the ball back and forth.

But after realising they were both reasonably capable, they played two actual matches.

Naturally, Yuzuru won the matches thanks to his superior strength and stamina.

Still, Arisa had put up a good fight.

If you removed the physical differences between men and women, they were probably evenly matched—or Arisa might even be slightly better.

“I’d like to try some of the other games next time. …They have bowling and darts too, right?”

“Yeah, they do. Let’s come back sometime.”

Without thinking much about it, they had already made plans to hang out again.

Yuzuru glanced at Arisa’s profile as she walked beside him.

The evening sun turned her flaxen hair golden and illuminated her beautiful features.

Her appearance, like a piece of art, was slightly softened.

It wasn’t the artificial, expressionless face she showed at school.

This one was natural and gentle—a face she only showed in front of Yuzuru.

“What is it?”

“I was just thinking… I’m glad we ended up in this kind of relationship. …The arranged meeting was a hassle, but I’m really glad I got to meet you.”

Yuzuru said this with quiet sincerity.

Arisa nodded slightly.

“Yes. I’m really glad I became friends with you too, Takasegawa-san. I wouldn’t go to places like that alone.”

She gave a small smile.

For just a moment, Yuzuru’s heart made a sudden thump.

For an instant, he almost felt like he had fallen in love.

Like he might have started to like her.

(…Nah, must be my imagination.)

But when he looked at her face again, those feelings didn’t rise up at all.

All he felt was that she was beautiful—like looking at a piece of art or a flower.

Realising that, Yuzuru felt a small sense of relief.



While they were talking like that, they arrived near her house.

Feeling slightly reluctant, Yuzuru was about to say goodbye.

But then—

“Yukishiro-san! …L-long time no see.”

A boy who looked about their age approached them.

Yuzuru searched his mental catalogue of faces, trying to match the boy with someone he knew—but found nothing.

He concluded the boy was probably from another high school.

“Kobayashi-san. It’s been a while.”

“An acquaintance?”

“A classmate from middle school.”

Arisa’s expression as she said that…

had returned to the usual mask-like face she showed at school.

Of course, her expressions were subtle to begin with, so unless you were fairly close to her like Yuzuru, you probably wouldn’t notice the difference.

“What a coincidence running into you here. …How’s high school?”

“It’s fun. How about you, Kobayashi-san?”

With that, Arisa smiled brightly.

Her usual practised smile.

Watching her go from a blank mask to a sudden smile made Yuzuru realise again how many boys must misunderstand her because of it.

“I mean… it’s normal, I guess. Um, who’s that guy?”

Kobayashi turned his gaze towards Yuzuru.

For some reason, Yuzuru sensed jealousy—almost hostility—in that gaze.

“I’m Takasegawa, Yukishiro’s classmate. Nice to meet you, Kobayashi-kun.”

Yuzuru stepped forward and gave a polite social smile as he introduced himself.

Kobayashi seemed slightly taken aback.

“O-oh… nice to meet you.”

And then he fell silent.

Arisa, who actually knew Kobayashi, looked towards Yuzuru as if to say, What should we do?

But Yuzuru and Kobayashi had no connection whatsoever.

Since both Arisa and Kobayashi had gone quiet, the conversation had essentially ended.

Perhaps unable to bear the awkward silence, Kobayashi suddenly spoke up.

“Right, I should get going. See you around, Yukishiro-san.”

With that, he ran off into the sunset.

Yuzuru pointed at his retreating back and asked Arisa:

“Wasn’t that guy… into you?”

“I don’t need you to tell me that.”

Arisa let out a deep sigh.

She looked utterly exhausted.

“If he’d just confess, it would be easier. I could clearly tell him I don’t like him.”

“Well… you can’t exactly say ‘I don’t like you’ out of nowhere when he hasn’t actually said anything.”

To keep hinting at feelings when you’re not interested.

(Even being a beautiful girl sounds exhausting,—) Yuzuru thought with a bit of sympathy.

And he also silently offered condolences to Kobayashi-kun, whose heartbreak was already guaranteed.


      
        Chapter 18 - “Fiancée” and the Summer Hollidays

        The day before summer holiday began, report cards were handed out along with a sheet listing each student’s class ranking.

“Fifth place, huh. That’s higher than before.”

Looking at the results of the in-school mock exam, Yuzuru nodded in satisfaction.

There were roughly three hundred students in his grade.

Since the school was classified as a college preparatory school, placing fifth was a rank he could be proud of.

(I wonder if Yukishiro managed to get first place again.)

Normally, class rankings were only disclosed to the individual student.

However, the names of the top ten students were posted outside the faculty office, so anyone could check them there.

Normally, Yuzuru didn’t care in the slightest about other people’s rankings.

But this time… he felt like taking a look.



So Yuzuru went to check the ranking list.

It was a little crowded since it had just been posted.

“Yukishiro is… first again.”

It seemed her hard work had paid off.

Even though it had nothing to do with him personally, he felt a little happy.

“Wow—Yukishiro-san is first again.”

“Looks like it—wait, Ayaka-chan!?”

“Hey there, Yuzurun!”

Before he realised it, Ayaka Tachibana was standing right beside him.

For some reason, she was grinning mischievously.

Yuzuru had a bad feeling about this.

“Hey, Yuzurun. Why were you checking Yukishiro Arisa’s ranking?”

“We’re in the same class. I mean,… it’s not that strange, is it?”

“Ehh, really? You don’t usually care about people’s grades unless they’re someone close to you.”

Sharp as ever, Yuzuru sighed inwardly.

Then he glanced at the ranking list.

“Oh right, Ayaka-chan. Congrats on third place.”

“Yep. Same as last time. By the way, Soichiro-kun is eighth, and Nagiri-san is tenth.”

“Nagiri Tenka, huh… She’s pretty smart.”

From her appearance alone she looked very serious, so it wasn’t that surprising.

“So, Yuzurun. Forget Nagiri-san—why were you interested in Yukishiro-san’s ranking? Wow, you just made a really obvious ‘Can we please change the topic’ face. So you don’t want to be questioned about it? That means there is some kind of relationship, right?”

“The reason I made that face is because my nosy childhood friend keeps asking questions when I only mentioned something I happened to notice. Since she’s my classmate, it’s not strange to care a little about how she did.”

If they were in completely different classes, it might seem odd.

But they were classmates.

Wondering about a classmate’s grades wasn’t strange.

When Yuzuru answered like that, Ayaka rested a hand on her chin and began thinking.

“Yeah, that’s true… When I think about it again, maybe I’m just overthinking. But still… something’s not sitting right with me. There was a reason I suspected you, Yuzurun… Ah! I remember!”

Ayaka clapped her hands.

Then she flashed a wicked grin.

“The person you gave a birthday present to—was it Yukishiro-san?”

“Who knows?”

Yuzuru’s heart pounded painfully.

But he was the future head of the Takasegawa family.

Keeping emotions off his face, playing dumb, lying—those were things he could do.

In fact, even Ayaka, who had good instincts, couldn’t read the truth from his expression.

“Hmm… maybe I’m overthinking it?”

“…Just focus on progressing your romance with Soichiro instead of sticking your nose into my business.”

“Don’t worry—Soichiro and I are all lovey-dovey.”

(If only that were really the case.—)

Yuzuru sighed as another girl—Soichiro’s childhood friend—came to mind.




Come home at least once during summer holiday.



That had been one of the conditions for Yuzuru living alone.

That said, since he had a part-time job, he didn’t plan to stay long.

At most, about two weeks.

So he packed his belongings into a carry-on suitcase and boarded the train to return home.

Then—

“Oh? Yukishiro?”

“My, Takasegawa-san. What a coincidence.”

He ran into Arisa, who was already sitting in one of the seats.

Her eyes moved to the suitcase he was holding.

“You mentioned you were going back to your family home.”

“Yeah. …What about you, Yukishiro?”

“I was thinking of going shopping for summer clothes.”

It really seemed like a genuine coincidence.

Still, he felt a little lucky to have run into her.

“Well then… see you again in two weeks.”

They had said the same thing when they parted the previous Saturday.

But since they had still had school afterward, that hadn’t truly been their last meeting.

And since they hadn’t exchanged greetings at school, this felt like a good opportunity.

“Yes. I’m looking forward to seeing you again in two weeks.”

Arisa replied calmly.

It wasn’t like they were parting forever.

They would see each other again in just two weeks, and they could always contact each other by phone or email.

There was no reason to feel particularly sad.

The two exchanged brief farewells and promised to meet again in two weeks.

At that time, neither of them imagined it.

That their promise to meet again in two weeks…

would not be kept.

They never expected things would turn out like that.



Three days after summer holiday began.

Arisa was quietly working through her summer homework.

Then suddenly, as if interrupting her concentration, her phone rang.

(Hmm?)

There weren’t many people who would call her.

When she checked the caller ID…

it was Yuzuru.


Hello?




…Yukishiro?




Well, it is my phone.




…Fair point.



His voice sounded slightly tense.

(Why would he call?)

Arisa felt a small pang of worry.

If it weren’t urgent, he could have just sent a message.


What’s wrong?




I… have a small favour to ask. Is now a good time?




Yes, it’s fine.



She had just been thinking of taking a break anyway.

Perfect timing.


Um… I really don’t want to force you or anything. You can refuse if you want.




…What?




I feel really bad asking something like this.




What is it? …If you keep building suspense like this, I’m going to start getting nervous too.



(Is it really that serious?)

Arisa felt her heartbeat quicken slightly.


…I’d like you to go on a date with me.




A date? Like the entertainment complex from before?



She remembered how fun that place had been.

But Yuzuru quickly denied it.


No, not that. …My grandfather already prepared two tickets.




I see… That’s rather meddlesome.




He claims someone gave them to him, but who knows if that’s true. I tried to refuse… but then he said, ‘What kind of couple doesn’t go out even once during summer holiday?’ And I couldn’t argue with that.




…That is a fair point. Alright, I’ll go with you.



After all, Arisa had been the one to propose this engagement arrangement in the first place.

If anything, she should have been the one making suggestions before Yuzuru’s grandfather got involved.

This was partly her oversight.


Yeah, I’m glad you said that, but…




So where are we going?



Since he mentioned tickets, she imagined something like an amusement park or a film.


…It’s a—




Sorry, could you repeat that?



For a moment, noise cut through the line and she couldn’t hear him.

She asked him to say it again.

After a pause—


…The pool. I was wondering if you’d go to the pool with me.




      
        Chapter 19 - “Fiancée” in a Swimsuit

        
W-what…?? A p-pool!?



Arisa said frantically.

(Maybe I should just call it off.—)

Yuzuru sighed, while thinking what to do.

It happened roughly an hour ago.

His old man suddenly said—

“I got these as a shareholder benefit. You should go with Yukishiro-san.”—

as he gave him two tickets to a well known water park.

A pool, huh.

Going to the pool means waring a swimsuit.

In turn, wearing a swimsuit means exposing one’s skin.

Arisa didn’t seem used to being around men and was uncomfortable looking at male skin.

And she would probably hate the idea of showing her own skin as well.

As for Yuzuru, seeing Arisa in a swimsuit… well, it would be a lie to say he didn’t want to see it, but he would probably get nervous if he actually saw her like that.

It was obvious that the combination of nervousness and embarrassment would prevent him from enjoying himself properly.

He wanted to refuse… But when Arisa said–


Don’t normal couples go to the pool or the beach in the summer?



He couldn’t argue with that.


Well, yeah… I suppose you’re right.




Hmm… the pool. …Doesn’t that mean I’ll have to wear a swimsuit?



She seemed flustered at first, but Arisa’s voice quickly regained its composure.

It’s hard to gauge her emotions over the phone.

But knowing her, she most likely isn’t too keen on the idea.

The Arisa Yukishiro that Yuzuru knows would surely hate going to the pool with a man she doesn’t like.


I assume you don’t really want to, do you? Right, I’ll have a word with the old man for you, then.




…Are you sure that’s what you want to do?




If I say something along the lines of ‘Yukishiro will be embarrassed about being seen by other people’, or ‘I don’t want other men seeing her skin’, I reckon he’ll back down.



He couldn’t force them to go, after all.

But they probably would have to go to an amusement park, the cinema, or somewhere similar, instead.


Even if you gave him a believable reason, convincing him doesn’t sound exactly easy, right?




Yeah, I suppose you’re correct…



How many girls these days would actually say they’re embarrassed to wear a swimsuit at the pool?

What do they do in school swimming lessons, for example?

It’s not like his excuses are foolproof.


It’s fine, I can go.



A calm, composed voice replied.

For Yuzuru, that was a very welcome response… yet it made him anxious.

He wondered if she was forcing herself.


You don’t mind?




If I don’t like it, I should say so—that’s what you told me. I don’t mind, so it’s fine if I go.




…Won’t you be embarrassed?




It’s a matter of time, place and occasion. There’s nothing embarrassing about wearing a swimsuit at the pool. …After all, we wear swimsuits for swimming lessons.



She was right.

(Is that really how it is? Or was I just overthinking it?)

Yuzuru tilted his head as he pondered that.


Ah, of course. I don’t want you to get the wrong idea, but… as a rule of thumb, I don’t go to the pool with members of the opposite sex I’m not interested in. I don’t know about other girls, but I wouldn’t go, and I don’t want to. I do have self-restraint, and above all, it would be a hassle if they thought I fancied them.



Arisa said that with absolute certainty, continuing in a matter-of-fact tone.—


But you wouldn’t get the wrong idea, right, Takasegawa-san?-




Well… I guess not. I wouldn’t ask you out in the first place unless we were already “engaged”—




Right. Besides, you wouldn’t try anything, would you? If you had ulterior motives, your true colours would have been revealed already. …Or maybe, you’re just incredibly good at hiding them.




Hey, it’s not as if I’m some sort of pest or vermin! …Well, but they do say men are wolves.



After all, Yuzuru truly didn’t have any ulterior motives he was hiding.

But he did have the same same sexual desires as any other healthy high school aged boy would.


Are you a wolf too, Takasegawa-san?




…I’d say more like a well trained, big dog.




I see. For the record, I’m a cat person, so I wouldn’t particularly fancy a big dog.




Is that so? Well, when it comes to me, I prefer dogs.



For some reason, the conversation shifted to whether they were cat or dog people, which was in no way important in this context.


Firstly, I brought up the “engagement” first. And you agreed to it in order to protect me. So it’s only fair I have to deal with all the things that come with it.




No, you don’t need to feel so responsible about it, really…




Actually, a week ago, thinking I might be invited by a girl in my class, I bought a new swimsuit. Although… I didn’t expect to be invited by you, Takasegawa-san… but well, the timing turned out to be not so bad.



I don’t mind. In fact, I’m happy to go.— Is what Arisa was trying to say.

