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        Chapter 1 - “Fiancée” and an Accident

        “Um… Onii-san. I’m really sorry to interrupt while things are getting… lively, but…”

Hearing the extremely apologetic voice, Yuzuru snapped back to his senses.

Arisa did the same, quickly pulling away from him as if something had burst between them.

Both of them flushed red and lowered their heads.

“Uh… what is it, Ayumi? Do you need something?”

The voice belonged to Yuzuru’s younger sister.

Takasegawa Ayumi.

What made it even more embarrassing was that she didn’t sound teasing at all—her voice and expression were genuinely apologetic.

“Yeah. Actually, there’s something I need to tell Arisa-san.”

“Me? Yes, what is it?”

Arisa deliberately cleared her throat before turning to Ayumi.

Her expression had returned to its usual calm.

…Though her face was still red.

“This is serious, Arisa-san. The trains have stopped running.”

“…Eh?”



According to Ayumi’s explanation, a minor accident had occurred just moments earlier.

Fortunately, no one had died.

However, the trains had been temporarily suspended because of it.

At the moment, there was no estimate for when service would resume.

Even if they did start running again, they would undoubtedly be extremely crowded.

“So, what should we do, Arisa-san? Personally… I don’t want to send you home in a packed midnight train. It could be dangerous.”

Yuzuru’s father, Takasegawa Kazuya, spoke in a calm yet firm tone.

Even if Yuzuru accompanied her as an escort, a packed train late at night carried its own risks.

“Yes… I understand. But if that’s the case, I’m not sure how I should get home…”

“I think the best option would be to drive you.”

Though it’s unfortunate for the driver at this hour, Kazuya added quietly.

Naturally, the Takasegawa family employed a personal chauffeur.

However—

“But wouldn’t the roads be crowded too? It might take a long time,”

Yuzuru’s mother, Takasegawa Ayu, voiced her concern about traffic.

The roads were already congested with people attending the festival.

And now that the trains had stopped, even more cars—taxis and rides from acquaintances—would be on the road.

There was no doubt traffic would worsen.

“Even so, Mum, she can’t walk all the way home, and the train isn’t an option. A car still seems like the most reasonable choice. Right, Arisa?”

Yuzuru asked the person directly involved.

Arisa nodded slightly.

“Yes. If it’s because of an accident, it can’t be helped… I would be troubling you and everyone in the Takasegawa family, but I would appreciate it if you could drive me.”

At that moment, Ayumi grinned mischievously and cut in.

“Hey!? A moment ago you were calling him by his surname. When did you start using his first name? You two sure got close fast. You were hugging too—what were you doing?”

At her teasing words, Yuzuru felt his face heat up.

Arisa seemed to recall her earlier breakdown as well and lowered her head in embarrassment.

“Well, well…”

“My oh my.”

Kazuya smiled wryly, while Ayu looked thoroughly amused.

Yuzuru coughed deliberately.

“That’s not important right now. What matters is how Arisa gets home. If we’re driving, we should leave sooner rather than—”

“I just thought of a brilliant idea. Mind if I share it?”

Ayumi interrupted him.

Everyone’s eyes turned towards her.

“What about staying the night?”

She said it proudly.

Yuzuru frowned.

“…That’s not really—”

“Why not? It’s not like you’ll be sleeping in the same room. And driving late at night can be dangerous too, right? It’s not great for the driver either. Arisa-san must be tired. Wouldn’t it be better for her to stay the night and go home tomorrow when things are calmer?”

Ayumi’s suggestion sounded fairly reasonable.

If Yuzuru and Arisa were the only two in the house, that would be a different story.

But with both parents and Ayumi present, nothing improper could happen.

Besides, Yuzuru and Arisa were supposedly engaged.

Even if something did happen, it wouldn’t be completely unacceptable—

Though of course that didn’t mean it should happen.

Still, sleeping under the same roof was hardly a problem.

“But what about clothes?” Yuzuru said. “Arisa only has her regular clothes and her yukata.”

He didn’t say it directly, but no girl would want to spend the night in the same underwear.

Sleeping in regular clothes wouldn’t be comfortable, and wearing a yukata all night would wrinkle it.

But Arisa didn’t have any sleepwear.

“She can borrow Mum’s pajamas, right? And underwear can be bought at a convenience store. We’ve got towels and futons. For just one night, it should be fine.”

“…That’s true.”

After murmuring that, Yuzuru looked towards Kazuya and Ayu.

Both of them nodded.

“I’m fine with either option,” Kazuya said.

“I’d love for her to stay the night,” Ayu added with a smile. “I want to hear more about Yuzuru from Arisa-chan.”

With their approval given, Yuzuru turned to Arisa.

She looked uncertain.

“Well… you heard them. If you don’t mind, you’re welcome to stay. Don’t worry about being a burden—just choose whatever you prefer. …What do you think?”

“…Alright.”

After thinking for a moment, Arisa nodded.

“Then… I’ll gratefully accept your offer.”

And just like that, Arisa’s overnight stay was decided.


      
        Chapter 2 - “Fiancée” and a Sleepover

        When Arisa and Kazuya contacted Amagi Naoki, he quickly approved her staying the night.


If it’s with the Takasegawa family, I can entrust my daughter to them—



He said without hesitation.

After that, with Ayu accompanying her, Arisa went to a nearby convenience store to buy the bare necessities, such as underwear.

Since they had already eaten dinner while walking around the festival stalls, it was time for a bath.

And then—

“This is my kimono, but… how is it? Arisa-chan, does the size fit?”

“Yes. It feels just right.”

Arisa answered politely.

What she was wearing was a yukata that Ayu used as sleepwear.

It wasn’t the kind of beautiful garment worn at festivals or special occasions. Instead, it was a plain reddish-brown colour with no pattern at all.

Perhaps because she had just gotten out of the bath, Arisa’s flaxen hair was slightly damp.

Her skin was faintly flushed a rosy pink, her complexion lively.

Because of that… she looked a little—no, quite—seductive.

On top of that, although Arisa said the size felt “just right,” it didn’t quite seem to fit perfectly.

Especially around the chest.

It looked slightly tight, and if she leaned forward, her cleavage might show.

Arisa herself didn’t seem particularly concerned.

Or rather, perhaps because she had little experience wearing traditional clothing, she seemed to assume this was simply how it was supposed to feel.

“Alright then, Yuzuru. You go take your bath next. In the meantime, we’ll hear some stories about you from Arisa-chan.”

“Yeah, yeah… Arisa, don’t tell them anything too strange, alright?”

“I will properly protect Yuzuru-san’s reputation.”

The way she said that almost implied there were things that would damage his reputation.

Still, as far as Yuzuru could remember, there was nothing about him he wouldn’t want his family to know.

So he decided to quickly take his bath.



When he returned to the living room after finishing, Arisa and the Takasegawa family were in the middle of a lively conversation.

Apparently, the souvenirs Arisa had brought were being served as snacks while they talked about Yuzuru’s past.

“Oh, Onii-san. We were just talking about you.”

“I can see that. What exactly were you talking about?”

Saying that, Yuzuru sat down on the cushion beside Arisa and reached for the sweets piled in the centre.

He unwrapped one and popped it into his mouth.

It seemed to be the type of Western confection meant to be eaten chilled.

(His taste isn’t bad,) Yuzuru thought, slightly raising his opinion of Arisa’s adoptive father.

Of course, that was strictly regarding his sense of gifts, not his character.

“We were talking about how Yuzuru never cleaned up properly when he was little. He’d take out toys and leave them everywhere. Same with his games—once he was done, he’d just toss them aside.”

“It was such a struggle teaching him to put things away,” Ayu added. “Even putting a single toy back into the box deserved exaggerated praise.”

“Right?”

“Exactly.”

Kazuya and Ayu spoke cheerfully together.

Even Yuzuru could clean up after himself, so they were probably talking about when he had just started kindergarten or elementary school.

“In other words, you’re describing normal children. …What’s so entertaining about that?”

Yuzuru asked while sipping barley tea.

Kazuya and Ayu exchanged looks and laughed.

“You learned to put toys away eventually,” Kazuya said. “But you never managed to clean your own room, remember?”

“You even said, ‘Whatever I do in my own room is my business!’ and refused to let us clean it.”

“…So what?”

Yuzuru had a vague idea where this was going.

Until fairly recently, he had indeed been the type who didn’t bother cleaning his private space.

But that had changed.

After meeting Arisa, he had started cleaning his room.

“I was wondering how Arisa-san managed to train you.”

“I tried telling you so many times, but you only started cleaning after your girlfriend said something. I’m almost jealous.”

“So what happened? Did Arisa-san pat your head and say, ‘Good boy, you cleaned your room,’ Onii-san?”

Kazuya, Ayu, and Ayumi all teased him.

Even Yuzuru felt embarrassed after that much.

And a little annoyed.

When he glanced at Arisa—who had probably been the one to tell them the story—she shrank apologetically.

“I-I’m sorry. I didn’t mean anything bad by it… I was only trying to explain that Yuzuru-san has become such a respectable person that he even cleans his own room now.”