(I can’t help feeling she’s going out of her way for me, though…)

Even so, it would be rude to Arisa to turn her down by assuming—‘No, you probably don’t want to go.’

That would be the same as telling her not to have contacted me in the first place.


Right, I understand. Regarding the place and time…




Yes. Give me a moment, I’ll write it down.





A couple days later.

Yuzuru, having already changed into his swimming trunks, was waiting for Arisa by the poolside.

Around him, there were other guys waiting for their dates, just like him.

Doing something like this gives off a vibe that they’ve actually become a couple.

But of course, Yuzuru doesn’t see Arisa that way, and she doesn’t either.

Pretending to be a couple even though they don’t like each other—

It’s quite unusual.

It’s bound to be a memory that stays with him for life. For better or for worse.

As he was thinking about this, he noticed that the gazes of the men around him were being drawn to a single point.

Yuzuru, too, found his gaze drawn in that direction, as if lured by it.

“Sorry to keep you waiting.”

“…Oh.”

A gasp of admiration escaped him involuntarily.

That’s how beautiful Arisa looked in her swimsuit.

Even Yuzuru, who described himself as a ‘big dog’, found himself mesmerised by the sight.

“Takasegawa-san, I’d appreciate it if you’d say something.”

“Ah, I’m sorry.”

Met with a cold stare and a frown, Yuzuru snapped back to his senses.

He then once again looked at Arisa in her swimsuit.

Surprisingly, it was a triangle bikini.

It was black.

Well, the design wasn’t entirely black—there was a white pattern near the edges, and the centre was stylishly adorned with a large bow.

Her snow-white skin stood out beautifully against the black swimsuit.

It felt as though her skin, smooth and lustrous like white porcelain, was emphasised even more.

Given that she was wearing a bikini, Yuzuru’s gaze naturally drifted to three points—the top, the middle and the bottom.

Although her slender build gave her an overall delicate appearance, she had curves in all the right places.

First, the smooth clevage line running from the nape of her neck to her collarbone.

From there, the dazzling white cleavage, with beautifully plump, ripe fruit.

Below that, her tapered, smooth curved figure, leading to a splendidly defined waist and a perfectly shaped navel.

Beyond that point, her hips suddenly begin to curve outwards, allowing one to imagine the contours of her back even from the front.

The two slender, long legs emerging from her black swimsuit are nothing short of magnificent.

(It’s too bad that her upper arms are hidden by the light blue rash guard she’s wearing, but in a way, I feel this actually stirs the imagination even more.)

“Well, um… you know.”

“You know what?”

“I just felt a bit disappointed for a moment that you aren’t my real fiancée.”

Yuzuru complimented her in a half-joking way.

Perhaps realising it was indeed a joke, Arisa laughed.

“That is a shame. …You look very well-built too, Takasegawa-san. You mentioned working out at home and going to the gym with friends—and now I can see you were telling the truth after all.”

“Of course, why would I lie. …Well, men do care about their physique to some extent, don’t they?”

Perhaps not as much as women, but a flabby physique is still embarrassing.

At times like this, taking care of your physique really pays off.

“But, Yukishiro… You, well, how should I put it? I thought you were the type who’d be embarrassed by this sort of thing?”

Showing one’s own skin and seeing a man’s.

This was a place filled with countless other men and women—and inevitably, one’s skin would be seen by unfamiliar men, and one would end up seeing the skin of unfamiliar men.

“I did say it was a matter of time and place, didn’t I? And please don’t point it out. If I think about it, it’s just plain embarrassing.”

Arisa’s cheeks were flushed a rosy pink.

It seems she is embarrassed by this sort of thing, after all.

“I’m sorry. …Where shall we go first?”

“Hmm… I’d like to take it easy and just have some fun to start with.”

“Right then, shall we head to the lazy river?”


      
        Chapter 20 - An Unintended Coincidence

        Walking alongside Arisa, Yuzuru realised something that had only just struck him—she really does stand out.

Admittedly, there aren’t that many rude people who stare openly, but plenty of men do take a second look, and some even glance over at us surreptitiously.

Given her striking looks and superb figure, it was only to be expected.

You might call it the price of beauty.

What’s interesting, though, is that it’s not just men—quite a few women are also looking at Arisa, their gazes tinged with a mixture of envy and jealousy.

“It must be hard being a beauty and standing out like that,—”

When Yuzuru said this half-jokingly, Arisa—for some reason—looked exasperated.

“…I think you’re also partly responsible, you know.”

“Well, no… not entirely, but…”

Yuzuru couldn’t help but give a wry smile.

After all, he was aware that his looks were indeed above average.

“Ah, Takasegawa-san. They’re renting out floats over there. I’d like to relax a bit, so I’m going to borrow one.”

Arisa said, pointing to a corner of the poolside, where floats of all shapes and sizes were displayed.

There were standard floats, as well as unusual ones shaped like killer whales.

“…There are ones for two people, what do you think?”

“Use common sense.”

Glared at with a deadpan look, Yuzuru shrugged his shoulders.

Of course, by ‘common sense’, she meant renting a single-person float.

It would be completely out of the question to rent a two-person float where there was a high chance of skin-to-skin contact, especially when they weren’t even a couple.

Arisa used her payment wristband to rent a single-person float.

“Is that alright with you, Takasegawa-san?”

“I’m down for a bit of swimming, actually.”

The two of them slowly lowered themselves into the water.

Arisa lay back, bobbing gently on the surface.

Meanwhile, Yuzuru held onto the strap of Arisa’s float and followed her.

“Mmm… this feels great.”

“Hmm… I suppose so. To be honest, I’m glad we came.”

Arisa nodded in agreement at Yuzuru’s words.

Though she usually maintained a cool demeanour, today she was squinting her eyes and looking thoroughly pleased.

That said, simply drifting along felt a bit boring, so Yuzuru decided to swim lightly whilst holding onto the strap of Arisa’s rubber ring.

“It feels like riding in a horse-drawn carriage.”

Surprisingly, Arisa was completely fine with this.

She was completely relaxed, letting Yuzuru pull her along. She didn’t seem to have much desire to move herself.

“If anything, it’s more like a dog sled, isn’t it?”

“Is that because you’re a big dog?”

The two of them were swimming along smoothly whilst exchanging banter like that—

But halfway around, they came to a halt.

They’d got caught up in a crowd.

For some reason, a large number of people were standing still in one spot, going against the current.

“A traffic jam? …I wonder if something’s going on.”

“I don’t know… what could it be? Shall we take a look from the poolside later? It’d be a nuisance to stop here.”

Yuzuru and Arisa were somewhat intrigued, but thinking that stopping in a lazy river would be a nuisance, they decided to move on straight away.

…But their luck was bad (or perhaps good).

“Whoa!”

“Eek!”

Yuzuru and Arisa let out a simultaneous scream.

Water poured down from above as if someone had tipped over a bucket.

Yuzuru wiped the water from his face with his hand.

“So this was what everyone was after… I’m surprised.”

Yuzuru said, looking up.

Above them was something resembling a giant bucket, into which water was being poured.

It seemed to be a contraption where—after a certain amount of time—water would pour down from above.

“I… I got caught off-guard. My heart’s racing.”

Arisa sat up from her reclining position and began swimming, clinging to her rubber ring.

Her two large breasts rested atop the ring.

You could see droplets of water trickling down into the cleavage.

“Takasegawa-san?”

“No, well, I was startled, but it was fun, wasn’t it?”

When Yuzuru said that—as if to cover up—Arisa gave a sweet smile.

“Who do you have me for? Did you think I hadn’t noticed?”

“I’m sorry.”



Just as they had completed a full lap of the lazy river, the two of them got out of the water.

“Actually, I’ve never been to a wave pool before. Would you mind showing me around?”

“It’s my first time too. I’ve been curious about it. Yeah, let’s go.”

True to its name, the wave pool was designed to resemble the sea.

Of course, there was no real beach—the poolside was simply coloured to resemble sand.

Yuzuru and Arisa got into the pool and tried to make their way to the far end, but…

Arisa—floating in her rubber ring—was carried away slightly every time a wave came, and seemed to be having trouble moving.

“Should I pull you along?”

“That would be appreciated.”

He grabbed Arisa’s rubber ring and pushed her along as they made their way to the far end.

As the waves receded, Arisa was carried along with them, and when the waves rolled in, she was swept in the opposite direction.

Whenever she drifted towards the edge, Yuzuru caught Arisa as she drifted towards him.

“Unlike the sea, there’s less danger, and it’s quite fun, isn’t it?”

“With a rubber floatie, you can ride the waves and have a good time.”

It wasn’t quite like surfing, but Arisa looked as though she was having a wonderful time being rocked up and down by the waves.

Of course, the change in Arisa’s expression was subtle… but with her eyes narrowed and the corners of her mouth turned up, it was clear at a glance that she was enjoying herself.

Yuzuru hesitated for a moment, wondering if he should borrow a rubber ring himself.

“Should we swap for a bit, then?”

“Is that alright with you?”

“I won’t hog it, I promise.”

With that, Arisa slipped out of the rubber ring.

She tried to hand it to Yuzuru, but…

“Eek!”

“Yukishiro!”

A huge wave hit her from behind, sweeping her violently forward.

Yuzuru rushed over in a panic, and, perhaps in her confusion, she clung to him as if clinging for dear life.

She looked as though she might go under, so Yuzuru supported her body, holding her close.

Arisas body was soft, warm, and surprisingly light.

“Are you all right?”

“Cough… I’ve swallowed some water.”

Arisa coughed lightly.

Then, realising she had been clinging to Yuzuru, she hurriedly pulled away.

Her cheeks flushed slightly.

“I’m sorry. I think I’ve caused you some trouble.”

“Don’t worry about it.”

Yuzuru replied with a nonchalant expression, pretending not to have noticed.

Arisa, in turn, tried to cover it up with a flimsy excuse.

“Actually, I’m not really that good at swimming. Though I do like going to the pool regardless.”

“Oh, really? That’s surprising!”

Yuzuru had assumed that someone as athletically gifted as Arisa would be at least decent at swimming.

Arisa replied with a forced smile.

“I can’t swim twenty-five metres. I’m not very good at the breathing technique for that.”

“I see…”

(Well then, perhaps I could teach you next time I get the chance.)

Yuzuru hurriedly swallowed the words that were on the tip of his tongue.



About an hour and a half had passed since the two of them started swimming.

It was time for a break, so they got out of the pool.

“Ahh… I’m a bit tired now.”

Arisa said this as she brushed her wet hair aside.

The gesture was incredibly alluring and seductive.

“That makes sense. …It’s eleven o’clock now, after all. Shall we have a lunch break?”

Yuzuru averted his gaze from Arisa and said this, glancing at his waterproof watch.

He wanted to say it was a bit early for lunch… but surprisingly, just floating around had taken more energy than he’d expected, so he was feeling peckish.

“I’m down for that. …I’m pretty sure there’s a place where we can eat whilst still in our swimsuits, isn’t there?”

“You’re right. I think it’s this way.”

This waterpark has restaurants where you can eat in your swimwear, as well as snack bars selling food.

When they reached that area…

“Let’s go to that shop over there.”

“I’d prefer the one over there.”

“I don’t mind either way. Could you make up your minds quickly?”

A familiar voice rang out.

Yuzuru and Arisa panicked and turned their backs.

They tried to walk away as if nothing had happened, but…

“Hang on? Isn’t that Yuzuru over there?”

“Yuzuru-san, why are you running away?!”

“And isn’t that… Yukishiro-san next to him?”

They’d been spotted.

Yuzuru and Arisa both let out a sigh.

‘(W-what should we do?)’

‘(W-we’ll just have to make something up, right?)’

The pair steeled themselves and headed over to the group of three—Soichiro, Chiharu and Ayaka.

Yuzuru greeted the trio with a face that suggested nothing was amiss.

“What a coincidence, guys.”

“Oh, it sure is. Yuzuru. By the way…”

“That lovely girl over there is Yukishiro-san, isn’t she?”

“Hey, Yuzuru. Why are you two of all people hanging out at a spot so popular with couples?”

The three of them asked Yuzuru, grinning.

Arisa had shrunk back, almost hiding behind Yuzuru.

It seemed she intended to leave the explanation entirely up to him.

“Ah, well, you see…”

“You see?”

“We just happened to bump into each other by chance. I never expected to run into you lot as well. Coincidences really do tend to pile up, am I right?”

As Yuzuru said that…

The three exchanged glances.

“That’s a bit of a stretch”, “Yeah, right!”, “You’re dead on!”

He could not get them to be convinced.


      
        Chapter 21 - Childhood Friends and Trust

        Soichiro pointed to a nearby restaurant.

“Why don’t we pop into a restaurant and talk while we eat?”

After all, that was why they’d come here in the first place.

Besides, rather than trying to run away awkwardly, it would probably be better to explain things properly.

Yuzuru exchanged a glance with Arisa, and the two of them nodded together.

“You two are perfectly in sync. Just like I predicted—Yuzurun and Yukishiro-san are lovers—ow! Yuzurun hit me!”

“Don’t jump to conclusions.”

Yuzuru lightly smacked Ayaka on the head.



Once they were seated at the table and had finished ordering, Arisa greeted the three of them.

“Allow me to introduce myself properly. I’m Yukishiro Arisa. Nice to meet you… Tachibana-san, Uenishi-san, Satake-san.”

The three of them bowed their heads slightly in unison and replied with their own greetings.

“I’m Satake Soichiro. Nice to meet you.”

“I’m Tachibana Ayaka. Nice to meet you.”

“I’m Uenishi Chiharu. It’s a pleasure.”

With the introductions out of the way…

All three of their gazes turned towards Yuzuru at the same time.

“So, Yuzuru. Are you really in that kind of relationship with Yukishiro-san?”

“What kind of relationship?”

“Don’t play dumb. I’m asking if you’re dating.”

“The answer is no.”

“Oh, come on… If you’re not dating, would a guy and a girl come to the pool together? Even if you’re not officially a couple, there has to be something there. Normally people wouldn’t come otherwise.”

“Well, that’s…”

Yuzuru felt completely at a loss.

They had already been seen together at the pool in swimsuits. Any sloppy excuse probably wouldn’t work.

“…Takasegawa-san. Are these three tight-lipped? Can they be trusted?”

Arisa asked quietly.

That wasn’t an issue.

None of the three were saints with perfectly pure hearts, but they weren’t the type to blab about a friend’s secrets either.

…In business, after all, there was nothing more important than trust.

If they damaged Yuzuru’s trust here, it would eventually come back to hurt them as well.

“Of course. …I can promise that. But you never know what might cause information to leak.”

“Wouldn’t it be safer if we explained the situation to some extent and made them understand that it’s something extremely important and serious for us?”

“…That might be true.”

Naturally, how well someone kept a secret depended on how important the information was.

If they truly wanted them to keep quiet, they needed to explain things properly.

But explaining the situation would inevitably involve touching on Arisa’s family circumstances.

To Yuzuru, the three were friends.

But to Arisa, they were essentially strangers.

“…Alright. I understand. I’ll explain.”

He would just have to explain things carefully without mentioning her family situation.

Thinking that, Yuzuru concealed some details and gave them a rough outline of the situation.

After hearing everything, Ayaka immediately said—

“Yuzurun, you’ve got yourself into something pretty interesting.”

“…I’m aware.”

Yuzuru muttered with a sigh as Ayaka grinned.

If it were happening to someone else, it would definitely be entertaining.

After all, something straight out of a manga or drama was unfolding right nearby.

“But still, Yukishiro-san actually showed up. Your grandpa’s amazing.”

“Yeah… I underestimated him. I should’ve made the conditions even more impossible. Like an alien, or someone from another world, or a psychic, or a time traveller.”

While Soichiro looked impressed, Yuzuru replied halfheartedly.

That said, Arisa wasn’t actually blonde, nor did she have blue eyes, so technically she didn’t meet the conditions.

If he’d wanted to reject her, he could have.

And yet he hadn’t.

“But Yuzuru-san, Yukishiro-san doesn’t have blonde hair and blue eyes. You could’ve refused her for that reason, couldn’t you? …Doesn’t that mean you were at least somewhat willing?”

Chiharu spoke with a look that practically said Gotcha.

She had pointed out a major contradiction in Yuzuru’s explanation.

Even though he could have refused her, he accepted the arrangement.

That meant maybe Yuzuru actually liked Arisa to some degree.

And honestly, Arisa was beautiful—so any normal guy might think maybe there’s a chance. In fact, after seeing her in a swimsuit, Yuzuru himself had half-jokingly, half-seriously thought It’d be nice if she were my real girlfriend.

“So you told your grandpa to bring someone who fits your type, but if she doesn’t show up that’s fine, and if she does that’s fine too. Pretty clever thinking, Yuzurun.”

“As expected of the scheming ‘Takasegawa.’”

“So when you told me Yukishiro-san wasn’t your type, that was just you being shy, huh?”

Ayaka, Chiharu, and Soichiro each jumped to slightly incorrect conclusions.

This was making Yuzuru sound like a somewhat calculating guy…

But since he wasn’t confident he could explain things properly while hiding certain details, Yuzuru decided to just let them believe that.

“That’s not it.”

However, Arisa immediately denied their assumption.

Yuzuru turned towards her in surprise.

“Hey, Yukishiro—”

“Takasegawa-san… accepted this arrangement in order to protect me.”

Arisa went on to reveal everything Yuzuru had tried to keep hidden to protect her privacy—namely that she had been about to be used as a pawn in a political marriage for the sake of engagement money.

“Takasegawa-san could have refused. But he didn’t do this out of ulterior motives… he did it for my sake. …Well, maybe it’s not that he has absolutely no ulterior motives.”

“Hey, at least deny that part properly.”

Yuzuru couldn’t help but interject as Arisa added the last part with a lack of confidence.

Meanwhile, Soichiro and the others looked slightly surprised.

“Huh… So you really are a good guy after all. I mean, I believed in you from the start.”

“As expected of Yuzurun. Of course, I totally thought that was the case too.”

“Yuzuru-san’s stock price is skyrocketing in my mind right now. Ah, but of course—I anticipated this from the beginning.”

“You’re all obviously lying.”

When Yuzuru shot them a glare, the three of them shrugged.

Right then, the food arrived.

The conversation paused briefly, and the five of them began eating…

—or at least, that’s what should have happened.

“Hey, hey, Yukishiro-san. Can I call you Arisa-chan? You can just call me Ayaka.”

“Oh, and you can call me Chiharu too. In return, may I call you Arisa-san?”

“Huh? …I don’t mind. Um… Ayaka…-san, Chiharu…-san?”

Pressed by Ayaka and Chiharu leaning towards her, Arisa nodded awkwardly.

Then the two of them closed the distance even more.

“You know, Arisa-chan, I feel a weird sense of familiarity with you.”

“Um… really?”

“Your names are kind of similar, right?”

“The only thing they have in common is starting with ‘A’ and having three syllables.”

Yuzuru couldn’t help but interject.

It was about as much of a stretch as saying Chiharu and Yuzuru sounded alike.

“By the way, Arisa-san, you’re really beautiful.”

“Th-thank you very much.”

Arisa looked slightly surprised as she thanked Chiharu.

But responding like that to Chiharu was actually a mistake.

“Your hair is so smooth and pretty, and your skin is so white without a single blemish… and your chest and hips are quite large too. But your waist is nice and slim. Your facial features are really well balanced too… honestly, you’re totally my type.”

“Ahh, I get it. Arisa-chan is cute. She might be my type too. Your white skin really stands out with that black swimsuit. Actually, you have such a refined atmosphere but you’re surprisingly bold… Oh right! Your face doesn’t look very Japanese—what kind of mix are you? By the way, my great-great-grandmother was British—ow ow!”

“P-please stop, Soichiro-san!!”

Ayaka and Chiharu’s rampage ended there.

Because Soichiro had grabbed both of them by the backs of their collars and yanked them back.

“Yukishiro-san is clearly troubled. Honestly…”

He forced the two girls—who had been leaning across the table—to sit back down.

Then he gave Arisa a small bow.

“Sorry about these two idiots causing trouble. …They’re the type who don’t understand unless someone tells them bluntly. If you don’t like something, just say so. If they annoy you, feel free to tell them to drop dead.”

“N-no, it’s alright. I was just a little surprised. …My mother is three-quarters Russian and one-quarter Japanese. My father is half French and half Japanese, if I remember correctly.”

Arisa answered Ayaka’s earlier question quite dutifully.

Yuzuru wasn’t surprised—he had already heard that information beforehand during the arranged meeting.

If he remembered correctly, “Yukishiro” was Arisa’s father’s surname.

Apparently he had been involved in the trading business.

Among Arisa’s adoptive parents, the one she was actually related to by blood was her adoptive mother.

For Arisa, that woman was her aunt.

Yuzuru had met her once at the arranged meeting, and she indeed had strong Eastern European features.

Meanwhile, “Amagi” was the surname of Arisa’s adoptive father.

He was an ordinary Japanese man with no blood relation to her.

“Oh yeah, speaking of which—this Yuzurun over here? His great-grandmother was a Nordic American.”

“Really?”

Arisa looked at Yuzuru with mild surprise.

He nodded.

“Yeah. Though it’s pretty distant… basically within the margin of error.”

He was practically just Japanese, so you wouldn’t know it from looking at him.

At best, maybe his blue eyes.

Going even further back, the mother of his great-great-great-grandfather was a German woman.

At that point, though, it was from the Meiji or Taisho era—basically ancient history from Yuzuru’s perspective.

While chatting about each other’s family histories, the five of them finished their meal.

After leaving the restaurant, Ayaka made a suggestion.

“Since we’re here, why don’t we all hang out together?”

By “all,” she meant the five of them, including Yuzuru and Arisa.

For Yuzuru, it wasn’t a problem—Ayaka, Chiharu, and Soichiro were his childhood friends.

But…

“Well… I mean, I came here with Yukishiro today.”

For Arisa, the three of them were strangers.

Being dropped into a group where the other four were close might feel awkward.

That much was obvious.

Since Arisa might find it hard to refuse herself, Yuzuru voiced the concern.

But Ayaka said—

“I kinda want to hang out with Arisa-chan. Well, unless you and Arisa-chan want to be alone and flirt or something?”

“Since we’re here, how about we split into boys and girls? It’d be nice for us girls to hang out without worrying about anything.”

Ayaka and Chiharu made it clear—without saying it outright—that they wanted to spend time with Arisa.

Despite how silly they usually acted, they were surprisingly perceptive about these things.

“That’s not a bad idea. …Honestly, I’m exhausted from babysitting Ayaka and Chiharu.”

Soichiro said this while leaning onto the two of them.

It was clearly meant to put Arisa at ease… though judging by the tired look on his face, it was probably also his genuine feeling.

“I’m fine with that. I’d like to get to know everyone better.”

Arisa answered naturally.

…She didn’t seem reluctant at all.

Maybe she had understood their consideration.

“Well, if you say so… then let’s do that.”

And so, they decided to split up by gender and go have fun separately.


      
        Chapter 22 - The Guys’ Perspective

        “Right, Arisa-chan!”

“Yes! Chiharu-san.”

“Oops, Ayaka-san!”

In a normal swimming pool—with no waves, currents, or other gimmicks—three beautiful girls were passing a beach ball back and forth.

There weren’t any specific rules, but it seemed they weren’t allowed to let it fall into the water.

The two boys were watching those three beautiful girls from a distance.

“Yuzuru, I sometimes wonder…”

Soichiro declared with a pensive expression, as if he’d just attained some sort of enlightenment.

“Don’t guys really have no place in this world?”

At those words, Yuzuru snorted softly.

“What on earth are you talking about?”

“Well…”

“That’s what I might have said a little while ago.”

Yuzuru watched the three beautiful girls—Arisa, Ayaka and Chiharu—playing happily.

Arisa has strong foreign heritage—her skin tone, hair colour and facial features give her an air that is somewhat different from that of the average Japanese person.

Her slender, curvaceous figure has an almost artistic quality to it, without a hint of vulgarity.

Arisa was wearing a black triangle bikini adorned with a ribbon in the centre.

Although she usually gives off a demure impression, wearing such a daring swimsuit makes her look suddenly very grown-up.

The black fabric contrasted beautifully against her pale skin, making her look absolutely stunning.

Perhaps because—like Yuzuru—Ayaka has inherited European genes from distant ancestors, her appearance is visibly different from the average Japanese—her facial features are deeply chiselled and perfectly proportioned.

Her high nose and beautiful cherry-coloured lips—every single feature was exquisite, arranged in a balance that could be described as the golden ratio.

Her hair is of a lustrous black silk colour, and her eyes are a deep, reddish amber.

Her skin is a beautiful ivory colour and incredibly smooth.

She posessed a figure every bit as stunning as Arisa’s.

Her limbs were long, her waist slender, and her bust and hips formed a beautiful silhouette.

Ayaka was clad in a very simple, bright red triangle bikini.

With a figure that would put adults to shame, she instantly takes on a sensual air when she dons this passionate red swimsuit.

She certainly does not look like a fifteen-year-old.

Chiharu is the heiress of a family with a long history and tradition.

Maybe because of this, or perhaps it has nothing to do with it at all—most likely, it doesn’t—, she exudes a somewhat mysterious aura.

Hazuki has striking hazel eyes and light brown hair that glows in the sunlight.

She has Japanese-style features, with a straight nose and wide-set eyes framed by long lashes.

Her skin is as smooth and beautiful as white porcelain.

The curves of her bust and hips are more pronounced than those of Arisa and Ayaka, yet her waist is tightly cinched.

Her limbs are slender and long.

Chiharu was wearing a bikini made of white and pink fabric, its edges adorned with frills.

As the frills slightly concealed her cleavage and buttocks, she gave off a demure impression despite the revealing outfit.

The sight of them playing together so affectionately was truly picturesque.

Above all, what was wonderful was that all three of them possess magnificent busts.

Every time they tossed the ball upwards, the ‘balls’ on their chests swayed dramatically.

It was a heavenly sight.

“Hmm, guys really are unnecessary in this world.”

That was Yuzuru’s thought.

“Yuzuru… have you finally understood?“

“Forgive me for my ignorance and immatury, my fellow man in arms.”

Yuzuru felt ashamed of the version of himself from just a short while ago, who had been so ignorant of the world.

Up until now, it was precisely because he hadn’t known of that magnificent view that he hadn’t been able to agree with Soichiro’s opinion.

But now, he could empathise.

“Nah, it’s fine as long as you understand, mate…”

“Soichiro, my guy…”

Yuzuru and Soichiro dapped each other up.

“…Right, enough of that farce, Soichiro. To be honest, you saved me. …Spending a whole day alone with Yukishiro was, honestly, kinda exhausting.”

Yuzuru offered Soichiro a sincere thank you, quite different from the banter of a moment ago.

It wasn’t that he disliked Arisa.

He could even say, for now, that he enjoyed her company.

In fact, playing with her in the lazy river and the wave pool had been fun.

But… there was a limit.

If they were a real couple, they might be able to keep the excitement going forever by constantly flirting and touching each other, but Yuzuru and Arisa couldn’t do that. (At least Yuzuru had no intention of doing anything that would betray her trust.)

That’s why he was grateful to have met up with Ayaka and Chiharu.

When it’s just girls together, they can have fun without any awkwardness.

And Yuzuru could relax with Soichiro.

…It’s just human nature for a man to want to show off his best side and get nervous in front of girls.

“Same with those two. …To be honest, dealing with them all day is tiring too. …But don’t get me wrong, it’s not like it isn’t fun.”

Dealing with just one girl is hard enough.

With two of them together, it must be even harder.

Yuzuru at first felt sorry for Soichiro.

…But, thinking about it, he brought it on himself by two-timing. So there was absolutely no room for sympathy.

Yuzuru immediately regretted feeling sorry for him, even for a moment.

“By the way, Yuzuru. Honestly… do you think it’s actually possible to force someone into marriage?”

“It’s not impossible, what would you get out of that these days?”

Yuzuru replied to Soichiro’s question.

“You’re right. …It might have been different before, but nowadays, it’s not really possible, right?”

“Yeah. …Forcing someone to do something like that would be pretty backwards.”

Whereas in the past one would have had no choice but to swallow one’s pride, we now live in a wonderful age where one can take legal action for abuse of power or sexual harassment.

If they were to ignore Arisa’s wishes and force her into marriage, they might well be sued.

So, if they’re managing the risks properly, they wouldn’t do such a thing.

“After all, it’s obvious that a match she doesn’t want will fall through no matter how hard you push it. Anyone with common sense would know that.”

The absolute worst-case scenario would be if it ended up in some gossip magazines.

That’s no laughing matter.

“So you’re saying Yukishiro’s parents lack common sense?”

“I don’t know. …I can’t speak for her adoptive mother, but I’ve heard her adoptive father is pretty reasonable.”

“…He definitely must be aware of the risks.”

“Right.”

That said, it doesn’t necessarily mean Arisa is lying.

So, according to Yuzuru’s theory…

“Despite appearances, Yukishiro is quite timid. I guess it’s a personality thing.”

Having been taken in, she probably can’t defy her adoptive parents, either emotionally or in terms of her position.

Because Arisa didn’t explicitly refuse, they mistook her silence for consent and pressed ahead with the matchmaking—and by the time she realised it, it was too late for her to say no.

Just as Yuzuru and Soichiro were discussing this—

“Oi, Soichiro! Yuzuru!! Come over and join us!!”

Just then, Ayaka’s invitation came through.