“…You didn’t do anything wrong. The problem is these three.”

After comforting Arisa, Yuzuru shot a mild glare at his parents and sister.

Still, it was true that he hadn’t cleaned his room in the past, so he couldn’t really argue with them.

So instead—

“Ayumi, your room’s a mess too, isn’t it?”

“O-Onii-san! Did you sneak into my room?!”

“No. I was just imagining it. But judging by your reaction, I guess I hit the mark.”

Ayumi’s face twisted.

She frantically shook her head.

“N-No I didn’t! It’s not messy!”

“Then why don’t we have Arisa and Mum check? They’re both women, so it should be fine.”

“N-No way! That’s an invasion of privacy!”

While Yuzuru and Ayumi argued back and forth—

Arisa suddenly giggled.

“Ahh! Arisa-san, that’s so mean! You laughed!”

“Fufu… I’m sorry. I just thought you all get along so well.”

She looked genuinely happy.

But within her expression was a faint trace of longing.



By the time the Takasegawa family’s gathering with Arisa ended, the clock had already passed midnight.

Yuzuru guided Arisa to the guest room and took a futon out from the closet.

“I’m sorry you have to set it up for me.”

“Don’t worry about it. You’re a guest.”

After finishing the futon, Yuzuru asked,

“You know where the bathroom is, right?”

“Yes, that part is fine.”

“Good. If you get thirsty, feel free to open the fridge and drink some barley tea. …Anything else you’re worried about?”

At his question, hesitation appeared on Arisa’s face.

Then she looked up nervously at the ceiling light.

“Um… does this room have an orange setting?”

“Orange? …You mean the night light? The one between bright and dim?”

“Yes, that.”

She nodded repeatedly.

Then, looking both embarrassed and anxious, she confessed,

“I… I’m not good with darkness. I can’t sleep unless the night light is on. Do you… have one?”

“Don’t worry. Here—this is the remote.”

Yuzuru handed her the lighting remote, along with the air conditioner remote just in case.

Arisa pointed the remote at the light and pressed the button.

The room dimmed slightly—

But the orange glow still illuminated the surroundings enough to see clearly.

Arisa let out a small sigh of relief.

“Alright then, Arisa. Good night. …If anything happens, come to my room.”

“Yes, understood. Good night.”

Yuzuru waved to her and closed the sliding door behind him.


      
        Chapter 3 - “Fiancée” and Moonlight

        “Hm?”

Late at night, Yuzuru suddenly woke up.

His phone was making a sound.

Still half-asleep, he checked it… and saw a message from Arisa.


Sorry to bother you in the middle of the night. Could you come to the room I’m sleeping in?



That was what it said.

“…Hm. I feel like I told her to come to my room if she needed something…”

Did he forget to say it?

Tilting his head in confusion, Yuzuru headed to Arisa’s room anyway.

Careful not to wake his family, he walked quietly towards the guest room.

Arisa’s room was brightly lit.

When he opened the sliding door—

“Eep! Ah—Yuzuru-san…”

Arisa jolted.

Then she looked visibly relieved when she saw him.

“What’s wrong, Arisa? Did something happen?”

“Um… I really feel like asking something like this is… a bit inappropriate…”

Arisa’s cheeks flushed red as she fidgeted nervously.

Through the slightly loosened opening of her yukata, a glimpse of pale skin—and her underwear—was visible.

Yuzuru swallowed involuntarily.

“What is it?”

“Um… I was hoping… you could come with me to the bathroom…”

“The bathroom? …Didn’t I tell you where it was?”

He had definitely explained the location of the restroom near the guest room.

Maybe his explanation hadn’t been clear.

Or perhaps she had forgotten.

Yuzuru tilted his head again.

“N-No… I remember where you said it was…”

“Then?”

“Um… it’s just… I’m scared…”

Arisa lowered her eyes shyly as she admitted it.

“…I see.”

Since Arisa couldn’t even sleep without a night light on, going alone through the dark hallway to the bathroom would probably be difficult.

But then another question crossed Yuzuru’s mind.

(Couldn’t she just turn on the lights?)

Before he could ask, Arisa hurriedly added, as if making excuses.

“I-I wasn’t sure where the light switches were… and I thought turning on too many lights might bother everyone…”

“I see.”

Since she wasn’t familiar with the house—well, the building rather than the land—it would indeed be difficult for her to search for light switches in the dark.

She had probably messaged him because she couldn’t find her way to his room either.

That was Yuzuru’s oversight.

“Sorry about that. Though just so you know… this room is pretty far from the rest of our bedrooms, and there are multiple bathrooms. As long as you’re not shouting loudly, no one will notice.”

The room Arisa was using was a guest bedroom.

The Takasegawa estate had several guest rooms.

Naturally, there were also guest bathrooms.

“Ah… now that you mention it, that’s true. …I’m sorry.”

“No, it’s fine. I should’ve explained things better. Let’s go together.”

When Yuzuru said that, Arisa nodded slightly.

The two of them turned on lights as they walked towards the bathroom.

“…Thank you for coming with me.”

After finishing, Arisa bowed slightly to Yuzuru.

Now that it was over, embarrassment seemed to hit her all at once.

Her face was red all the way to her ears.

“Everyone has one or two things they’re bad with.”

Yuzuru tried to reassure her.

They began heading back the way they came, turning the lights off behind them.

Then—

Giii…

The hallway floor creaked softly.

“Eek!”

Arisa let out a strange cry and suddenly clung to Yuzuru.

She hugged him tightly, completely instinctively.

“H-Hey, Arisa…”

Now it was Yuzuru’s turn to be startled.

Something soft had suddenly pressed against his arm.

The dim lighting only heightened the sensation, making his imagination run wild.

“A-Actually… there’s another reason…”

“Another reason?”

“At first I thought I could manage on my own… but then the atmosphere here felt kind of… eerie, and suddenly I got really scared…”

“…The atmosphere?”

A question mark popped into Yuzuru’s mind.

Then he understood.

In other words, she thought the house felt like the kind of place where ghosts might appear.

“I didn’t mean to lie… I just thought saying something like that would be rude…”

Arisa hurriedly tried to explain, even though he hadn’t accused her of anything.

She never lied outright, but when it came to her true feelings, she sometimes withheld them out of consideration for others.

And now she was feeling guilty about it.

A troublesome personality.

“Atmosphere, huh. I hadn’t thought of that.”

“I-I didn’t mean your house is—”

“But now that you say it… it does feel like the kind of place where something might appear. It’s an old house, after all.”

Yuzuru said it with a laugh.

He decided to treat this particular “lie” of hers as a joke.

Still, after hearing her say it, he couldn’t deny that the place did have that sort of feeling.

It was an old wooden mansion.

At night, it naturally carried that kind of atmosphere.

The creaking floors earlier proved that.

And in Japan’s belief in the yaoyorozu no kami  The Shinto concept that countless spirits or deities inhabit all things, old objects were said to house spirits.

It wouldn’t be strange if there were a zashiki-warashi  A childlike household spirit in Japanese folklore believed to live in old homes or two around.

“W-W-Wait… do they actually appear?!”

“I’ve never encountered one in my entire life, so I doubt it.”

“I-I see… that’s good then.”

Even so, she still seemed scared.

She gripped Yuzuru’s arm tightly and refused to let go.

(…This is bad. In several ways.)

The softness and warmth of Arisa’s body came through the thin fabric between them.

It stimulated Yuzuru’s instincts in a dangerous way.

Because it was dark, a wicked thought briefly crossed his mind—

(Would it be forgiven if I touched her a little by accident in this situation?)

But leaving Arisa alone while she was frightened felt cruel.

On the other hand, he obviously couldn’t spend the entire night with her either.

So—

“Arisa, since we’re up anyway… want to look at the moon before going back to sleep?”

“…Huh?”



Yuzuru guided Arisa to the engawa not far from the guest bedroom.

From there, they could see the garden.

And the pond.

As well as the moon reflected on its surface.

“Not a bad ‘atmosphere,’ right?”

“Yes… it’s beautiful.”

Arisa nodded softly.

The Takasegawa garden was constantly maintained by a professional gardener.

So the scenery was excellent.

“I didn’t notice it during the fireworks… but it’s quiet and elegant. Really beautiful.”

Arisa narrowed her eyes slightly as she looked out.

Her flaxen hair shimmered in the moonlight, almost appearing golden.

Arisa framed by fireworks had been beautiful.

But Arisa illuminated by moonlight was just as breathtaking.

Yuzuru felt his heart begin to beat faster.

Still… at least this probably eased her fear a little.

“I’m glad you like it.”

Yuzuru and Arisa smiled at each other.

Then, in the moonlight—

Yuzuru noticed Arisa’s chest.

He hurriedly averted his eyes.

Arisa tilted her head in confusion.


      
        Chapter 4 - “Fiancée” and Morning

        “…Mm. I’m still a little sleepy.”

When Yuzuru woke up in the morning, he felt a slight heaviness in his body.

He was never particularly good with mornings to begin with… but yesterday he had spent the whole day walking around and talking late into the night, so he felt even sleepier than usual.

He wanted to go back to sleep.

But—

“Right. Arisa’s here today.”

He couldn’t exactly show her such an unpresentable side of himself.

With that thought, Yuzuru got up and went to wash his face.

As he walked down the hallway—

“Yaaawn… Ah, Yuzuru-san. Good morning.”

He ran into Arisa.

Apparently she had just woken up as well, because her eyes were still droopy.

On top of that, her long hair was a complete mess from bedhead.

Seeing Arisa in such a sloppy state—normally so perfectly composed—felt strangely refreshing.

But—

“Yuzuru-san? What’s wrong?”

When Yuzuru suddenly averted his gaze, Arisa tilted her head in confusion.

Grabbing the collar of his own yukata, Yuzuru spoke.

“…You might want to fix that.”

Arisa first glanced at Yuzuru’s yukata.

Then she looked down at her own.

Her cheeks instantly flushed red.

Her yukata had come slightly undone.

Soft-looking twin mounds and a deep cleavage were visible, along with her pure white underwear.

And that wasn’t all.

Her obi had loosened quite a bit as well, exposing her long white legs.

If it slipped just a little more, even her shorts might have been visible.

…Actually, Yuzuru felt like he might have already caught a glimpse.

“S-S-Sorry!!”

Arisa hurriedly tried to fix her yukata.

But trying to forcibly correct something that had already come undone only made it worse.

Yuzuru quickly turned his back.

From behind him came Arisa’s distressed cries.

Yuzuru pointed towards a nearby room.

“That room’s empty right now. Go fix it there calmly.”

“Y-Yes! I’m so sorry!”

He heard the sliding door close behind him.

After a moment, Yuzuru slowly turned around.

Arisa was no longer there.

But—

“…Oops.”

A thin cord-like piece of cloth lay on the floor.

It was probably the sash from her yukata.

Yuzuru picked it up and slid the door open just a crack.

Without looking inside, he reached in with only his hand holding the sash.

“Arisa, you forgot this.”

“S-Sorry! I’m really, really sorry!”

After handing it over, Yuzuru firmly closed the door again.

Holding down his racing heart, he muttered,

“Well… that definitely woke me up.”

It had been quite a stimulating morning.



“I’m sorry you even prepared breakfast for me…”

At the breakfast table, Arisa bowed her head to Ayu.

Apparently, she had planned to wake up early and help with breakfast.

But she had overslept a little, so that didn’t happen.

“It’s fine, dear. You’re a guest.”

Ayu answered with a cheerful smile.

Then she urged Arisa not to worry and to start eating.

As Arisa picked up her chopsticks, Yuzuru began eating as well.

Since Arisa was present today, there was one extra dish.

But the taste was the same as always.

“The fish is so fluffy and delicious.”

“Oh my, Arisa-chan. You have good taste. Actually, we recently replaced the grill with the newest model.”

Ayu began happily praising her kitchen appliances.

Notably, Arisa avoided commenting on the miso soup.

Honest girl.

“Takasegawa-san’s house is really large. Isn’t cleaning very difficult?”

Since Arisa usually did housework at home, seeing such a big house immediately made her think about cleaning.

She voiced that honest question to Ayu.

“Not really. We have housekeepers for that.”

“Ah… so you do have them?”

“Of course. If I had to take care of a house this big and four dogs by myself, I’d work myself to death. I wouldn’t even be able to do my job.”

Arisa smiled politely.

But only Yuzuru noticed something.

When Ayu said “my job,” Arisa looked slightly surprised.

…Apparently she had assumed Ayu was a full-time housewife.

Given her relaxed appearance and atmosphere, Ayu didn’t really look like someone who worked in an office.

“Where are the housekeepers now?”

“They’re off today. It’s the weekend. They work eight hours a day with two days off per week, plus paid leave.”

Incidentally, the housekeepers’ names were Suzuki, Sato, and Tanaka.

But since Arisa would be leaving later today, she probably wouldn’t meet them.

“By the way… what kind of work do you do?”

“What do you think?”

Ayu grinned mischievously.

Arisa frowned slightly, clearly struggling to imagine Ayu working at all.

Ayu watched her with great amusement.

Seeing Arisa troubled, Yuzuru decided to answer instead.

“She’s a university professor.”

“Hey, Yuzuru! Why’d you give it away?”

Then Ayumi—who had been silent until now—jumped in.

“Because his beloved bride was getting bullied by her future mother-in-law.”

“Oh really? Listen to the sister-in-law talking.”

Ayu and Ayumi immediately started bickering.

Meanwhile, Arisa—who had just been referred to as the beloved bride—lowered her head in embarrassment.

Her ears had turned bright red.

Seeing that reaction made Yuzuru feel a little embarrassed too.

He quietly crunched on some pickles.

“Hey, Arisa-chan,” Ayu said. “Then… what kind of researcher do you think I am? Try guessing.”

“…Let me think. American literature?”

“Eh?! How did you know?!”

Ayu looked genuinely shocked.

Arisa, now back to her usual calm and composed expression, answered smoothly.

“I heard that Yuzuru-san’s great-grandmother was American. That means Yuzuru-san’s father—Kazuya-san—is a quarter, correct? I thought perhaps that connection influenced your field.”

“Annoyingly correct,” Ayu admitted. “Right, Kazuya?”

“Yes. It brings back memories.”

When Ayu asked him, Kazuya answered with a gentle smile.

A faintly sweet atmosphere filled the room.

Yuzuru quickly sipped his miso soup to distract himself.

Sweet and salty.

Perhaps to break the strange mood Kazuya and Ayu created, Ayumi suddenly changed the topic.

“Oh right, Arisa-san. What do you think of Mum’s cooking? Is it good?”

“Huh? Ah—yes. Of course… it’s delicious.”

“You already said it was delicious earlier,” Yuzuru pointed out.

Ayumi ignored him completely.

“Well, that’s because Onii-san once said Arisa-san’s cooking was better than Mum’s. So I got curious.”

Arisa’s expression stiffened.

She was clearly worried that Ayu might feel offended by the comparison.

She even shot Yuzuru a reproachful glance.

Yuzuru quickly looked away.

“Oh yes, you did say that,” Ayu said lightly. “Yuzuru’s stomach has been completely captured by Arisa-chan. I’m almost jealous.”

She said it jokingly.

Then she winked at Arisa.

Don’t worry—I’m not offended.—

That seemed to be the message.

Arisa relaxed slightly.

“Well… tastes differ when it comes to cooking. But Ayu-san’s cooking feels full of love. I think it’s very delicious.”

Arisa tried to give a polite answer.

But Ayumi, fully embracing her role as the teasing sister-in-law, wasn’t satisfied.

“I want to try Arisa-san’s cooking too. Could you make lunch or dinner?”

“Eh? Um… I don’t know…”

Kazuya finally stepped in.

“Ayumi. You’re putting Arisa-san in a difficult position. Stop.”

Meanwhile, Yuzuru spoke gently to Arisa.

“You can ignore Ayumi’s selfish requests. Don’t worry about it.”

But Ayu looked just as curious as Ayumi.

“I admit… I’m curious too. If the dish my son praises so much is really that good, I’d love to learn how to make it myself. …But of course, we can’t force you.”

Even so, she looked at Arisa with hopeful eyes.

With both Ayumi and Ayu watching her expectantly—

Arisa blushed, shrinking slightly as she nodded.

“If… if my cooking is good enough, I’d be happy to make something…”

““Missin success!!””

Ayu and Ayumi clapped their hands together with a sharp smack.


      
        Chapter 5 - The First Time with My “Fiancée”

        “I’m truly sorry.”

After breakfast.

Once the two of them were alone in the guest room assigned to Arisa, Yuzuru folded his knees and bowed his head.

“I ended up putting you in a situation where you were forced to cook.”

“Oh, Yuzuru-san. You’re exaggerating. Please stop.”

Her well-shaped face suddenly appeared right in front of him.

Arisa had leaned forward to peer into his face.

Startled, Yuzuru jerked his head up as if he’d jumped back.

“I really don’t mind at all.”

“No, but still…”

“If something this small counts as repaying you, then I’m happy to cook.”

Arisa smiled.

From her expression, it was clear she truly wasn’t angry.

“…I appreciate you saying that. And I’m sorry for casually telling people about your cooking too.”

Generally speaking, if a son says something like “my wife is the better cook,” mothers tend to get annoyed.

It was the sort of thing that poured oil on the flames of the classic mother-in-law versus daughter-in-law problem.

Even if the mother had asked first, he probably shouldn’t have answered so lightly.

That said…

Yuzuru and Arisa had no intention of actually getting married in the first place, so that kind of in-law conflict would never arise.

On top of that, Yuzuru believed—at least—that Ayu wasn’t the sort of person who would get angry over something like that.

Those circumstances existed, but…

Even so, he probably should’ve kept quiet about it.

“…Well. When I found out you’d been talking about my cooking, Yuzuru-san… I did feel a little embarrassed.”

Arisa scratched her cheek, her skin faintly flushed.