Yuzuru and Soichiro exchanged a glance, then swam over to the three of them.


      
        Chapter 23 - The Girls' Perspective

        A few hours after the five of them had started hanging out together…

Ayaka and Chiharu suddenly said—

“Hey, I’m getting hungry…”

“Me too—I’m starving!”

They made their complaint while looking straight at Yuzuru and Soichiro.

The two boys instinctively glanced at each other.

“I see.”

“That’s rough.”

At that, Ayaka and Chiharu openly showed displeased expressions.

Then the two of them grabbed the hand of the blank-faced Arisa.

“Hey, hey, Arisa-chan. You’re a little hungry too, right?”

“Don’t you fancy something salty?”

“Huh? Well… I suppose I can’t deny that, since we’ve been moving around a lot…”

Arisa didn’t seem to quite understand what Ayaka and Chiharu were getting at.

But for the two of them, whether Arisa understood their intention didn’t seem all that important.

They nodded their heads exaggeratedly, over and over.

“Right?”

“We’re hungry, aren’t we?”

Glance, glance.

They looked over at Yuzuru and Soichiro.

“You know, I think one of the qualities of a wonderful man is being attentive.”

“I agree. When a girl is hungry, a man who goes and buys something without even being asked—that’s wonderful, isn’t it? …Arisa-san, you think so too, right?”

“Huh? N-no… but that would be too much trouble…”

Finally realising what Ayaka and Chiharu were trying to do, Arisa shook her head and tried to deny it.

But the two girls cut her off, raising their voices in an obviously theatrical way.

“Aaah, even though his cute childhood friend is hungry.”

“And it looks like his fiancée is hungry too—what in the world should he do, I wonder?”

Yuzuru and Soichiro sighed.

First, Soichiro turned to Ayaka and Chiharu.

“…Fine. What should I buy?”

“Yakisoba for me.”

“I’d like takoyaki.”

Since Soichiro was going to buy something, Yuzuru had no choice but to go along.

Yuzuru turned to his clearly flustered fiancée.

“What about you, Yukishiro?”

“U-um… well…”

“I’m hungry too.”

When Yuzuru said that, Arisa placed a hand on her slender white stomach.

Then, with her cheeks faintly reddening, she shyly moved her pink lips.

“In that case… fried potatoes, please.”

“Got it.”

Just as Yuzuru and Soichiro turned on their heels—

“Ah, and drinks too, please!”

“We’ll be waiting over there!”

The voices of the childhood friends called out from behind them.

Yuzuru and Soichiro looked at each other and shrugged.



“Alright—they’re gone.”

“They sure are.”

After seeing Yuzuru and Soichiro off, Ayaka and Chiharu…

Closed in on Arisa.

“U-um… what is it?”

“Let’s have a little girls’ talk.”

“There are lots of things we want to ask you, Arisa-san.”

Arisa was practically escorted into a chair by the two of them.

Ayaka and Chiharu sat on either side of her, neatly boxing her in.

“So, Arisa-chan… honestly speaking, what do you think about Yuzurun?”

Ayaka asked her that.

Arisa let out a startled Eh?

“W-what do you mean…?”

“Do you like him—as a man?”

Chiharu asked directly.

Arisa’s skin flushed faintly red.

She shook her head vigorously from side to side.

“No way! …I don’t have romantic feelings for him.”

At Arisa’s answer, Ayaka and Chiharu tilted their heads.

“Yuzurun may be a bit sloppy at school, but if he dresses up he’s pretty handsome.”

“And I think he has an excellent personality as well. Is there something about him you’re dissatisfied with?”

Once again, Arisa shook her head.

“N-no… I do think Takasegawa-san is a wonderful man…”

Shyly, Arisa lowered her gaze.

After hesitating for a while, she said it clearly.

“But even so, romantic feelings are a different matter, aren’t they?”

“…Huh.”

“I see.”

Even if Yuzuru was a wonderful man…

That alone wasn’t a reason to fall in love.

It was the same for Ayaka and Chiharu—when it came to Yuzuru, they only felt friendship towards him as a member of the opposite sex.

So the two of them quickly backed down.

…Or rather, they should have.

“Then what would you do if Yuzurun said he liked you?”

“Fweeh!?”

Caught completely off guard by the sudden question, Arisa cried out in surprise.

Her pure white skin flushed bright red.

“T-there’s no way… that could ever happen.”

“I mean hypothetically. Wouldn’t you think about trying it—dating him, just to see?”

Grinning mischievously, Chiharu asked as Arisa shook her head over and over.

“I-I couldn’t do something so insincere! And besides…”

“And besides?” “And besides?”

Arisa let out a small sigh.

Then she spoke in a faint voice.

“There are women far more suitable for Takasegawa-san than someone like me… He’s such an admirable person, after all.”

With that, Arisa smiled.

But it wasn’t really a gentle smile.

It was more self-deprecating—almost bitter.

“Hmmm.”

“So that’s how it is.”

Ayaka and Chiharu seemed to have come to some sort of understanding.

While Arisa blinked in confusion, the two of them smiled.

“Sorry for asking something weird, Arisa-chan.”

“If it made you uncomfortable, we apologise.”

“N-no… it’s fine. …You’re Takasegawa-san’s childhood friends, right? It’s natural to be curious.”

Just as they were finishing that conversation—

“Hey, we’re back.”

“We grabbed some drinks too, so just pick whichever you like.”

Soichiro and Yuzuru had returned.

The three girls welcomed the two boys with bright smiles, as if nothing had happened.


      
        Chapter 24 - “Train Camp” vs “Cab Camp”

        After playing to their hearts’ content, the five of them changed back into their regular clothes and left the water park.

Though it was still a bit early, they decided to go for dinner at a nearby restaurant.



“Hey, so I’m thinking of calling a cab… how many should I get? Yuzurun and Soichiro-kun were in the ‘train camp’, right?”

In other words, it was a question of whether they’d go home by public transportation like trains—or take a cab.

Leaning back against the sofa, Yuzuru replied.

“I’m normally train camp… but honestly, I’m exhausted today. Call one for me too.”

They’d gotten a little too carried away midway through the day, and now his whole body felt sluggish.

Especially the swimming race they’d done at the pool earlier—it had really taken a toll.

“Same here… I don’t have the energy to take the train.”

Soichiro looked like he was already halfway to passing out. With his elbow on the table, he answered drowsily while nodding off.

Meanwhile, Chiharu was casually playing with his hair.

“Um, I’ll take the train—”

“I’ll drop Yukishiro off on the way, so one cab will be enough. Don’t worry about the cost—I’ll cover it.”

Yuzuru cut in before Arisa could finish.

“Uh… I’m really fine, though.”

“If you’re the only one going home by train, who knows what people will say later.”

“…Well, if you put it that way.”

Hearing the exchange between Yuzuru and Arisa, Ayaka and Chiharu let out impressed sounds.

Then the two of them started shaking the half-asleep Soichiro.

“I want you to drop me off too.”

“Please take me home as well.”

“Your houses are in the opposite direction… Besides, I just want to go home already. Let me go. I’m sleepy… Actually, you guys should be the ones taking me home.”

Soichiro looked genuinely exhausted as he said that.

Yuzuru thought it served him right—but the kind-hearted Arisa seemed to feel sorry for him.

So she stepped in to help.

“By the way, Ayaka-san, Chiharu-san… would you like to exchange contact information?”

“Sure!”

“Now that you mention it, we haven’t yet.”

The three of them exchanged contacts.

From the looks of it, they’d gotten quite close during their time at the pool earlier.

Seeing that made Yuzuru feel a small sense of happiness.



On the way home that day,

Yuzuru and Arisa sat side by side in the cab.

“Today was really fun.”

Arisa said it with quiet sincerity.

Normally she was cool and composed, but perhaps swept up by Ayaka and Chiharu’s energy, she’d seemed far more lively than usual partway through the day.

From Yuzuru’s perspective, it was a rare sight—and he was satisfied.

“Looks like you got pretty close with Ayaka-chan and Chiharu-chan.”

“Yes… Can I say we’ve become friends?”

“Whether you think so or not, I’m sure they already do.”

Judging from their behavior, they had clearly taken quite a liking to Arisa.

They’d even secretly given Yuzuru a strict warning—

“If you make Arisa-chan cry, it’s the death penalty.”
“If you’re a man, take responsibility and make her happy.”

…Even though he had already explained that he was only her fake fiancé.

“Speaking of which, Takasegawa-san.”

“What is it?”

“The three of them… they’re from fairly wealthy families too, right?”

“Hm? Yeah, I’d say they fall into the wealthy category.”

Though of course, even within “wealthy,” there were different levels.

“Where do they live? Do they normally take cabs like this?”

Ayaka had summoned a cab so casually earlier that Arisa had gotten curious about how they usually got around.

Yuzuru pulled up what he remembered about their living situations and commutes.

“Ayaka-chan… I think she lives within an hour by car. She’s usually driven by a personal chauffeur.”

“Really? I’ve never seen that.”

“Apparently she gets dropped off about a three-minute walk away from school. …I guess getting dropped off right in front would be embarrassing.”

The high school Yuzuru attended was a private one, and quite a few students came from wealthy families.

Still, when you looked at the overall numbers, students from ordinary households were the majority.

Ayaka was a teenage girl, after all—she naturally had a sense of embarrassment about that sort of thing.

“What about Satake-san?”

“Him… I don’t remember the exact distance, but he commutes from home like normal. He’s train camp. …His family has a lot of siblings.”

“A lot of siblings? How many? Like… four?”

In an era where declining birthrates were constantly talked about, even four children would make a couple notable contributors to Japan’s population problem.

But the Satake family was on another level.

“I remember there being enough to form a baseball team.”

“That’s… really a lot.”

Arisa’s eyes widened in surprise.

Yuzuru nodded.

“As you can tell from his name, Soichiro is the oldest of them all.  Soichiro’s kanji are 宗一郎. The element 一郎 (ichiro) is a traditional male naming pattern meaning “first son,” commonly given to the eldest boy in a family. …I don’t remember exactly how many are in kindergarten or elementary and middle school, but to drive nine or more kids around every morning, you’d need quite a few drivers.”

Of course, it wasn’t like they couldn’t hire them.

But apparently that family thought it unnecessary.

Once the boys reached a certain age, they all walked to school.

The girls, however, were apparently driven.

“He said walking is better for your health. And… though he didn’t say it outright, it’s probably embarrassing for him to be driven. He’s a guy, after all.”

“What about Chiharu-san?”

“Her family home is in Kansai. Since commuting would be impossible, she lives alone here.”

In that sense, she was similar to Yuzuru.

Though unlike him—who simply didn’t want a one-hour commute—her situation had an actual necessity behind it.

“Isn’t it dangerous for a girl to live alone? She’s from a good family too, right?”

“Yeah. That’s why, apparently, people connected to her family—maybe bodyguards or servants—live in the flats on both sides of her place. …So it’s more like a ‘pseudo’ living-alone situation.”

Whether that really counted as living alone was questionable.

Still, it was a reasonable precaution.

After all, there were criminals who pretended to be delivery workers just to break into flats.

…Though, despite appearances, Chiharu was the martial arts type, so she could probably fend off most men anyway.  The Japanese word used in the original text—武闘派 (butoha)—literally means “militant/fighting faction,” here implying someone physically formidable.

“Does that mean… the flats next to yours too, Takasegawa-san?”

“No, my neighbours are just normal people. I’ve never seen any over-the-top security like that. …Though I can’t say with absolute certainty there isn’t any.”

In any case, Yuzuru had no intention of actively looking for it.

This wasn’t Where’s Waldo. There was no need to search.

If he didn’t know, then not knowing was fine.

“…By the way, Yukishiro. What about the Amagi family?”

“My adoptive father employs a driver. But… most of us take the train. …Our household is trying to save money right now.”

“I see.”

Just as the rumors suggested, the Amagi family’s finances didn’t seem to be doing well.

Apparently the cause was that the previous head of the Amagi family—Arisa’s adoptive father’s father—had failed in business. The current head was now struggling to rebuild things.

Considering that… the idea of marrying Arisa off just to obtain financial support—

Yuzuru couldn’t sympathize with it at all, but he could at least understand how desperate they must be.

While they were talking, the cab arrived near Arisa’s house.

Yuzuru stepped out first, then offered his hand.

Arisa looked momentarily surprised…

…but soon took his hand.

“Thank you.”

“You’re welcome.”

He helped her out of the car.

“Well then, Yukishiro. Maybe we’ll see each other again during summer break.”

“Yes. If that happens, I’ll be the one inviting you next time—”

Right then—

“Arisa!”

A young man’s voice rang out.

A man in his twenties, pulling a carry-on suitcase, walked towards them.

He had neat features and the appearance of a pleasant young man.

“Who’s that?”

When Yuzuru asked quietly, Arisa replied in the same low voice.

“That’s Amagi Haruto. My cousin… and my stepbrother.”

As she said that, Arisa wore a gentle-looking smile—

but it was the kind of smile that held no real emotion, like a mask.

Meanwhile, Haruto had looked delighted.

But the moment he noticed Yuzuru standing beside Arisa…

his expression darkened.

(I smell trouble,) Yuzuru thought with a quiet sigh.


      
        Chapter 25 - The “Fiancée’s” Stepbrother

        “Long time no see, Taiga-san. So you came back. …Did something happen? I was under the impression you wouldn’t be returning this summer.”

Arisa asked Taiga in a calm, even tone.

The Amagi family had a son who lived alone in the Kansai area while attending university.

Yuzuru had already heard that much, so he guessed this must be that son.

“Yeah… that was the plan. But, well, I heard Arisa got engaged. I wanted to know what that was about, so I came back.”

Taiga then shifted his gaze to Yuzuru, who stood beside Arisa.

It wasn’t a particularly friendly look.

“…And you are?”

Taiga asked.

In situations like this, Yuzuru thought, characters in manga or anime would probably say, ‘You should introduce yourself before asking someone else’s name.’ But he simply answered.

“Nice to meet you, Arisa-san’s onii-san. My name is Takasegawa Yuzuru. I’m… Arisa-san’s fiancé.”

“I see. So you’re the one… Right. I’m Arisa’s ani, Amagi Taiga.”

After a moment of silence, Taiga asked Yuzuru:

“…Are you really Arisa’s fiancé, Yuzuru-kun?”

“Yes, that’s right.”

“…How old are you?”

“Fifteen. Arisa-san and I are in the same grade.”

Like Arisa, Yuzuru wore a polite social smile and responded calmly.

He had been educated as the future head of his family, so handling something like this was easy enough.

“Yuzuru-kun… don’t you think it’s too early?”

Of course he did.

But there was no way Yuzuru—the person directly involved—could deny the engagement.

That said, pretending to feel absolutely no discomfort about it would also stray pretty far from common sense.