Then she looked up at him from beneath her lashes, fidgeting slightly.

“But I was happy. Really… because it meant you genuinely thought that.”

“I feel like I’ve been telling you it’s delicious for a long time.”

“Most people wouldn’t say something tastes bad when someone cooked it for them, right?”

Generally speaking, criticizing food someone personally made for you is bad manners.

Of course, there’s nothing wrong with later critiquing something you ate at a restaurant, but…

Arisa cooked for Yuzuru without asking for anything in return.

Under normal circumstances, saying “it’s delicious” was simply the obvious thing to do.

“Of course, I knew you weren’t just saying it to be polite, Yuzuru-san. You always had seconds… and thirds. So… I mean, realising that you liked my cooking so much you’d even brag about it to your family—that made me happy.”

After saying that, Arisa let out a small sigh.

“May I complain for a bit?”

“Go ahead. Say whatever you need to.”

Yuzuru nodded firmly.

After thanking him in a voice that sounded like it might disappear, Arisa finally let her feelings spill out.

“My family… well, I don’t even know if I should call them family… but those people have never said it tastes good. Not even once.”

A gloom settled over her eyes.

Lowering her face, she confessed in a strained voice.

“The truth is… I don’t actually like cooking. I was forced into it—no, sorry. That’s not fair to say. No one ever directly told me to cook. But at home, it’s just taken for granted that I will. So I can’t refuse.”

Then she gave a self-mocking smile.

Her shoulders trembled slightly as she smiled, and the sight of it was painfully hard to watch.

“I only got good at cooking because I didn’t want to be scolded. It’s all like that. Everything. It’s not because I wanted to do it myself… I was just scared. It’s not something I can really be proud of.”

Arisa sighed deeply.

Then she looked up at Yuzuru with moist eyes and forced a smile.

It looked like she was trying to act cheerful, but it twitched faintly at the edges.

“So when you praised me, Yuzuru-san, I was really happy. Even if it had just been politeness. And later, when I realised you truly did think it was delicious… honestly, I felt happy enough to jump up and down. …It was the first time.”

A single tear slipped from the corner of her eye.

Still smiling, Arisa continued.

“It was the first time I actually wanted to cook. I wanted you to eat it, so I kept coming over every week. For the first time, I thought… maybe it’s good that I’m good at cooking. So…”

“Arisa.”

Yuzuru softly called her name.

Then he pulled the slightly startled girl into an embrace.

He pressed her face against his chest.

Arisa didn’t resist.

He gently stroked her hair.

“You worked hard.”

“…Yes.”

For a while, Arisa soaked the front of Yuzuru’s shirt with her tears.

The quiet sound of her sobbing lasted only a few minutes.

Before long she raised her head and wiped the moisture at the corner of her eyes with her fingers.

“This is bad… When I’m with you, Yuzuru-san, I start crying.”

“Does that mean it’s my fault?”

When Yuzuru asked jokingly, Arisa let out a small laugh.

“Yes. You’re a bad person, Yuzuru-san… You make me want to rely on you.”

Perhaps because she had vented everything weighing on her heart, Arisa’s expression looked brighter than before.

“Honestly, because of you the flow of my story got interrupted.”

“Ah—sorry about that. …So what were you saying again?”

When Yuzuru asked, Arisa began to stumble over her words.

“Um… well… what I mean is, cooking for you, Yuzuru-san… it’s fun. If it means hearing you say it’s delicious, I’ll make as much as you want…”

The moment she finished saying that, Arisa’s face turned bright red.

Apparently she realised she’d said something a little dangerous.

She hurriedly waved her hands in denial.

“N-no, um! What I meant just now isn’t like—making you miso soup every day for the rest of your life or anything!”

“Ah—ah, yeah… I know. You didn’t need to clarify that.”

Yuzuru could feel his own face heating up.

He didn’t think Arisa had just proposed to him or anything like that, but when she got this embarrassed about it, it made him embarrassed too.

“For example—right! Think of it like feeding a cat. Like how a kitty looks cute when it eats happily. You get what I mean?”

“That comparison is way too harsh.”

(What am I, a stray cat?) Yuzuru protested.

But when he thought about it objectively, he really did look like a cat that had been fed and tamed.

No—more than that, it was exactly that.

(Actually… that example might be pretty accurate.)

Thinking that himself made Yuzuru feel a little pathetic.

“A-anyway! Cooking for you isn’t unpleasant, Yuzuru-san. So serving food to your family isn’t something I mind either. Do you understand now?”

“Meow.”

“Don’t joke around.”

Arisa snapped sharply at him, and Yuzuru shrugged.


      
        Chapter 6 - “Fiancée”, Family, and Home Cooking

        After some discussion,

it was decided that lunch would be something light—soumen made by Ayu—and that Arisa would cook dinner a little early in the evening.

And after lunch—

“So, Arisa-sama, what shall we buy?”

Having arrived at the supermarket, Yuzuru asked her that.

Naturally, Yuzuru usually accompanied Arisa on her shopping trips and devoted himself to carrying the bags.

This time, since it was his fault that Arisa would be doing housework, it was only natural for him to come along as her attendant.

“It’s summer, so I was thinking summer vegetables would be nice. …By the way, does your family have any dislikes, Yuzuru-san?”

“Don’t worry. I don’t recall anyone having particular dislikes.”

Including Yuzuru, no one in the Takasegawa family was especially picky.

They could eat pretty much anything.

“That’s a relief. …What about favourites?”

“Hmm, Ayumi and Dad seem to like fairly childlike things. Curry, hamburger steaks, omurice, that sort of thing.”

“I see. …And you, Yuzuru-san—you like fish, right?”

Yuzuru nodded at Arisa’s question.

“Yeah… Mum and I might have similar tastes when it comes to food.”

Arisa placed a hand on her chin and began to think.

She was probably planning the menu for today.

Yuzuru watched quietly so as not to disturb her.

“I’ve decided. We’ll do a Japanese-style hamburger steak, and add some kind of fish dish.”

“…Won’t that be a lot of work? It can be simpler.”

“I may not look it, but I’m quite motivated.”

Clenching both fists tightly, Arisa said this.

It seemed she truly didn’t mind cooking for Yuzuru’s family.

“Right then, let’s start with vegetables. Summer vegetables would be best.”

They headed first to the produce section.

It seemed Arisa already had a clear idea of what she would make.

She placed the okra, cucumber, shiso, aubergine, myoga, ginger, spring onion, and onion into the basket.

Then they moved to the meat section.

They bought a mix of minced beef and pork.

Next came fish…

“This horse mackerel looks excellent. It’s suitable for eating raw—shall we go with this?”

Looking at the large horse mackerel resting on ice, Arisa spoke with clear delight.

It seemed she intended to prepare it herself rather than using pre-cut fillets.

Yuzuru already knew she could handle fish, but…

he couldn’t help but be impressed at how effortlessly she took it on.

Ayu liked fish, but disliked preparing it, so she rarely handled whole fish.

“Is that everything?”

“We just need the tofu, and we’re done.”

Japanese-style hamburger steak was a given, but what else was she planning?

Yuzuru felt a quiet anticipation build in his chest.

Around four-thirty.

Yuzuru and the others waited eagerly for Arisa’s cooking to be ready.

“I can’t wait to try Arisa-san’s cooking. With how much my brother praises it, I’ve got high expectations,” Ayumi said, visibly excited.

In contrast, Ayu wore a somewhat complicated expression.

“I’m looking forward to Arisa-chan’s cooking too. …But you know, I kind of wanted to do that thing you see in dramas—where the mother-in-law teaches her son’s bride the family’s cooking. I’ve got mixed feelings.”

At that, Yuzuru and Ayumi immediately chimed in together.

“Mum’s cooking is basically Ajinomoto  Popular Japanese brand of MSG (monosodium glutamate), an umami flavour ehnancer, isn’t it?”

“There’s nothing to teach. Easy to recreate.”

“You two really have some nerve, saying that when you’ve never properly cooked in your lives.”

It was true that neither Yuzuru nor Ayumi could cook, so they couldn’t argue that point.

Still, it stung to leave it at that, so Yuzuru shifted the topic slightly.

“Speaking of which, Mum, shouldn’t you be helping Arisa?”

“I offered, you know? But she said, ‘I couldn’t possibly trouble Okaa-sama.’ Such a good girl.”

“Wasn’t that just her politely saying you’re not needed?”

“Be quiet.”

As Yuzuru, Ayumi, and Ayu bickered, Kazuya cut in with a reprimand.

“You lot… could you not have such unsightly arguments?”

It seemed he didn’t want Arisa to witness the Takasegawa family’s less-than-graceful squabbles.

Though it was about maintaining appearances…

Yuzuru also didn’t particularly want Arisa to see him arguing with his mother, so he let it drop.

Meanwhile, Ayumi and Ayu continued their battle…

“Dinner’s ready.”

At those words, Arisa appeared carrying the dishes, and the argument came to an end.

At the very least, they helped set the table.

“Still… you really went all out.”

“Yes. I put in a bit of serious effort.”

When Yuzuru praised her, Arisa replied in her usual cool tone.

Meanwhile, Kazuya, Ayu, and Ayumi were all surprised at how lavish the meal was.

“This is… truly, I must apologise, Arisa-san.”

“…Yes, I concede. It was presumptuous of me to think I could teach you.”

“Wow… this is amazing.”

Kazuya and Ayu apologised, while Ayumi’s eyes sparkled.

As for the meal that drew such reactions—

Steamed white rice.

Miso soup with horse mackerel dumplings.

Japanese-style hamburger steak.

Horse mackerel namerou and sashimi.

Simmered aubergine.

Chilled tofu.

And a strangely sticky, mysterious dish.

“Arisa, is this that Yamagata ‘dashi’?”  Dashi here refers to a regional cold vegetable relish, not soup stock

Pointing at the sticky dish, Yuzuru asked.

It appeared to be finely chopped okra, cucumber, shiso, myoga, and aubergine mixed with mentsuyu.

“That’s right. I made it to go over chilled tofu, but it’s also delicious on rice.”

At her explanation, Yuzuru said “Thank you for the food” and immediately tried the dashi.

He spooned it over the chilled tofu and took a bite.

“Well? How is it?”

“It’s good. It feels refreshing, and in this season, something cold and slightly sticky like this really makes it easy to keep eating.”

It seemed simple enough that he could make it himself, so he made a mental note to ask for the recipe later.

Even after September, when summer break ended, the heat would linger.

With this, he felt he could get through the late-summer days.

“This horse mackerel namerou is excellent… makes me want some sake.”

“The hamburger steak is delicious—so tender.”

“The miso soup is wonderful… the fish flavour really comes through, with no smell at all.”

“The simmered aubergine is great too. Arisa’s simmered dishes are always so good.”

Kazuya, Ayumi, Ayu, and Yuzuru all praised Arisa’s cooking in turn.

At that, her cheeks flushed, and lowering her gaze, she spoke softly.

“Th-thank you very much… There’s more if you’d like seconds.”

Seeing her like that, Ayumi and Ayu exchanged glances—

and smiled wryly.

“I think I see why my brother’s completely smitten.”

“Arisa-chan really is adorable. I’d love to have her as my daughter… oh, wait, I suppose she will be.”

(What are they even saying?)

Yuzuru thought to himself as he sipped the dumpling miso soup.

…Though he did feel a little embarrassed, he kept that to himself.


      
        Interlude 1 - Grown-Up Circumstances

        A few days after the summer festival, somewhere in Tokyo.

Two men sat side by side at the counter of a certain bar.

One was a mild-mannered-looking man with blue eyes and black hair.

Takasegawa Kazuya.

Yuzuru’s father, and the current head of the Takasegawa family.

The other was a stern-looking man with amber eyes and black hair.

Tachibana Toranosuke.

Ayaka’s uncle, and the current head of the Tachibana family (though he insists on calling himself the “acting” head).

In front of them sat empty glasses.

It looked like they’d already had quite a bit to drink.

“Speaking of which, I heard something on the grapevine, Kazuya.”

Toranosuke called him by name in a familiar tone.

Just as Yuzuru and Ayaka were close, the two of them also shared that kind of relationship.

At least in private, they were on first-name terms.

“Hm, a rumour? And… is it a good one, I wonder? A result of my usual good conduct, perhaps?”

“It might well be the result of your usual conduct. Though… what I heard was a bad rumour.”

The bartender silently placed fresh cocktails on the counter.

Toranosuke and Kazuya picked up their glasses and took a sip.

“They say Takasegawa bought a woman with money.”

“…Heh.”

Kazuya neither confirmed nor denied it.

But his eyes narrowed slightly.

Toranosuke, for his part, spoke with a tone of disdain—yet his eyes were smiling as he rebuked him.

“If you want help, hand over your daughter, is it? As dirty as ever. You Takasegawa lot.”

“You do have a way of making things sound ugly. …You’ve got the order backwards. I provided a loan to support the family of my son’s beloved. Don’t get that twisted.”

Kazuya idly swirled the cocktail in his glass.

“And whether this marriage works out or not… I intend to continue doing business with Amagi Naoki.”

“Oh?”

“He has something our family lacks. …I’d rather not become an outdated clan.”

The Takasegawa—

Or rather, the Japanese business world as a whole—

lagged behind overseas when it came to the IT industry.

Amagi Naoki possessed the ability to bring that to Takasegawa.

At least, that was Kazuya’s judgement.

That was precisely why he’d invested such an enormous amount of capital.

“Perhaps it’s just because I’m his father, but Yuzuru’s at least passable as a man. He won’t have trouble finding a wife. There’s no reason to pay money. You understand, don’t you?”

What mattered was business—and money.

The support for Amagi Naoki was based on the expectation of significant future returns for the Takasegawa family.

It was, by no means, a “purchase price” for Arisa.

The Takasegawa family was not one that dabbled in human trafficking.

Kazuya made his case as he drank.

“Which is exactly why, isn’t it?”

“…What are you getting at, Toranosuke?”

“You didn’t want to let a money tree slip away, so you demanded a hostage, didn’t you?”

“You really do have a nasty way of putting things.”

Kazuya picked up a piece of chocolate served as a snack.

“What I asked for was a ‘proof of trust’. And it’s also a ‘proof of trust’ from my side. It was mutually agreed upon. Amagi Naoki was also favourable towards forming a blood tie with us. It benefits both sides.”

With such a massive loan, if the other party ran off, it would be a catastrophic loss.

And for Amagi as well, being stripped of his technology and knowledge by Takasegawa and then discarded was something he wanted to avoid.

That was why both Amagi and Takasegawa offered up their precious children.

In other words, the primary goal wasn’t economic benefit—support and funding for Amagi—

but political benefit: a declaration that Amagi Naoki had come under Takasegawa’s umbrella.

That was how Kazuya explained it to Toranosuke, but—

“A sophism. Think about the balance of power. You people are as slick-tongued as ever.”

“Honestly… even after I’ve explained it this thoroughly, you still don’t understand? Perhaps a money-grubber like Tachibana can’t appreciate this warm, human exchange between our families.”

In truth, for Amagi Naoki, the engagement between Yuzuru and Arisa was likely a very welcome development.

After all, it was proof of how highly Takasegawa regarded Amagi.

That said… the disparity in power between the two families was obvious.

Even if both parties agreed, there would always be those—like Toranosuke, though he was merely teasing and didn’t truly mean it—who would interpret it as Takasegawa using money and power to coerce.

But such people could say what they liked.

The Takasegawa family had plenty of enemies to begin with.

It was impossible to be on good terms with everyone in the world.

That was something you simply had to accept.

“Still, there’s something that bothers me.”

“Oh? What part raises doubts?”

“Why did you choose the daughter who isn’t blood-related? Amagi has another daughter, doesn’t he? And a son, too.”

Amagi Naoki had, besides Yukishiro Arisa, a biological daughter and son.

Whether as a hostage or as a “proof of trust”…

A blood-related child would serve that purpose far better than one who wasn’t.

“This stays between us, but…”

“Go on.”

“At first, the plan was to go with Amagi’s… biological daughter.”

If asked which they’d prefer—the blood-related daughter or the non-blood-related one—Takasegawa would obviously choose the former.

And for Amagi as well, offering the non-blood-related daughter would be… rather disrespectful towards Takasegawa.

So it was only natural that the biological daughter would be chosen.

“However, she was still in her final year of primary school. …Yuzuru absolutely refused.”

“Well, that’s fair.”

“Right? So we thought we’d wait a bit longer. …We planned to ease him into the idea—dropping hints about a marriage proposal—and then have them meet at the proper time.”

Specifically, about four years later.

The original plan was for them to meet when Amagi’s daughter turned fifteen and Yuzuru nineteen.

“I see. Then… what made you rush it? Don’t tell me it was the Tachibana trade with the continent?”

“Well, that did factor in somewhat. But the biggest reason was something else.”

“…And that is?”

Kazuya didn’t answer immediately.

Instead, he slowly savoured his cocktail.

Then, with a faint flush from the alcohol on his cheeks, he said:

“My son’s love.”

“…What?”

What on earth is he talking about?

Toranosuke tilted his head.

Kazuya explained.

“You see, I already knew Yuzuru and Arisa… that is, Amagi’s non-blood-related daughter, were in the same class.”

“I see… and?”

“When I started hinting at a marriage proposal to Yuzuru… he suddenly said, ‘I’m not getting engaged unless she’s a blonde, blue-eyed beauty!’”

“…”

Yukishiro Arisa wasn’t literally blonde and blue-eyed.

But her hair was close to blonde, and her eyes close to blue.

And above all, she was beautiful.

And Yuzuru, who sat in the same class as her, had suddenly declared he wanted “a blonde, blue-eyed girl”.

Which meant—

“It makes sense he resisted the proposal. My son already had someone he liked.”

At that point, it was practically the same as naming Arisa outright.

Yuzuru was essentially saying, “If it’s not Yukishiro Arisa, I’m not getting married.”

“I see… so it fell into your lap, did it?”