“That’s true. Which is why the actual marriage will probably happen after we graduate from university.”

“…You intend to marry her?”

(What an odd thing to say,) Yuzuru thought inwardly, though he didn’t voice it.

“Who in the world gets engaged without intending to marry?”

He answered with a hint of sarcasm and wordplay.

Though if you asked who in the world… the answer would be right here.

After all, neither Yuzuru nor Arisa had any intention of actually marrying.

Yuzuru lightly tugged on the sleeve of Arisa’s clothes and glanced at her.

“Right, Arisa-san?”

Should they tell him the truth or not?

At least, he decided to confirm with her.

Arisa leaned in and whispered quietly into his ear.

(“Keep it hidden.”)

In other words, she wanted to conceal it.

Yuzuru didn’t know whether Taiga was trustworthy or not…

But since Arisa—who had lived with him for years—had decided he wasn’t, Yuzuru figured it was best to follow her judgment.

“After we graduate from university, I plan to marry Yuzuru-san. I’m sorry for not mentioning it earlier. I assumed Naoki-san had already told you.”

Naoki meant Amagi Naoki.

In other words, Arisa’s adoptive father.

The fact that Taiga hadn’t heard about it directly from Arisa suggested he wasn’t someone she trusted very much.

“…Are you two really okay with this?”

Taiga looked somewhat shocked at how matter-of-fact both Yuzuru and Arisa sounded.

If anything, though, his words seemed directed more at Arisa than at Yuzuru.

(I see…)

By this point, Yuzuru could more or less guess what kind of feelings Taiga had towards Arisa.

He probably liked his cousin.

Whether he was aware of it or not, Yuzuru couldn’t say.

That would explain why he opposed Arisa’s marriage.

“Of course. Arisa-san is a very charming woman. Spending my life with her would be my greatest wish.”

“I also believe I could spend my life with Yuzuru-san.”

Yuzuru and Arisa answered in unison…

But Taiga still didn’t look convinced.

However, perhaps he couldn’t direct his frustration towards Arisa—the girl he loved—so he focused on Yuzuru instead.

“Yuzuru-kun… do you know?”

“Know what?”

“About Arisa. About the Amagi family’s situation. …This marriage is a political one, arranged for the engagement money.”

Yuzuru already knew that.

Marriage between prominent families had always involved elements like that, both in the past and in the present.

“What are you trying to say?”

“…Given her position, Arisa can’t say no. You understand, right? She’s only saying those things because she’s being forced to.”

At that moment, Yuzuru heard a small sound.

It was…

Arisa making a very quiet click of her tongue.

He glanced sideways at her expression.

(Whoa… she’s mad.)

Her eyes, already cold and lifeless to begin with, seemed even icier now.

She still wore the same smile as before, but her lips twitched from time to time.

She was clearly in a foul mood.

Taiga, however, seemed completely unaware.

“Arisa-san. Your onii-san says that, but…”

“Taiga-san, you’re overthinking it. …Thank you for worrying about me. But please don’t. From the bottom of my heart, I truly want to marry Yuzuru-san.”

At least for now, that was the story they should stick with.

Personally, Yuzuru couldn’t help thinking, (If he’s also against the marriage, wouldn’t it be fine to explain the situation and ask for his help?)

But since Arisa had judged Taiga to be untrustworthy, it was better to keep up the act.

“Well, that’s what she says.”

“…Right. Given Arisa’s position, she has no choice but to say that. You understand that too, Yuzuru-kun.”

“Well… I suppose so.”

Apparently Taiga didn’t trust Arisa either—or at least he didn’t believe her words.

Of course, that wasn’t entirely wrong.

Arisa was lying to him.

Still, no matter what Arisa said, Taiga seemed determined to dismiss it as something she was “being forced to say.”

In other words, regardless of what Arisa expressed, if it didn’t suit Taiga, then to him it must be false.

Under those circumstances, it was no wonder Arisa didn’t trust him either.

Though…

Was it because Arisa didn’t trust Taiga that Taiga couldn’t trust Arisa?

Or because Taiga didn’t trust Arisa that Arisa couldn’t trust Taiga?

Which came first was a question like the chicken and the egg—impossible to answer.

But one thing was certain—

There was mutual distrust between them.

“But even if that’s the case… Amagi Taiga-san. What exactly do you want from me?”

“If you truly love Arisa, Yuzuru-kun, then I want you to stop forcing this marriage on her. …You wouldn’t want Arisa to be unhappy, would you?”

“Well… you’re not wrong.”

Arisa was starting to look like she couldn’t keep up her fake smile much longer.

And it felt a bit unfair to keep the taxi driver waiting too long.

So Yuzuru decided to wrap things up with a slightly underhanded remark.

“Even if I were to cancel the marriage with Arisa-san, wouldn’t the Amagi family just try to marry her off to some wealthy man as long as their financial situation doesn’t improve?”

“Well, that’s… I mean, but…”

“Unless you have the power to protect Arisa-san yourself, it might be better not to interfere.”

Yuzuru’s guess seemed correct.

Taiga was nothing more than a university student—and apparently on bad terms with Naoki, the head of the family—so he likely had neither authority nor power.

Taiga fell silent.

Seeing that, Yuzuru bowed his head.

“I’m sorry. I spoke out of turn… That was rude of me. This is an Amagi family matter. I should refrain from interfering further. Well then… Amagi Taiga-san, Arisa-san. Please excuse me.”

With that, Yuzuru promptly left the scene.


      
        Chapter 26 - The Takasegawa’s Side

        Somewhere in Japan.

A traditional Japanese residence.

On the large gate hung a nameplate that read “Takasegawa.”

Inside a tatami room, a family of four was eating dinner together.

All of them were dressed in traditional Japanese clothing.

“Recently, how have things been with the Amagi’s daughter, Yuzuru?”

The one who asked Yuzuru that question at the dinner table was Takasegawa Kazuya.

Yuzuru’s father.

Being a quarter Westerner, his appearance carried faint European features. Yuzuru’s blue eyes that he had inherited clearly showed that lineage.

Kazuya had been present with Yuzuru’s grandfather at the matchmaking meeting, but he himself didn’t seem particularly invested in Yuzuru and Arisa’s marriage.

Because of that, Yuzuru was a little surprised to have his father ask about his relationship with Arisa.

Incidentally, the grandparents who were the most enthusiastic about Yuzuru’s marriage were currently travelling in America.

They had essentially retired and frequently travelled overseas… though America seemed to be their favourite destination.

That was perhaps only natural, since Yuzuru’s grandfather’s mother—meaning Yuzuru’s great-grandmother—was American.

“With Yukishiro? …We went to the pool yesterday, remember? It’s going pretty well.”

Yuzuru answered casually while bringing the miso soup to his lips.

The miso soup his mother made wasn’t bad by any means, but—

(Yukishiro’s tastes better.)

It already felt like he was developing a dependency on Arisa’s home cooking.

The summer break ending and having to go back to school sounded like a pain, but he still wanted to eat Arisa’s cooking.

It was a very complicated feeling.

Perhaps sensing what he was thinking, Yuzuru’s mother—Takasegawa Sayori—spoke up.

“So whose cooking is better? Mine, or Arisa-san’s?”

“Yukishiro’s.”

“You answered instantly! My, you’re completely head over heels, aren’t you? At this rate, maybe I’ll get to see my grandchild sooner than I thought.”

After the grandparents, the one most eager for Yuzuru to marry was Sayori.

Though to be fair, she mostly just enjoyed making a fuss about romance.

He wanted to say “Aren’t you a bit old for this already,” but—

Perhaps because she tried so hard to stay youthful, she looked younger than her age.

That said, mentioning her age in front of her was strictly forbidden.

“Mum’s not even that great at cooking… so beating that level isn’t exactly difficult.”

The one who said that with an exasperated tone was Yuzuru’s younger sister.

Takasegawa Ayumi.

She was currently in her second year of middle school.

Her personality was a little cheeky… but even accounting for his bias as her older brother, she had a very cute appearance.

Her clear blue eyes were particularly striking.

“But if it’s really that good, I’d like to try it. I’ll judge it myself.”

“You’re already acting like a sister-in-law… unbelievable.”

“How can I not be curious whether you’re serious or just flattering her, Onii-san?”

Munching on some pickles, Ayumi spoke breezily.

Though in reality, Yuzuru and Arisa would never actually get married, so the possibility of her becoming a sister-in-law didn’t exist.

“But, Onii-san. If you like her that much… why are you still calling her ‘Yukishiro’ by her last name?”

His sister had struck a painful point.

Yuzuru liked to think he was fairly perceptive, but Ayumi had sharp instincts in situations like this as well.

That meant he couldn’t afford to let his guard down.

“…Changing how you call someone is kind of embarrassing.”

“Huuuh.”

Fortunately, Ayumi didn’t press any further.

Though she did grin mischievously.

“Well… things might feel a little awkward now, Yuzuru. But if both people want to fall in love, they eventually will. Arranged marriages aren’t actually that bad.”

“That’s right. I was worried at first about whether I could really make things work with Kazuya-san… but once you start looking, you find lots of wonderful things about them.”

(Here they go again.)

Yuzuru and Ayumi both looked at their parents with that exact expression.

Their parents, Kazuya and Sayori, had married through an arranged marriage.

That was why they were quite fond of the idea.

They were probably planning to suggest some kind of marriage prospect for Ayumi someday as well.

Though they likely wouldn’t force the issue.

“Is that how it is…”

Perhaps because she had grown up watching parents like that—and also watching Yuzuru getting along well with his fiancée (at least supposedly)—Ayumi didn’t seem particularly opposed to arranged marriages either.

Yuzuru himself didn’t actually hate the idea of arranged marriage either.

He simply thought fifteen was far too early.

If it were after graduating from university, he probably wouldn’t have objected.

“Oh right, Yuzuru… there’s a summer festival nearby in a week, isn’t there?”

Kazuya suddenly brought it up.

Yuzuru immediately understood his father’s intention.

“You want me to invite Yukishiro?”

“That was quick. Well, I’m not saying you have to.”

Even so, it would be a little strange not to invite your girlfriend to a local festival.

Naturally, he would end up inviting Arisa.

“Yeah… I guess so. But Ayumi, are you okay with that?”

Up until last year, Yuzuru had gone to the summer festival together with Ayumi.

He asked his sister whether she’d be alright without her older brother escorting her.

“I’ll be fine. I’ve got friends. But you have to introduce her to me properly, okay? I’ve only seen her in photos. Onii-san’s beloved.”

“Yeah, yeah.”

Answering vaguely, Yuzuru thought to himself—

(I’ll have to call Arisa again.)


      
        Chapter 27 - The Amagi’s Side

        One day—

Out of the blue, a message arrived from Yuzuru.


I want to talk, so let me know when you’re free.



After finishing the dishes, Arisa replied.


Now would be fine.



And almost immediately her phone rang.

It was an invitation to a summer festival.


So… that’s the situation. What do you think? It’s not like there are tickets or anything this time—this was more like a suggestion my father came up with. If you have plans, you can turn it down.



Unlike the pool outing, a summer festival only happens at a specific time on that specific day.

Which meant an excuse like I already have something I absolutely can’t miss… would work.


A summer festival… Will there be fireworks?



Even so, compared to the pool, a festival felt like a much lower psychological hurdle.

And if she could see beautiful fireworks, she was a little curious.


Yeah… you’ll be able to see them. It’s a fairly decent-sized show.



When was the last time she had gone to a summer festival?

Maybe not since elementary school.


Then I’ll gladly accept the invitation.




Thanks… Also, my little sister and my mother want to meet you. Would that be alright?




Ah, yes. I understand.



After deciding on the meeting place and time, Arisa ended the call.

Then she returned to the living room to report it.

“Who was on the phone?”

The first person to ask was her adoptive father.

Naoki.

He had a newspaper spread open and didn’t even bother to look at her—but his tone was firm, leaving no room for argument.

“It was Takasegawa Yuzuru. …He invited me to a summer festival next week.”

“And you accepted?”

“Yes.”

The moment Arisa answered, her adoptive mother—Amagi Emi—clicked her tongue softly.

Her expression was openly displeased.

And then—

“Oh my, oh my… someone’s gotten quite flirtatious.”

She said it in a single cutting remark.

Emi, who was technically Arisa’s aunt, had never gotten along with Arisa’s mother—her own younger sister.

Because of that, she disliked Arisa as well.

It was Emi, her adoptive mother, who made snide remarks at Arisa, bullied her, and occasionally raised a hand against her.

“You shouldn’t say things like that in the house—”

“On the contrary, it would be troublesome if she didn’t start showing some charm.”

Naoki said this in a cold voice.

At that single remark, Emi fell silent.

Naoki was often away from home for work, leaving all housework and childrearing to Emi. At first glance, it might seem as though she sat at the top of the household hierarchy.

Yet strangely enough, she never defied Naoki.

“This marriage arrangement is extremely important—for the Amagi family and for Arisa. I believe I’ve explained that many times.”

“…Understood, Naoki-san.”

Even so, Emi still looked dissatisfied.

Unlike Naoki, who was Arisa’s adoptive father, Emi—her adoptive mother—was opposed to the marriage arrangement.

Of course, it wasn’t out of concern for Arisa.

It was something Arisa couldn’t empathize with at all…

But apparently Emi couldn’t stand the thought that her niece—who looked just like the younger sister she had hated—would marry into the wealthy Takasegawa family, to a handsome, refined, and gentle-looking young man.

In short, she probably just hated the idea of Arisa becoming happy.

Arisa didn’t know what had happened between Emi and her mother, but from her perspective, it was simply unfair.

“Speaking of which, do you have a yukata?”

Naoki asked suddenly.

Arisa shook her head.

“No, I don’t.”

“You weren’t planning to go in regular clothes, were you?”

“…Would that have been a problem?”

“He’s the son of an old-fashioned, tradition-bound family. He’ll probably be wearing a yukata. Were you planning to walk beside him in Western clothes?”

Naoki said it with clear exasperation.

Now that he mentioned it, the image really would look ridiculous.

It would practically be putting herself on display.

As Arisa shrank in embarrassment, Naoki silently stood up.

He went to the dresser, took out his wallet, and pulled out five ten-thousand-yen bills.

Then he placed them on the table.

“Use this to buy one. Keep whatever is left as spending money.”

“Th-thank you… very much.”

Timidly, Arisa accepted the money.

To Arisa, Naoki was far more frightening than Emi, who abused her.

Naoki had never raised a hand against her, nor had he said cruel things.

If anything, when Emi went too far, he would scold her—or even defend Arisa.

In fact, Emi rarely struck Arisa when Naoki was present.

And yet—

At the same time, he seemed almost completely indifferent to her.

At least, that was how it looked to Arisa.

Compared to someone who openly directed hatred towards her, someone whose thoughts she couldn’t read—yet who was the most powerful figure in the household—was far more terrifying.

The fact that he was an adult man with absolutely no blood relation to her only intensified that fear.

“Naoki-san, spoiling her like that is—”

“It’s a necessary expense.”

The only thing Naoki truly cared about was the reputation of his household.

More precisely, he hated anything that might harm his business because of it.

“Arisa. You were the one who wished for this marriage arrangement.”

“Yes. …I understand.”

Arisa had told Yuzuru that she had been forced to accept the matchmaking.

But that explanation had been—just slightly—conveniently embellished for her own sake.

Her adoptive father Naoki had only said to her—“There are several marriage proposals. Would you like to meet them?”

So the one who answered—“Yes, I’ll try a meeting”—had been Arisa herself.

She had simply been too afraid of Naoki to refuse.

After that, Naoki continued bringing her one proposal after another.

Arisa, who never wanted to marry in the first place, kept turning them down.

From Emi’s perspective, she must have looked like a selfish, arrogant woman who was picky about men.

She couldn’t refuse any longer.

Just when she was at a loss—

She finally met Yuzuru.

“Handle it well. For your own sake.”

“Yes.”

Was he saying that because he genuinely wanted to support Arisa’s romance?

Or was it a threat—“If this engagement falls apart… you’ll have nothing left?”

Or was there some entirely different intention behind it?

Arisa didn’t know.

And that uncertainty—

Was simply terrifying.


      
        Chapter 28 - The Four Dog Kings

        The day of the summer festival arrived.

Yuzuru headed out a little early to the station to pick up Arisa.

The station was crowded with men and women waiting for friends or lovers, just like Yuzuru. Standing a little apart from the bustle, he waited for her.

(I wonder what kind of yukata Arisa will bring?)

Even as he thought that, Yuzuru himself hadn’t put on a yukata yet.
He was still wearing his usual clothes for going out.

That was because Arisa had messaged him earlier: “I don’t want to get my yukata dirty, so if possible, may I change at Takasegawa-san’s house?”

Since that was the case, Yuzuru had decided he would change at the same time.

While idly watching the yukata worn by the women passing through his field of vision, he found himself imagining what Arisa would look like in one when—

“Takasegawa-san. Sorry to keep you waiting.”

He heard her usual calm voice.

Turning towards the sound, he saw Arisa standing there, her familiar poker-faced expression in place.

“No, I just got here too.”

Arisa was dressed in regular clothes, but she carried two paper bags in her hands.

One of them probably contained the yukata.

…Then what was in the other?

“What’s in the bags?”

“My yukata and… sweets. I was told to bring them if I’m going to greet your family.”

“I see.”

That was probably something her adoptive father had said.

Yuzuru hadn’t spoken with the man much directly, but from what he’d heard from Arisa and his own parents, Amagi Naoki was someone who cared a great deal about appearances.

It was better than not caring at all, at least.

Whether there was substance behind it was another matter.

“Want me to carry one?”

“Then please take the yukata. I’d like to hand the sweets to Takasegawa-san’s parents myself.”

After taking one of the bags, Yuzuru beckoned lightly.

“I’ll show you the way to my house. Follow me.”

“Yes… understood.”

Yuzuru’s house was a short walk from the station.

When they reached the gate, he stopped.

“This is it.”

“…Th-this is it?”

Arisa stared up at the gate, her face blank with surprise.

Her mouth hung slightly open.

It had to be said—coming from someone who usually knew Arisa as composed and expressionless, the look on her face right now was a little… goofy.

“What’s wrong?”

“N-no, it’s just… big.”

“Your house is pretty big too, isn’t it?”

“It doesn’t have walls this tall or a gate like this.”

The moment they passed through the outer gate—

Woof! Woof!

Several loud barks rang out.

Arisa’s body flinched.

Before long, four dogs came running towards them, tails wagging as they rushed straight for Yuzuru.

“Wait.”

At Yuzuru’s command, all four dogs stopped instantly.

“Sit.”

He added a gesture.

Though there was a slight delay between them, the four dogs all sat down.

Arisa had looked stunned at first, but admiration quickly appeared on her face.

“They’re very well trained.”

“They’re guard dogs. We let them roam the yard freely.”

Though, in truth, they had never actually been useful even once in Yuzuru’s life.

Then again, most burglars probably wouldn’t want to break into a house where they could hear dogs barking.

“May I touch them?”

“Sure. Go ahead and say hello.”

Saying that, Yuzuru beckoned to the dogs one by one as he called their names.

“Alexander.”

One of them—a dignified reddish-brown dog—walked forward.

“Wait. Sit. Paw.”

Alexander obediently placed his paw in Yuzuru’s hand.

“Good boy.”

Yuzuru lightly patted his head.

“He’s the highest in the pecking order. …Let him sniff you first, then you can pet him.”

“So he’s the leader? …Is he a Shiba?”

“No, an Akita.”

Arisa extended her white hand towards the Akita.

The dog sniffed lightly.

Then Arisa gently stroked his neck and head.

After that, she greeted the jet-black dog, then the reddish-brown one, and finally the brown dog with the black face and loose, drooping skin.

Yuzuru told her each of their names as they went.

“Still… those are quite impressive names. Alexander, Pyrrhus, Hannibal, Scipio… What exactly are they supposed to fight?”

“Burglars, maybe.”

“That’s excessive firepower… The names aside, their size too.”

Arisa looked over the four dogs.

Two of them—including the Akita—were about the size of normal large dogs.

But the other two were even bigger.

“So Alexander-chan is an Akita, and Pyrrhus-chan is… a German Shepherd, right? Then Hannibal-chan and Scipio-chan are… what breed?”

The dog named Hannibal stood roughly eighty centimeters tall at the shoulder.

Scipio was slightly taller still.

The size of their heads alone looked like they could be twice the size of Arisa’s.

Even if they were gentle, having animals that big so close clearly intimidated her a little—her smile had stiffened slightly.

“Hannibal’s a Spanish Mastiff, and Scipio’s an English Mastiff. Well, none of the four have ever seen real action. Though no one’s ever tried to break in either.”

“Life is precious, after all. Anyone who did their research wouldn’t try.”

Even so, Arisa’s expression had softened.

Her eyes had turned dreamy, and the corners of her mouth drooped into a loose smile.

She always claimed to be a cat person, but apparently she liked dogs just fine too.

She gently petted all four of them.

“Alright, Yukishiro. We should head in.”

“You’re right… It wouldn’t be good to stay too long—or get our clothes dirty before greeting your family.”

At Yuzuru’s words, Arisa reluctantly stood up.

When he gave the signal to disperse, the four dogs ran off somewhere into the yard.

After seeing them off, Yuzuru slid open the door leading to the entrance.

Then he called out loudly.

“Hey—I’ve brought Yukishiro.”

After a moment, three people dressed in traditional Japanese clothing appeared.

His father, Takasegawa Kazuya.

His mother, Takasegawa Ayu.

And his younger sister, Takasegawa Ayumi.

“Thank you for coming, Arisa-san. My son is always in your care.”

“It’s been a while. Takasegawa… Yuzuru-san actually helps me far more.”

Arisa gave a polite greeting.

Kazuya slowly narrowed his eyes.

“Well, please come in first. …It seems there are two people here who’ve been itching to talk with you.”

As he said that, Kazuya glanced lightly behind him.

Ayu and Ayumi were practically waiting in ambush.

Yuzuru took off his geta  Traditional Japanese wooden sandals first and stepped inside.

Then he held out his hand to Arisa.

“Here.”

“Thank you.”

Just as Arisa stepped inside, the two women moved forward eagerly.

“I’m Yuzuru’s mother, Takasegawa Ayu. Thank you for always taking care of him, Arisa-san. And my… you’re even more adorable in person than in the photos.”

“I’m his younger sister, Takasegawa Ayumi. Thanks for looking after my brother. You’re really beautiful. No wonder he’s so crazy about you.”

“Nice to meet you, I’m Yukishiro Arisa. Please take care of me. Um… ah, well…”

Pressed in on by the two of them, Arisa looked visibly flustered.

Yuzuru stepped forward and stood slightly in front of her, shielding her.

“Yukishiro’s having trouble. …We can talk over tea, right?”

Then he beckoned lightly to her.

“I’ll show you the way.”

“Yes… Thank you for having me today.”

Arisa bowed once more.


      
        Chapter 29 - What “Engagement” Means

        As originally planned, Arisa borrowed a room in the Takasegawa house to change into her yukata.

Yuzuru decided to change as well while she was doing so, but…

As expected, girls seemed to have a lot more preparations to deal with.

Yuzuru finished changing first.

He took a moment to check himself in the mirror.

His yukata was made of dark navy fabric—so dark it was almost black—with a pattern of white and deep blue bamboo leaves.
The obi was a muted red.

His hair, unusually, had been styled with wax.

“Well, this should be fine.”

At least good enough that walking beside Arisa wouldn’t be embarrassing.

After that, Yuzuru waited for her, feeling a little restless.

“Takasegawa-san, sorry to keep you waiting.”

Her voice sounded slightly stiffer than usual.

Her expression was the same calm one she always wore, but faint traces of nervousness and anxiety could be seen beneath it.

“No, it’s fine. …Oh.”

Yuzuru took his time looking over Arisa in her yukata.

The fabric was deep indigo.

Large pale-purple morning glories were printed across it, along with white nadeshiko and hagi flowers.
Her obi had a hemp-leaf pattern and was colored in a shell-purple hue.

Her hair had been beautifully arranged and pinned up with a kanzashi decorated with red beads—likely coral.

The overall colour scheme and design of the yukata weren’t flashy.

If anything, it gave a calm and refined impression.

In contrast, the colour of the obi was striking—vivid and beautiful.

Rather than “cute,” the impression it gave was elegant and mature.

An ordinary girl might have been overshadowed by such a subdued design, but Arisa—who possessed a composure and subtle allure far beyond her age—wore it perfectly.

The elegant kanzashi only enhanced the effect.

“…Does it look strange?”

“No, it suits you really well. You look beautiful. You seem more mature than usual.”

Even though Yuzuru praised her, Arisa’s expression didn’t brighten.

Instead, she turned her back to him.

Her neatly tied obi came into view.

“Did I… tie it properly?”

She asked anxiously.

The question didn’t sound like—“Does it look good?”—but rather—“Did I actually manage to put on the yukata correctly?”

“Yeah, you did it well. I see my sister in yukata every year, so I can judge that much. Don’t worry.”

When Yuzuru said that, Arisa let out a sigh of relief.

Then she added, almost as if making an excuse—

“To be honest, I haven’t worn a yukata in years… so I looked it up online.”

“I see.”

That would definitely make anyone nervous.

(If she’d told me earlier, I could’ve asked Mum or Ayumi to help,) Yuzuru thought—but it was too late now, so he kept it to himself.

“By the way… Takasegawa-san, you look very good as well. I think you look very handsome.”

“Oh. Thanks.”

Yuzuru realised that being complimented on his clothes by a girl was surprisingly embarrassing.

When it was his mother or sister, he didn’t feel anything at all.

“Sorry to interrupt your moment—may I come in?”

A cute voice called out.

Turning around, they saw Ayumi standing there in a goldfish-patterned yukata.

She spun around in a quick little twirl.

“Well? What do you think, big brother?”

“It suits you. You look cute.”

“Hmm, that sounded pretty lukewarm compared to what you said to Arisa-san.”

Despite her complaint, Ayumi walked over to Arisa with a bright smile.

Then she stared closely at her yukata.

“Just as I thought, Arisa-san—you’re beautiful. Yep, I officially approve of you as my future ane.”

“Ahaha… thank you.”

Ayumi puffed out her chest proudly for some reason.

Arisa, on the other hand, looked like she didn’t quite know how to respond.

After all, she couldn’t exactly say that she had no intention of actually marrying him.

“Still, Arisa-san, your taste in yukata is pretty similar to my brother’s. You didn’t coordinate with each other, right? You just naturally match… Maybe the day I get called ‘aunt’ isn’t so far away.”

(You’re already acting like an aunt.)

Yuzuru hurriedly swallowed the words before they could escape his mouth.

Meanwhile, Arisa—being spoken to as if marriage were already a given despite having no intention of marrying—seemed uncomfortable, so she changed the subject.

“By the way, Ayumi-san… you’re not planning to go to the festival in the clothes you were wearing earlier, right?”

“Huh? Of course not… I’m not going to a festival in a hakama.  Traditional Japanese pleated, wide-legged trousers or skirts worn over a kimono You have to wear a yukata.”

At home, Ayumi usually wore a hakama.

According to her, it was easy to move in, stylish, cool, and cute all at once.

Still, no one would expect that a girl—let alone an entire family—would casually wear traditional clothing as everyday wear in this day and age.

“Our family just wears traditional clothes as everyday clothes.”

So Yuzuru added that explanation for Arisa.

Understanding immediately appeared on her face.

“That’s quite unusual… Um, is it something like a family rule or tradition?”

“No, not really. Well… we just copied our parents because they wear them.”

“We’ve been like this since we were little,” Ayumi added. “Besides, don’t you think traditional clothes suit this house? I don’t know if time, place and occasion is the right term, but… something like that.”

Incidentally, Yuzuru wore regular clothes in his flat room.

Wearing traditional clothing there would feel strange.

As Ayumi would put it, it was a matter of TPO.

“It doesn’t really mean anything, so you don’t have to imitate us, Arisa-san. …By the way, your yukata looks lovely.”

“That’s right. And if Arisa-chan marries into this family someday, you can break silly old rules like that if you want. Still—you’re just adorable, Arisa-chan. It suits you so well.”

Just then, Yuzuru’s parents arrived.

As they both praised her yukata one after another, Arisa’s expression became complicated.

She was happy to be complimented.

But it also hurt to feel like she was deceiving them.

That was the kind of face she was making.

Deciding it would be better not to linger here any longer, Yuzuru took Arisa’s hand.

“Alright, we’re heading to the festival.”

“Ah—um… please excuse us.”

In a somewhat forceful manner, Yuzuru led Arisa away from the scene.



“Sorry about that, Yukishiro. …You really don’t need to worry about it.”

After they had left, Yuzuru apologised to her.

For someone as conscientious as Arisa, it probably weighed heavily on her that she was deceiving his parents.

“No… I think this is something I should properly acknowledge. I’m the one being dishonest.”

“You’re overthinking it. As usual.”

Yuzuru sighed.

It seemed their understanding of this engagement was slightly different.

“My parents wouldn’t get angry even if you dumped me and broke off the engagement.”

“…Really?”

“It’s not marriage—just an engagement. Of course they’re aware it could fall apart if the relationship goes bad.”

These days, even divorce wasn’t particularly unusual.

Compared to that, an engagement was even less binding.

“Because that possibility exists, our engagement has only been shared between the Takasegawa and Amagi families. We’re not supposed to talk about it casually. Your adoptive father told you the same thing, right?”