“Well, something like that. I’d like to support my son’s love, after all.”

The engagement between Takasegawa and Amagi was meant to strengthen ties—

and conversely, it was nothing more or less than that.

So there was no absolute need to insist on a direct blood relation.

That said, it would be problematic for Takasegawa if she didn’t formally become part of the Amagi family through adoption before the marriage.

But that could wait until after an official engagement.

For now, it was still provisional.

There was no need to rush.

“By the way, what does Amagi Naoki think of all this? From his perspective… wouldn’t his biological daughter be more convenient?”

If you’re strengthening ties, it’s only natural to want to marry off your real daughter.

The Takasegawa family was one of the country’s most prestigious.

Between a blood-related daughter and one who wasn’t—

most would dote on the former, and want to secure a better match for her.

“He seemed pleased. Said that if it’s the Takasegawa family, he can rest easy.”

“Hm… the old ‘I don’t want to marry off my real daughter because she’s too dear to me’ line?”

“Who knows…”

Kazuya shrugged.

He wasn’t about to pry into Amagi’s family circumstances.

Nor did he care.

To Kazuya, Arisa’s standing within her household wasn’t particularly important.

The only thing that interested him was Amagi’s next head—

but even that wouldn’t change the bigger picture.

If the successor proved capable, they would simply continue the relationship.

If incompetent, they could take everything using the established blood ties.

After all, a child born to Takasegawa Yuzuru and Amagi—Arisa would have the right to inherit Amagi’s assets.

Calm, ruthless, and cold-blooded.

That was how the world viewed Takasegawa Kazuya—or rather, the Takasegawa family as a whole.

“And what about the two themselves? Amagi’s daughter… Yukishiro Arisa, was it? If she hates your son, then there’s no point.”

“True enough. I’d like to welcome a woman who loves my son into the family.”

Kazuya did not deny arranged marriages.

If anything, he actively endorsed them.

But he had no desire to force one.

Internal strife within the family would cause serious damage.

He had no interest in planting the seeds of conflict.

If Yukishiro Arisa truly despised Yuzuru…

then they would have no choice but to abandon the idea.

However—

“From what I can see, the two of them care for each other. I do hope they marry… and show me some adorable grandchildren.”

“So you’ve taken a liking to her as well.”

“Of course. Good personality, good looks. Not unintelligent. A fine cook. She knows how to support Yuzuru. As a bride for Takasegawa, she’s ideal.”

Kazuya said this in high spirits.

Perhaps due to the alcohol, his tongue began to loosen a little.

“She seems like the kind who’d bear and raise healthy children.”

“Don’t say that to her face. Unless you want your daughter-in-law to hate you.”

“I know, I know. But grandchildren are better when they’re cute, aren’t they? Grandchildren, huh… We’ll be grandfathers soon enough…”

“Grandchildren, hm. Means nothing to me—I don’t even have children.”

Toranosuke snorted.

He wasn’t married, and had no children.

That said… his late brother’s daughter, Ayaka, ensured the Tachibana bloodline wouldn’t die out.

“You’ve got a lovely niece, don’t you? …Speaking of which, how’s it going? Ayaka-san, the Uenishi daughter, and Soichiro-kun…”

“Don’t ask.”

“From the look of you, that mess still isn’t sorted out.”

In contrast to Toranosuke’s exhausted expression, Kazuya was in high spirits.

With things seemingly going well between Yuzuru and Arisa, he likely felt a weight had been lifted off his shoulders.

“This matter doesn’t leave Takasegawa uninvolved either. If your son had obediently gotten engaged to Uenishi, things would’ve been much simpler.”

“I told you earlier—nothing can be forced. As for repairing relations with Uenishi, I’m pinning my hopes on Yuzuru’s child.”

“Hmph. Selfish.”

“You’re the selfish one. If you’d had a son or daughter, you could’ve married off Ayaka-san—to Satake, to us, or anyone else. Though it’s a bit late now.”

“Ayaka is the heir to Tachibana.”

“Stubborn as ever…”

“Say what you like.”

Until late that night,

the two of them continued drinking.


      
        Chapter 7 - “Fiancée” and an Involountary Reaction

        Summer break came to an end, and school started again.

For Yuzuru, it meant the return of days where he could eat Arisa’s cooking every week—alongside the slightly gloomy reality of being stuck at school for long hours once more.

On the Saturday after the break.

For the first time in about a month, Arisa came over to Yuzuru’s flat to play games.

Today’s pick was that famously popular racing game series featuring a certain plumber and his cheerful companions.

The two sat side by side in front of the television, steering their characters with their controllers.

Yuzuru was fairly good at this kind of game, having often played it with Soichiro and the others.

He’d even felt confident he could beat Arisa, despite her oddly natural gaming talent…

“Mm… ngh…”

He couldn’t concentrate.

Sitting right beside him, Arisa kept drawing his attention.

Every time she took a corner, she let out a little sound—and leaned her body in that direction.

If she leaned away from him, it was fine.

But when she tilted towards him, it was a problem.

They were already sitting close together, so whenever she leaned in, her slender shoulder nearly brushed against him.

Her beautiful flaxen hair swayed softly with the movement.

And to top it all off—her voice.

She was probably just trying to focus, but there was something strangely sultry about it, making him all too aware of her.

“It’s my win again, Yuzuru-san.”

“Yeah… looks like it.”

“Is something wrong?”

“No, my eyes are just a bit tired.”

He set the controller down, stretched out, and lay back on the floor.

Then he glanced at the clock.

They had been playing for quite a while, so it was true he was tired.

Though… more than eye strain, it was the mental exhaustion from being overly conscious of Arisa.

“Are you alright, Yuzuru-san?”

She didn’t seem aware of any of that.

With a worried expression, she leaned over to peer at his face.

Her beautiful eyes and soft, alluring lips suddenly filled his vision, and his heart jolted.

“I’m fine… I’ll feel better after a short rest.”

As he said that, he covered his eyes with both hands.

It looked like he was shielding tired eyes—

but really, he was blocking her face from his view.

Seeing that beauty up close was a bit too much stimulation.

Yet Arisa, seemingly oblivious, began threading her fingers through his hair.

He could feel the softness of her touch through his hair and scalp.

His heart started pounding even harder, but he couldn’t bring himself to stop her when she looked like she was enjoying it.

He let her do as she pleased for a while…

until her hands moved to his cheeks.

She cupped them gently in her warm palms.

That, however, was a bit too much for him to endure, and Yuzuru decided to stop things from going any further.

“Arisa, can I sit up now?”

“Ah… I’m sorry. I got carried away.”

Yuzuru slowly sat up,

then turned to look at her.

It seemed she had only just realised how bold she’d been.

Her face flushed crimson, and she averted her gaze awkwardly—

only to sneak glances back at him.

(…Cute.)

Yuzuru swallowed.

An aggressive impulse surged through him—wanting to push her down, pin her, overwhelm her with his desires…

“…Phew.”

He let out a deep breath, expelling that urge, and turned his back to her.

Then he pictured the four dogs he kept at home, calming himself down.

(Alright.)

He turned back to face her again.

Arisa looked utterly frightened, her expression filled with worry as she spoke in a trembling voice.

“Um… did that make you… uncomfortable?”

She looked up at him, gauging his mood.

Yuzuru once again pictured his four dogs.

Woof woof.

“No, it’s not that. If anything… it’s the opposite.”

“…The opposite?”

She tilted her head, looking puzzled.

Then her gaze dropped to his lower abdomen—

and her face instantly turned as red as a tomato.

Flustered, she spun around and cried out—

“W-What are you thinking?!”

“No… I mean, you’re the one who made me think about it, or rather… it’s just a bodily reaction… Though of course, I do feel bad about it.”

His instincts had reacted independently of his reason—there wasn’t much he could do.

Besides, it had already started to settle down.

“But let me make one thing clear—I have no intention of hurting you. …That said, impulses do exist, and I am human—well, a man—so I’d appreciate it if you could be a bit mindful… try not to be too defenceless around me. Of course, I’m the one who should be most careful, and it might not be fair to ask that of you.”

After he said that, Arisa slowly turned back to face him.

Her pearl-like skin was still faintly flushed.

“…How far is alright?”

“Patting my head is fine… but I’d like a bit of warning first. So I can prepare myself.”

“I’ll be careful.”

She nodded solemnly.

Unlike before, she now kept a considerable distance between them.

Having her suddenly pull away like that stung a little.

Still, she was probably just startled—not that she disliked him…

or so he wanted to believe.

It seemed Arisa noticed his slight dejection.

She abruptly changed the subject.

“About next week…”

“Yes?”

“This time, may I… be the one to invite you somewhere?”

An invitation.

In other words, she was asking him on a date.

Up until now, Yuzuru had always been the one making suggestions—amusement parks, the pool, the summer festival.

So it was only natural that she would take the initiative this time.

“Sure. …Do you already have somewhere in mind?”

When he asked, Arisa nodded.

“I’d like to go to the cinema. …I’ve never been before.”

And so, their cinema date was decided.


      
        Chapter 8 - “Fiancée” and the Cinema

        Yuzuru threw on his usual shirt and jacket, styled his hair with wax, and headed to the station where they were meeting.

Arisa was already there.

It was still fairly hot today, the lingering heat of late summer hanging in the air. Perhaps because of that, Arisa was dressed in something a little cooler.

She wore a sheer blouse with a light outer layer over it, paired with a long skirt. The skin visible at her décolletage was dazzlingly white and beautiful. Stylish earrings adorned her ears. She had a light touch of makeup on, and her naturally soft, full lips were made even glossier with lip colour, giving them a faintly sensual look.

Every time he saw her, she seemed more beautiful than before. Was that just his imagination? Yuzuru tilted his head inwardly.

“Have I kept you waiting?”

“No, I’ve only just arrived myself.”

After exchanging that well-worn line, Yuzuru did his best to keep his gaze away from her rather eye-catching chest area as he commented on her outfit.

“You look more… feminine than usual today. Or, well—more feminine, I guess.”

He wasn’t entirely sure what he meant himself, but he tried to compliment her anyway.

In truth, it suited her incredibly well. More than usual, he could feel her as a “woman.”

There was a certain allure to her, yet it didn’t come across as vulgar.

Of course, saying that outright would be far too embarrassing, so he left it vague.

“Thank you. Yuzuru-san, you look… handsome too.”

“I appreciate that.”

That said, unlike Arisa, Yuzuru’s outfit wasn’t all that different from his usual.

He then asked her—

“So, what film are we seeing?”

“This one.”

Arisa held out her smartphone for him to see.

Yuzuru’s eyes widened.

“…Wait, this is a horror film.”

It was one that had recently gained a reputation for being genuinely frightening.

“Are you not good with horror?”

“No, I’m fine with it… but are you sure you are? You said before you don’t like the dark. I just assumed you were the easily-scared type.”

Arisa shook her head from side to side.

“Well… I am a bit scared of that sort of thing. I might not be able to sleep tonight.”

“…Then why?”

Yuzuru couldn’t understand at all why she would choose a horror film despite that.

But Arisa answered as if it were obvious.

“Don’t people watch horror because they want to be scared?”

“Well… I mean, when you put it like that, I suppose… maybe?”

Horror films have value precisely because they’re frightening. Of course, some B-grade ones are practically comedies, but generally speaking, people go to see horror to be scared.

Anyone going in like, “Horror isn’t scary at all!” probably isn’t really enjoying it for what it is.

“Besides, I heard it’s good… the girls in my class were talking about it. I am scared, but I’m also very curious.”

“I thought you weren’t the type to follow trends.”

It slipped out before he could stop himself—she seemed unusually like a “normal high school girl.”

Arisa gave a small laugh.

“It’s not that I don’t follow them—I can’t. Family circumstances.”

“…”
“Oh—just a self-deprecating joke.”

Seeing the odd look on Yuzuru’s face, she hurriedly corrected herself.

The fact she could make jokes like that now… was that a good influence?

Yuzuru wasn’t entirely sure.

“Well, whether that’s thanks to me or not… looks like you get to follow a trend this time.”

“Yes. Shall we go, then?”

The two of them headed towards a nearby cinema.



“Um… actually, this is my first time at a cinema. Do we need to make a reservation or anything?”

“If it’s a popular film right after release, yeah—but this one’s been out a while. There should be plenty of seats.”

As he spoke, Yuzuru walked over to the ticket machines in the lobby.

Since both he and Arisa were high school students, they qualified for student discounts.

However—

“I see…”

“What is it?”

“…Looks like today’s one of those days where it’s cheaper if you come as a couple.”

At that, Arisa’s cheeks flushed a faint rose.

When she reacted like that, it only made things more awkward for him too. Honestly, he wished she wouldn’t.

“Is that… the better deal?”

“Seems like it.”

“…Then let’s go with that. It’s more economical.”

Yuzuru wasn’t particularly short on money, but saving where you can is just sensible.

They bought a couple’s ticket together.

After that, he pointed towards the concession stand.

“Let’s grab some drinks. Want popcorn too? It’s not even noon yet, though.”

At his question, Arisa gave a small nod.

“I want to try that typical thing—eating popcorn at the cinema. …But I might not have room for lunch afterwards, so shall we share?”

“Yeah, that’s probably best.”

Popcorn could be surprisingly filling if you weren’t careful. Her suggestion was perfect.

“They have three flavours—salt, butter, and caramel. What would you like?”

When the staff member asked, Yuzuru left the decision to Arisa.

“Then… caramel, please.”

He’d had a feeling she’d pick caramel—and sure enough, she did.

It was oddly endearing, and he found himself smiling.

“…What are you smiling about?”

“Nothing.”

He brushed it off, and the two of them entered the theatre.

After taking their seats and waiting a while, the usual pre-show warning video began to play.

“Ugh…”

“What’s wrong, Arisa?”

Noticing her small murmur, Yuzuru leaned over and asked quietly.

“I don’t like that… something about it.”

She frowned at the screen.

The video playing was the well-known anti-piracy clip, Eiga Dorobou.  Literally “film thief,” a Japanese anti-piracy campaign video shown in cinemas. Similar to the “You wouldn’t steal a car” campaign in the West, but with a more unsettling tone. It’s also become quite a meme, just like its Western counterpart.

“…Yeah, it’s not exactly pleasant to watch.”

To be honest, Yuzuru didn’t like it much either.

Then again, it probably worked because it unsettled people.

“Hopefully this film is scarier than that film thief.”

“…I won’t be able to sleep.”

Arisa said that with a pale face.

She was already trembling.

(You’re the one who picked a horror film, you know…)

Yuzuru thought to himself as he popped some popcorn into his mouth.


      
        Chapter 9 - “Fiancée” and a Horror Film

        The film was based on the so-called “Seven Mysteries of the School”.  Common Japanese urban legends featuring seven unsettling, supernatural events typically occurring at night, such as moving statues, haunted portraits, or bathroom ghosts. Often used in horror films, anime, manga, and games.

Yuzuru had heard it was popular among students, probably because the setting—a school—felt so familiar.

Just as the rumours said, it was frightening. Yuzuru didn’t scream, but it was enough to make his body jolt in surprise.

Every time a ghost or spirit attacked someone, his heart thumped loudly.

That said…

“Eek!”

“Ahh!”

“Kyaa!!”

The one who kept letting out those cute little shrieks—and clinging to Yuzuru’s arm each time—was Arisa, and that made his heart race far more than the film did.

True to her claim that she couldn’t handle scary things, by the latter half Arisa had her eyes shut tight, trembling, her hand gripping Yuzuru’s the whole time.

She probably hadn’t even watched the last fifteen minutes.

When the film ended, Yuzuru called out to her.

“Arisa.”

“Wah! Y-Yuzuru-san, is that you?”

“Who else would it be? …You alright?”

“I-I-I’m fine.”

She didn’t look fine in the slightest. Taking her with him, Yuzuru decided to leave the theatre early.

She must have been seriously scared—even after the lights came on, she was pressed tightly against his arm.

“I-I can’t… I won’t be able to go to the toilet at school from tomorrow…”

Arisa said this with a pale face, her eyes slightly teary.

“If you’re that bad with scary stuff, you should’ve just skipped it… You’d better stop watching horror from now on.”

At that, Arisa shook her head side to side.

“It was scary, but… it was interesting. …I’m bad with scary things, but I don’t hate horror.”

“…”

Is this girl an idiot?

Yuzuru found himself seriously thinking that.

Then again, wanting to watch something scary precisely because it’s scary… wasn’t exactly wrong either.

“By the way, Arisa… mind if I go shoot a pheasant?”  A Japanese euphemism used by guys for going to the bathroom.

“N-No! Don’t leave me alone right now!”

With that, Arisa grabbed his arm tightly and pulled it against herself.

Being told that with teary eyes made it very hard to pull away, but…

“N-No, I mean… I’m kind of at my limit here.”

“C-Can’t you hold it?”

“Hold it… until when?”

“Th-That’s… forever.”

Even Arisa seemed to realise she was asking the impossible, saying it while averting her gaze.

Still, she showed no sign of letting go of his arm.

Left with no choice, Yuzuru decided to throw her a slightly mean question.

“And what about you? …I think you drank as much juice as I did.”

“Eh? Th-that’s…”

The moment he pointed it out, Arisa’s legs began visibly trembling.

It seemed the fear had distracted her from noticing until now.

“…How about we accompany each other until the very last second?”

“I’d like you to consider basic decency.”

“R-Right, of course… That’s true… For now, let’s head to the toilets. I’ll steel myself on the way.”

With that, Yuzuru headed towards the toilets together with her.

Of course, Arisa couldn’t enter the men’s, and Yuzuru couldn’t enter the women’s.

So…

“We’ll split up here, alright?”

“Please make it quick.”

“…I’ll do my best.”

What exactly are you planning to do?

He chose not to ask.

After all, the horror film they’d just watched had featured a ghost in a toilet.

Given how she was acting, there was no way she had the courage to go in alone yet.