“Yes… Is that why?”

Originally, Arisa had intended to keep it secret anyway, so she apparently hadn’t thought much about the meaning behind her adoptive father’s warning not to spread it around.

“That’s right. Engagements and marriages are usually announced to make the relationship widely known—to show that the two sides have a close connection. But ours hasn’t been announced. Which means… this engagement is unofficial. In extreme terms, it’s basically just a verbal promise. If it were official, Tachibana, Satake, and Uenishi would’ve been informed too.”

Tachibana, in particular, was both an ally and a rival to the Takasegawa family.

Not informing them about the heir’s engagement meant that it wasn’t yet formal.

Of course, Yuzuru had mentioned the engagement to Ayaka…

But what mattered was that the heads of the families hadn’t exchanged formal notices through letters or similar means.

A conversation between children at the pool was practically the same as never having heard it at all.

The reason the engagement hadn’t been publicized in the first place was simple:

If Yuzuru and Arisa’s relationship fell apart, they didn’t want it turning into a scandal.

In short, it was meant to protect the privacy of the two involved.

So it wasn’t some secret that absolutely could never be known.

It was simply better not to spread it around.

“Is that really how it works…? I don’t have to take it so seriously?”

“Exactly. Besides, we just graduated middle school. We’re still kids. Forcing an engagement on people who are mentally immature and then demanding they faithfully honour it—that would be unreasonable.”

At the very least, Yuzuru’s parents probably didn’t completely trust him.

Trusting a child who couldn’t yet make proper judgments would be strange.

Reasonable adults trusted children to a degree—but kept some doubt at the very end.

“I see… Then I’ll try not to worry about it so much.”

“That’s the spirit. You’re the victim here. Even if you’re not entirely blameless… you’re definitely not the bad guy.”

Yuzuru said it firmly.

Arisa looked at him with slightly moist eyes.

Her expression softened—like she had been reassured, like something inside her had been saved.

“Thank you… very much.”


      
        Chapter 30 - “Fiancée” and Cotton Candy

        The mood had become a little gloomy.

He had said those things to comfort Arisa, but maybe it wasn’t the kind of conversation to have right before going out to enjoy a festival.

That said, if he left her feeling burdened like this, she probably wouldn’t be able to enjoy herself either… which made it a difficult judgment call.

“Well then, enough of the heavy talk… let’s enjoy the festival. Is there anything you want to do? Or something you want to eat?”

“…To be honest, I haven’t really come to places like this much. Even when I did, I never bought anything.”

Perhaps she was still carrying the low mood from earlier—Arisa answered in a somewhat dejected voice.

Given her personality, she probably couldn’t bring herself to ask her adoptive parents to buy things for her.

“I see. Then… let’s decide while we walk.”

“That sounds good.”

Festivals really did seem to brighten people’s hearts.

At first, Arisa had been surrounded by a gloomy atmosphere, but as they walked, she gradually started to brighten up.

She looked around curiously at the stalls, peeking into them.

Her expression itself didn’t change much, but her eyes looked more lively than usual.

Still, what created the lively festival atmosphere was the crowd itself—and crowds meant people.

The event had only just started, but there were already plenty of people.

It was inevitable that you’d bump into others now and then.

“Ah—”

“Careful, Yukishiro.”

Someone bumped into Arisa, and she stumbled on a small stone, nearly falling.

Yuzuru quickly caught her.

“I’m sorry.”

“No, that was my fault for not paying attention… You’re not used to this kind of place.”

After hesitating for a moment, Yuzuru held out his hand.

Arisa blinked and stared at it.

“What is it?”

“I thought we could hold hands, if you’re okay with it. That way it’ll be easier for me to help if something happens.”

If you don’t like the idea, that’s fine too—

Before he could say that, Arisa took his hand with her pale one.

Then, smiling shyly, she said,

“Please escort me.”

“Understood, princess.”

“…Aren’t you embarrassed saying that?”

“I was hoping you wouldn’t point it out, because now I am”

Yuzuru let out a wry smile.

Then he firmly held Arisa’s hand and began walking again.

(I see… So this is why couples like to flirt in public.)

Feeling the surrounding gazes on them, Yuzuru thought that.

Arisa had always been beautiful, but today she was wearing light makeup, which made her look even more alluring than usual.

And she was dressed in a beautiful yukata.

Because of that, men passing by couldn’t help sending lingering looks her way.

And at Yuzuru—who was holding hands with such a beautiful girl—those looks turned into a mixture of jealousy and envy.

Strangely enough, it felt good.

Of course, Arisa wasn’t actually his.

Which meant there was also a faint sense of emptiness mixed in.

If she were truly his girlfriend or fiancée, that sense of superiority would probably feel incredible.

“Ah—cotton sweets… may I?”

“Cotton sweets, huh… Yeah, sure.”

“…Did you just laugh?”

“Of course not.”

The fact that she had such cute, childlike tastes despite normally being so mature—and especially with the elegant atmosphere she carried today—was something he kept to himself.

So this was what Soichiro had meant by gap moe.  Gap moe—a charm created by an unexpected contrast between someone’s usual image and a different, often cuter side of their personality or behavior.

Reaching this new understanding, Yuzuru approached the stall with Arisa.

“Excuse me.”

“Welcome! …Oh, aren’t you the Takasegawa family’s boy?”

The stall owner recognised Yuzuru and narrowed his eyes happily.

The people who ran stalls at this festival were mostly the same every year.

And Yuzuru attended the festival every year as well.

Because of that, he was at least somewhat familiar with many of the stall owners.

“Your little sister came by earlier. …But wow, haven’t you gotten taller again? How tall are you now?”

“I passed 170 centimeters this year.”

“Wow. At this rate she’ll overtake you next year.”

Then the owner turned his gaze towards Arisa, who was standing beside Yuzuru looking a little puzzled.

A grin spread across his face.

“So she’s the girlfriend your sister mentioned, huh? My, she’s quite the beauty. Lucky you.”

“Thank you very much.”

Arisa politely bowed in response.

Meanwhile, the owner began making the cotton sweets.

“So the cotton sweets is for the girlfriend, huh? Unlike your sister, you never buy any yourself.”

“Haha, sorry about that.”

His sister bought some every year—hopefully that would make up for it.

After a short wait, the cotton sweets was finished.

It was noticeably bigger than the ones given to other customers.

Looking slightly surprised, Arisa accepted it cautiously.

After handing it over, the stall owner winked at Yuzuru.

“The Takasegawa family helps us out every year. …Tell them we’re counting on them again next year, will you?”

The Takasegawa family wasn’t directly involved in running the festival.

But they did hold a certain amount of influence.

The reason the owner recognised Yuzuru and Ayumi was also because the stall operators sent greeting letters to the Takasegawa family every year before setting up.

“I’ll pass the message along to my grandfather and father.”

With that, Yuzuru left the stall with Arisa.

Then he bought a frankfurter from a nearby stand.

“Hey, Yukishiro… can I have a little of that cotton sweets?”

“You were making fun of it earlier.”

With a teasing expression and tone, Arisa pretended to be annoyed.

When Yuzuru apologised—“Sorry, sorry”—she held the cotton sweets out to him.

“Go ahead.”

“Can I bite it?”

“I don’t mind.”

That answer somehow made things a little complicated in its own way.

Thinking that, Yuzuru leaned forward and bit into the fluffy surface.

“Mm…”

“Well?”

“It tastes like sugar.”

“Of course it does.”

Arisa let out an exasperated sigh.

Then Yuzuru held the frankfurter out to her.

“Want some? I haven’t taken a bite yet.”

“Then I’ll accept your offer.”

Arisa opened her small mouth and bit off the tip of the frankfurter.

She licked the oil from her lips with her tongue—a gesture that looked strangely alluring.

“Well?”

“It’s delicious. But…”

“But?”

“It’s a little embarrassing somehow.”

“Right?”

Yuzuru and Arisa looked at each other and laughed.


      
        Chapter 31 - “Fiancée” and Goldfish Scooping

        After that, Yuzuru bought grilled squid, and Arisa bought grape sweets.

Unlike candied apples, grape sweets was small and easy to eat, which made it a big hit with Arisa.



“Where to next? I’m thinking something sweet this time…”

“Ah… goldfish scooping…”

Arisa spoke in a faint voice.

She stopped walking and stared intently at the stall.

“Want to try it?”

“Yeah… but I’ve never done it before. It’s difficult, right?”

“Everything’s worth trying.”

Yuzuru encouraged her, but Arisa still seemed hesitant.

Hm? If she wanted to try it, why not just do it? Yuzuru wondered—then quickly realised why.

“If you can’t keep them, we’ll take them in at my place. So don’t worry.”

“Is that really okay?”

“We’ve got a pond at home. The goldfish I caught years ago are still swimming around in it.”

Goldfish from festival scooping stalls tend to die easily—whether because their quality isn’t great to begin with, or because they’re stressed from being chased around all day.

But the ones that survive that initial hurdle are unbelievably tough.

They can live for well over ten years without a problem.

Reassured that Yuzuru would take them, Arisa followed him towards the stall.

At first, the stall owner greeted them with a cheerful “Welcome!” at the sight of new customers. But the moment he realised it was Yuzuru, his face twisted into a grimace.

“Ugh! The Takasegawa brother! I told you—you and your sister are banned!”

The stall owners they’d visited so far had all been friendly towards Yuzuru, so this reaction seemed surprising to Arisa.

She looked up at him with wide eyes.

“…Did you do something?”

“Back in the day, I over-harvested goldfish.”

“How many?”

“About fifty. Between me and my little sister.”

“That ban is entirely justified.”

Thinking about it now, they’d practically been on the verge of putting the stall out of business.

Though, to be fair, Yuzuru and Ayumi had been little kids at the time.

Incidentally, Yuzuru’s father later paid for all the goldfish, so the stall survived.

“Well, well… I’m not the one scooping. She is.”

Yuzuru said that as he lightly tapped Arisa on the shoulder.

Arisa gave a small bow.

The stall owner’s eyes widened in surprise.

“Oh? Now that’s a real beauty. For such a cute girl, I’d love to say she’s more than welcome… but this isn’t some punchline where she turns out to be a goldfish scooping master, is it?”

“She’s never done it before.”

“…Well, in that case.”

Apparently satisfied, the stall owner handed Arisa a bowl and a poi  The thin paper scooping net used in goldfish scooping in exchange for the money.

Arisa rolled up her sleeves, looking tense as she lowered the poi into the water.

She lifted it beneath a goldfish—

And it tore.

“Hmm… this is hard. Can you really scoop them with paper like this?”

“Your boyfriend and his sister nearly ruined my stall with that same paper.”

The owner said it with a satisfied grin.

Now that he knew Arisa was genuinely inexperienced, she was, from his perspective, easy prey.

Still, Yuzuru didn’t want her wasting too much money.

“Mind if I show her how it’s done? I’ll pay.”

“You’re not allowed.”

“I’ll release whatever I catch. And I won’t do anything like scooping a bunch and exhausting them. …I want to show her my good side. Please help me out.”

“…Tch. Fine.”

At heart, the man was good-natured. Once Yuzuru brought up “her,” he gave in without much resistance.

Of course, the “her” he was referring to here simply meant Yukishiro Arisa as a pronoun—not “girlfriend.”

So technically, Yuzuru hadn’t lied at all.

Taking the poi, Yuzuru began explaining.

“If you move it straight up or down, the paper will tear. So slice through the water instead—move it diagonally when putting it in and when lifting it out.”

Ideally, you’d avoid letting the tail rest on the paper, but that would be too difficult for a beginner like Arisa. So he started with the very basics.

Then he demonstrated right in front of her.

One fish.

Two fish.

“Want to try together?”

“Yes.”

Yuzuru placed the poi in Arisa’s hands and moved behind her.

He gently held her hands and guided the motion, slowly scooping up a goldfish.

That made three.

“By the way, do we have to release this one too?”

“Of course.”

So they released the three fish.

After that, he got a new poi and handed it to Arisa.

“Give it a try.”

“Okay…”

With an unusually serious expression, she held the poi and slowly moved it towards the fish.

Her target was one swimming near the surface.

She slipped the poi beneath it and lifted.

The goldfish settled onto the paper.

Quickly, Yuzuru held out the bowl, and Arisa dropped the fish into it.

“I did it—I did it!”

Arisa beamed happily.

She was all smiles, clearly delighted.

Arisa was already more than beautiful and cute even when she was just being herself… but when she smiled like this, her expression became far, far more charming than usual.

It was a fact only Yuzuru knew.

“Yeah, you did. As expected of you, Yukishiro.”

Yuzuru lightly patted her shoulder.

Normally he wouldn’t casually touch her like that, but for some reason today he felt like it—and simply went with the flow.

Arisa, meanwhile, didn’t seem bothered at all. If anything, she smiled even more happily.

“Hey. Hurry it up.”

The stall owner’s gruff voice—delivered while pointedly looking away—snapped them back to their senses.

Arisa’s cheeks flushed slightly, and Yuzuru awkwardly turned his gaze back towards the goldfish.

After that, Arisa managed to scoop three more.

In total, she ended up with five goldfish.

For her first time, it was a major haul.


      
        Chapter 32 - “Fiancée” and Watermelon

        After that, the two enjoyed the festival by playing games like ring toss, shooting gallery, and yo-yo fishing.

Once they were done playing, they started to feel a bit hungry again.

“Yakisoba and takoyaki at places like this always look so good.”

“They do. …It smells really nice.”

Drawn in by the atmosphere, the smells, and the sounds, the two bought one yakisoba and one takoyaki.

Then they sat down on the steps near a local shrine.

They split both dishes between them.

Though since Arisa was a light eater, Yuzuru ended up with slightly more.

The yakisoba tasted like it was absolutely drenched in chemical seasonings—probably terrible for your health—but it was delicious in its own way.

It was a bit overly salty, with some slightly burnt, crispy bits mixed in, but that was part of the charm.

Of course, it only tasted this good because they were eating it at a festival, swept up in the atmosphere.

The takoyaki batter was soft and almost mushy, covered in sauce.

This one was also a bit too salty.

Yuzuru hadn’t expected much from the octopus inside, but the pieces were actually larger than he’d imagined, which made this batch a lucky hit.

Of course, it was also delicious because they were eating it at a festival (and so on).

“Stuff like this really tastes great at festivals. Though I feel like ninety percent of it is just the atmosphere.”

“That may be true. But… the heat of those iron griddles is hard to replicate at home, so I think the flavour really is something you don’t get very often.”

It was tasty, but definitely salty.

Yuzuru took a sip of the lemonade he’d bought from a stall.

Incidentally, it was made by mixing lemon juice and syrup, adding ice, and then pouring in Mitsuya Cider.  A popular Japanese lemon-lime soda

Thinking about it calmly, three hundred yen felt a bit expensive for that.