For Arisa’s sake, Yuzuru rushed into the men’s room, intending to finish as quickly as possible.

And then…

“…Huh? Wait—are you, by any chance, Hijiri?”

He spotted a familiar-looking guy washing his hands.

When he called out experimentally, the guy widened his eyes in surprise.

“Then you must be Yuzuru… What a coincidence.”

“That’s my line… You’re not Hijiri’s doppelganger or anything, right?”

“You watched that film too?”

“So you saw it as well, huh?”

It seemed both Yuzuru and Hijiri had watched the same film.

They must have entered and left at different times, which is why they hadn’t run into each other inside.

“You watching a horror film… were you with someone?”

Hijiri asked.

Yuzuru hesitated for a moment over how to answer.

But Arisa was waiting outside, fighting her own battle in front of the toilets—it would be obvious soon enough that they’d come together.

There was no point trying to hide it.

So he was about to honestly say he came with Arisa, when…

(Wait a second.)

A sudden idea struck Yuzuru.

“Hey, Hijiri. What about you… did you come with someone?”

“Hey, don’t answer a question with a question.”

Hijiri looked slightly flustered.

That was answer enough.

“A girl?”

“What’s it to you?”

“Nagiri Tenka, right? You were with her before.”

“Yeah… so what about it?”

Hijiri asked, sounding annoyed.

In response, Yuzuru bowed his head.

“Sorry—there’s just one thing I want to ask.”

“Where’d that come from all of a sudden?”

Hijiri looked bewildered at Yuzuru’s sudden seriousness.

It wasn’t unusual for Yuzuru to ask him for things, but this was the first time he’d done so with such intensity.

“Your companion… whether it’s Nagiri-san or anyone, as long as it’s a girl—”

“O-Okay! I’ll be honest, it is Nagiri—so what do you need?”

Yuzuru grabbed Hijiri by the shoulders.

Then, with desperate urgency, he pleaded:

“Please… save my companion—Arisa!!”

After that, when Tenka joined them, she looked extremely confused…

…but she kindly accompanied Arisa to the toilet.

After Arisa safely overcame her crisis, Hijiri and Tenka heard the full story—namely, that she’d become too scared to go to the toilet alone—and…

They burst out laughing, clutching their stomachs.

Incidentally, Yuzuru got absolutely chewed out by Arisa afterwards.


      
        Chapter 10 - The Occupations of a Classmate’s Parents

        After that—

Since it was around lunchtime, Yuzuru and the others decided to eat together at a nearby café.

“Pfft!!”

After ordering their food, Tenka caught sight of Arisa’s face and let out a small snort.

Then she turned away, shoulders shaking, unable to hold back her laughter.

“Nagiri-san, could you stop laughing already? …My leg really hurts.”

Thud, thud, thud.

Arisa kept kicking Yuzuru’s leg so persistently it practically came with sound effects.

Her cheeks were puffed in irritation.

I’m angry, you know, her expression declared.

Since she couldn’t take it out on Tenka—whom she wasn’t that close to—all that frustration was being directed squarely at Yuzuru.

“Look, Arisa. I admit I was in the wrong, but if I hadn’t asked Nagiri-san, you wouldn’t have been able to go pick flowers, right?”  A Japanese euphemism used by girls for going to the bathroom.

“…I could have.”

“Then why don’t you try going again now?”

“…”

Arisa averted her gaze awkwardly.

It seemed the fear hadn’t fully left her—she still couldn’t go to the toilet alone.

Watching the exchange between Yuzuru and Arisa, Tenka burst out laughing again.

Apparently, it had really hit her funny bone.

(…A devil of a woman, huh.)

Yuzuru felt like he was beginning to understand why Hijiri had described her that way.

To put it mildly, her personality wasn’t exactly great.

…Though, thinking about it, Hijiri wasn’t exactly a saint either, so in a way, they suited each other.

“You two seem awfully close, Yuzuru.”

Right on cue.

With a sly grin, Hijiri threw the question at him.

There was no way the excuse we just happened to run into each other at the cinema would hold up now.

“You look just like a couple.”

Tenka narrowed her eyes as she said it.

The refined, gentle air she’d had before had vanished somewhere along the way; now she wore a faintly wicked smile.

“We’re not a couple.”

“That’s right.”

Yuzuru and Arisa both denied it flatly.

Though neither Hijiri nor Tenka looked particularly convinced.

Their matching expressions practically said, Oh yeah, sure, keep telling yourselves that.

…They really were a similar kind of couple.

“So you two also go to the cinema together, huh?”

Yuzuru turned the question back on Hijiri and Tenka.

In response… it seemed both of them had decided there was no point hiding it anymore.

They shrugged.

“You know Ryouzenji and Nagiri are in a business partnership right now, don’t you?”

“‘Business’ is quite the flattering way to put it.”

“Business is business.”

Hijiri replied bluntly, as if doubling down.

Sensing something a little ominous, Arisa cautiously asked them:

“Ryouzenji-san and Nagiri-san… what do your parents do?”

The two answered with straight faces.

“We’re in personnel dispatch.”

“Counselling, I suppose.”

“Oh, really?”

Kind-hearted Arisa accepted that at face value—

so Yuzuru supplied the truth.

“In other words, yakuza and a cult.”

“Eh…”

Arisa’s face stiffened.

Then she muttered quietly—

“…So that’s why my adoptive father warned me. I see.”

But it seemed both Hijiri and Tenka took issue with that description.

Hijiri spoke up first.

“We’re outside the scope of the Anti-Boryokudan Act, so we’re not yakuza to begin with. And for the record, we’ve never done anything illegal. Don’t go around saying misleading stuff. We’re strictly a personnel dispatch business. Make that clear.”

“‘Cult’ is just a label people slap on us. I’d appreciate it if you didn’t. I’ll admit we’re a new religious movement, but we’re a perfectly legitimate and wholesome religious organisation. And while we’re still minor in Kanto, we’ve got a fair number of followers back home in Kansai.”

“Yeah, yeah, got it. My bad.”

Both of them looked dead serious, so Yuzuru raised his hands in surrender.

It was true—Ryouzenji fell outside the legal definition of a designated organised crime group, and Nagiri’s religion hadn’t engaged in any antisocial activities.

“Still, yours is pretty shady, isn’t it? What’s ‘wholesome’ about that? Don’t make me laugh.”

“That’s rich coming from you.”

“Hah? You picking a fight?”

“What? You want one? I’ll take you on.”

Hijiri and Tenka suddenly started bickering.

Yuzuru and Arisa simply sipped their tea and watched.

Just as the two looked ready to grab each other, Yuzuru stepped in to stop them.

“Alright, alright, whatever. Anyway… I’ve heard Ryouzenji is helping Nagiri expand into Kanto. Go on.”

He forcibly steered the conversation back on track.

Hijiri replied curtly.

“Then you already get it. That’s why we know each other.”

“So it’s fair to say you’re dating?”

““That’s not it.””

They answered in perfect unison.

Then, realising they’d spoken at the same time, both frowned in irritation.

“I wanted to see that film. But going to the cinema alone is kind of pathetic, right? And the couple’s discount is cheaper. So I invited Hijiri-kun, thinking it probably wouldn’t work.”

“What do you mean ‘probably’? You were the one goading me, asking if I was scared.”

There seemed to be slight differences in their recollection, but for all intents and purposes, they were just friends of the opposite sex.

Yuzuru and Arisa exchanged a glance and silently agreed to stick with that same story.

“Anyway, we’ve explained ourselves. Your turn, Yuzuru.”

Prompted by Hijiri, Yuzuru answered calmly.

“We’re about the same. Arisa invited me. …Though I wasn’t provoked into it.”

“I didn’t want to watch it alone. So I invited Yuzuru-san. …But we’re strictly just friends.”

Arisa spoke in her usual composed tone.

Tenka seemed satisfied with their explanation.

Hijiri, however, still looked unconvinced.

“You’re really just friends?”

“Do you see any reason to doubt it?”

“Hmm… well, let’s leave it at that.”

It seemed Hijiri had noticed Yuzuru was hiding something—

and, as a friend, chose not to pry.

“Sorry.”

Yuzuru apologised quietly.

Since he’d already told Soichiro, maybe he should tell Hijiri too—but…

If he could get away with glossing it over, he’d rather do that.

Even close friends didn’t usually go to the pool alone together—but a film was perfectly plausible.

If the just friends excuse held, he intended to stick with it.

“…I don’t like being the centre of attention. Could you keep this to yourselves?”

Arisa asked Hijiri and Tenka.

They both nodded.

“We’re not gonna spread it around.”

“I’d appreciate it if you kept quiet about us too.”

Hijiri and Tenka made the same request in return.

Just like that, they became bound by shared secrets.

Relieved that nothing would spread around school, Yuzuru and Arisa quietly let out a sigh of relief.


      
        Chapter 11 - “Fiancée” and Brand Names

        After finishing their meal, Yuzuru and Arisa parted ways with Hijiri and the others.

Seeing them off… Arisa murmured quietly.

“They backed down surprisingly easily.”

“