But he’d ended up buying it because he got caught up in the atmosphere.

The taste wasn’t bad. Whether it was worth three hundred yen was another matter.

Meanwhile, Arisa—who didn’t like carbonated drinks—was sipping orange juice.

It came in a glass bottle rather than a plastic bottle or can, which made it look more delicious.

Though it probably only looked that way.

“Takasegawa-san, um…”

“Want to try carbonated drinks?”

When Yuzuru asked, Arisa nodded slightly.

“Yes. But… it’s my first time, so I hope it’s not too painful…”

“The fizz has already died down quite a bit. It won’t be that bad.”

Saying that, Yuzuru handed her the plastic cup.

She pressed her glossy lips to the rim and took a sip.

“How is it?”

“It stings a little, but the flavour is really good.”

“I’m glad you like it.”

Then Yuzuru checked his wristwatch.

There were about thirty minutes left before the fireworks began.

He gathered up the empty yakisoba and takoyaki containers and stood.

“You can see the fireworks from my house, and it’ll probably be more relaxing there. So I was thinking we should head back before they start. What do you think?”

“Yes. …Watching them from Takasegawa-san’s house feels like it would be more beautiful somehow.”

Arisa nodded in agreement.

In reality, places with the best views of the fireworks were always crowded with people, which ruined the atmosphere.

Of course, if a couple could create their own little world together, that might be different.

“We probably have time to stop at one more place. …What do you want to eat?”

“I think I saw a crepe stand on the way back to your house. I’d like to try one.”

“Sure. Let’s grab crepes on the way back.”

They stopped by the crepe shop along the route home.

Yuzuru bought a blueberry crepe, while Arisa chose strawberry.

Naturally, they each took a bite of the other’s.

Holding hands, they walked down the road while eating their crepes.

It wasn’t the most proper behavior, but on festival days, things like that were forgiven.

By the time they finished their crepes, they had arrived home.

It had grown quite dark outside.

As they passed through the outer gate—

“Woof! Woof!”

The dogs started barking again.

Their glowing eyes in the darkness were a little intimidating.

But dogs had good night vision, and they quickly realised it was Yuzuru and Arisa.

Their tails wagged wildly as they ran over, as if they hadn’t seen them in ten years.

The two of them gave the four dogs a quick pat before heading inside.



There were less than ten minutes left before the fireworks started.

So Yuzuru and Arisa sat down on the engawa  (a traditional wooden veranda along the edge of a Japanese house) that faced the direction where the fireworks would appear.

Incidentally, Ayumi had decided on her own that she shouldn’t disturb them, so she sat about ten metres away.

Yuzuru and Arisa weren’t actually a couple, but if they had been, Yuzuru probably would have been grateful to her.

When the moment called for it, Ayumi could be surprisingly considerate.

That said, it wasn’t like Ayumi looked lonely sitting by herself.

“Kya—hey, stop that! Don’t lick me! Honestly, you’re such trouble!”

She was playing with the Spanish Mastiff and the English Mastiff.

The two dogs had only recently graduated from being puppies, and they were still at that stage where they wanted lots of attention.

“That’s… impressive.”

“She looks like a kid getting attacked by carnivores.”

Both of them being Mastiffs, their shoulder height was already more than half of Ayumi’s.

When they stood up, they were taller than her.

And they weighed nearly twice as much.

Even just being playfully tackled by them must have been exhausting.

Before long, Ayumi ended up flipped onto her back.

From between her long white legs, her shorts were visible.

Seeing his little sister’s underwear wasn’t exactly entertaining, so Yuzuru shifted his gaze to Arisa.

“Um… should we help her?”

“They’re trained to stop if you tell them ‘wait,’ so don’t worry. Ayumi’s probably doing this because she likes it.”

Though at this rate, it was probably only a matter of time before she actually said “wait.”

Just as he was thinking that, he heard his mother calling from the kitchen.

“I’ll go check.”

“Okay.”

When he walked into the kitchen, a faint sweet smell reached him.

“Watermelon.”

When Yuzuru muttered that, Ayu nodded while holding a plate.

She handed him a large dish.

The watermelon had been cut into small cube-like pieces—probably so it wouldn’t stain their yukata.

“Yes, this one’s for you and Arisa-chan. Tell Ayumi to come get hers too. And if she’s been touching the dogs, make sure she washes her hands first.”

“Got it.”

Yuzuru carried two plates out to the engawa.

By the time he got there, the two large dogs had already moved away from Ayumi.

They looked a little dejected.

She must have scolded them.

“Hey, Ayumi.”

“Oh, Onii-san. What’s up—oh, watermelon!”

“This one’s ours. Go wash your hands first. Then get your share from Mum.”

“Okaaay.”

Ayumi scampered off across the engawa.

Even if they were beloved pets, dirty was still dirty.

After seeing her off, Yuzuru returned to Arisa.

“Sorry to keep you waiting, Yukishiro.”

“Thank you for the watermelon.”

They set the plate down on the engawa and used toothpicks to pick up the cubes.

“It’s really sweet and delicious.”

“Yeah.”

Drawn by the smell of watermelon, the Spanish Mastiff and the English Mastiff came over and sat by their feet.

Then the Akita and the German Shepherd also approached, wagging their tails.

“Um… aren’t we being targeted?”

Startled, Arisa quickly lifted the plate to chest height.

If the four dogs attacked at once, the watermelon would disappear in an instant.

Yuzuru, however, remained calm.

“Don’t worry. The dishes for human food and dog food are always kept separate, so they understand. Besides, Ayumi—or Mum—will probably bring their portion soon.”

Just as he said that, Ayumi and Ayu appeared carrying plates.

Ayumi was holding what was probably her own share of watermelon.

Meanwhile, Ayu had brought a large plate with four huge wedges of watermelon—essentially one entire watermelon cut into quarters.

Ayumi set her plate down a little away from the engawa, then stuck her fingers into her mouth and gave a sharp whistle.

Immediately, the four dogs that had gathered around Yuzuru and Arisa ran over to her.

“Alright, wait! Good dogs. I’ll give it to you in a second.”

Ayumi and Ayu placed the large watermelon slices in front of the dogs.

Then they made them wait for about five seconds.

“Okay.”

The moment Ayumi gave permission, the four dogs started devouring the watermelon all at once.

Ayumi then sat down on the engawa and started eating her own.

Meanwhile, for some reason, Ayu gave Yuzuru a wink before heading back into the kitchen.

“They’re really… well trained.”

“Right? Dogs really are the best.”

“No, I think cats are the best.”

“…You won’t budge on that?”

“I won’t.”

Sure, cats were cute.

But they couldn’t do things like “wait” or “sit.”

If you wanted a partner for humans, dogs were definitely the better choice—

Yuzuru was just about to launch into that personal theory when—

A loud boom echoed from the sky.

Looking up, they saw beautiful fireworks blooming across the night sky. ✺


      
        Chapter 33 - The “Fiancée’s” Lie

        Fireworks launched into the sky one after another.

Blue and red lights illuminated the dark night.

“…Beautiful.”

Arisa murmured softly.

Yuzuru shifted his gaze from the fireworks to Arisa.

Each time another firework burst, her face—like a work of art—was briefly lit up.

Her eyes slightly narrowed, the corners of her lips faintly lifted as she gazed absentmindedly yet happily at the night sky.

The sight of the beautiful girl against the backdrop of the garden and the fireworks made a perfect picture.

If someone could capture the garden, the fireworks, and Arisa together in a single photograph, it would surely be a masterpiece.

“…Takasegawa-san? Is something wrong?”

“No, I was just thinking… it’s beautiful.”

“The fireworks?”

“Of course, the fireworks.”

There was no way he could say, you are.

Yuzuru turned his gaze back towards the sky.

Before he realised it, the two of them had fallen into silence.

Neither spoke.

Yet somehow, it didn’t feel awkward.

If anything, Yuzuru found the quiet comfortable.

At last, a large finale firework lit up the sky.

With the main display finished, the fireworks show came to an end.

The festival itself would likely start closing down within an hour, as the stalls began preparing to pack up.

“…They were beautiful.”

“Yeah…”

“Takasegawa-san.”

Their eyes met.

Arisa smiled softly.

“Today was really fun. Thank you very much.”

“I had fun too. I’m glad I got to spend the day with you.”

Yuzuru spoke honestly.

Arisa turned her gaze back towards the sky.

After the fireworks ended, the night sky somehow looked strangely lonely.

“Your family is full of wonderful people, Takasegawa-san. Everyone is kind, warm, and cheerful.”

“They’re just a little excited because you’re here.”

“Maybe. But still… it’s completely different from my home.”

She spoke with a faint sadness.

There was a hint of envy—and a touch of jealousy—in her expression.

Then Arisa looked back at Yuzuru.

Her eyes wavered.

Anxiety, fear, guilt—countless emotions mixed together within them.

Her face looked as though she might burst into tears at any moment.

Yet she seemed to have made up her mind about something, clenching her fists tightly.

“Takasegawa-san.”

“…What is it?”

“I’m truly… very sorry.”

With that, Arisa bowed her head.

Yuzuru had no idea what she was apologising for.

“Did you do something?”

“…I lied.”

Her voice was so small it almost disappeared into the night.

She lied.

Which meant she had deceived him.

Yuzuru instinctively tensed.

“What lie?”

A part of him braced for something outrageous.

And Arisa looked just as nervous.

“…When we met for the arranged marriage meeting… I said my adoptive father forced me to attend.”

Her voice trembled as she spoke.

It was true—she had told him that.

And because of that, Yuzuru had agreed to a fake engagement in order to protect her.

“But that wasn’t the truth.”

“…How was it different?”

“He only… asked me if I would like to try the meeting. It wasn’t forced. But I was scared… so I said I’d go. I said it myself.”

She lowered her head, unable to look at Yuzuru.

He couldn’t see her expression clearly, but the tears gathering in her eyes made it obvious how anxious and afraid she was.

“But I still didn’t want to… so I kept refusing afterward. And then… I ran out of options. So the one at fault is completely me. I strangled myself with my own choices.”

Drops of water fell onto the engawa.

Arisa’s small shoulders trembled.

“I thought… if I told you that, you definitely wouldn’t help me. So I hid the parts that were inconvenient. And after that… I couldn’t bring myself to say it. I ended up taking advantage of your kindness. I’m sorry.”

After that, she fell silent.

It seemed her confession was over.

Yuzuru sighed.

“…Is that all? Lift your head.”

At his words, Arisa slowly raised her face.

Her beautiful features were a mess of tears.

Yuzuru turned towards her and placed both hands on her shoulders.

“I don’t mind something like that.”

He spoke slowly and gently.

Arisa’s expression twisted.

“B-But—”

“That doesn’t even count as a lie in the first place.”

Yuzuru interrupted her.

He looked straight into her eyes and spoke firmly.

“You were mentally cornered. At the very least, you felt like you couldn’t refuse your adoptive father’s suggestion. In that state of mind, you had no choice but to accept, right? In normal terms, people call that being forced.”

Yuzuru didn’t know what Arisa’s adoptive father—Amagi Naoki—had been thinking when he suggested the meeting.

Maybe he really had simply been asking for her opinion.

Maybe he believed she genuinely wanted it.

There was no way to know without asking him directly.

But the result was clear.

Arisa had ended up attending an arranged meeting she didn’t want.

She had been pushed towards a situation where engagement and marriage would be forced upon her.

“I think I said this before. You’re the victim here. You might think your actions were partly at fault. Maybe they were, a little. But that doesn’t mean you deserve to be unhappy. And it doesn’t mean you lose the right to ask someone for help.”

If there was anything that annoyed Yuzuru—

Anything he felt dissatisfied about—

It was only one thing.

“I told you before, didn’t I? If you ask me for help, I won’t find it troublesome. So rely on me a little more.”

That was the only thing he wanted to say.

Arisa’s eyes turned red with tears as she spoke in a faint voice.

“Then… may I ask for one thing?”

“Sure.”

“…Could I borrow your chest?”

At her request, Yuzuru wrapped his arms around her.

Pressing her face against his chest, Arisa began to cry openly.

Holding her like this made him realise just how small and slender she really was.

He could feel her warmth, her softness, and the trembling of her body.

With such a small body, she had endured everything alone.

Perhaps the reason she felt guilt so easily was a kind of defence mechanism.

Convincing herself that her misfortune wasn’t the result of injustice, but something she was partly responsible for.

Maybe that was overthinking it.

But one thing was certain—her timid personality and the emotional walls she kept between herself and others were likely the result of the oppressive environment she had grown up in.

Yuzuru gently stroked her head, careful not to ruin her hairstyle.

He didn’t know if something like this could truly comfort her.

But he still wanted to do something for her.



After a while, Arisa lifted her face from his chest.

Her eyes were still wet with tears, but she looked much calmer than before.

Perhaps embarrassed by how she had cried in front of him, her cheeks were flushed red.

She avoided his gaze and sat silently.

“Yukishiro, feel better?”

“…May I make another selfish request?”

“Sure.”

“Please… stay like this a little longer.”

With that, she pressed her face against his chest again.

This time, instead of burying her face, she simply rested her cheek there.

“Please pat my head.”

“Understood, Princess.”

“…Aren’t you embarrassed saying that?”

“Didn’t I say it’s more embarrassing when someone points it out?”

“…But not pointing it out might also be embarrassing in its own way.”

“Your request is pretty embarrassing too, you know.”

Even as he said that, Yuzuru gently stroked her head again.

Her hair was silky and pleasant to the touch.

As he held her close and continued patting her like one would comfort a child, Arisa spoke again.

“Um, Takasegawa-san.”

“What is it this time?”

“…May I call you by your name?”

“My name?”

“May I call you… Yuzuru-san?”

For a moment, Yuzuru was taken aback.

His hand stopped moving as he stroked her hair.

Seeing that, Arisa quickly added, almost as if making an excuse.

“Well… Satake-san, Ayaka-san, and Chiharu-san all call you Yuzuru-san. So… if I’m the only one using your surname, it feels a little distant.”

She spoke with a faintly sulky tone.

Then she glanced up at him anxiously.

Yuzuru resumed stroking her hair.

“That’s fine. …In return, can I call you Arisa? Everyone else calls you by your name too.”

“Yes. Please do.”

Arisa nodded in satisfaction and closed her eyes.

Then she clutched onto Yuzuru with both hands, like a baby refusing to let go of its favourite blanket.

“Hey, Arisa.”

“…Yes?”

“How long am I supposed to stay like this?”

Still patting her head, Yuzuru asked.

Continuing forever would get tiring, and even though it was night, being pressed together in the summer heat wasn’t exactly comfortable.

Arisa’s answer was simple.

“Until I’m satisfied. Is that… not okay?”

Yuzuru sighed.

“…It can’t be helped.”

And so he continued stroking Arisa’s head.


      




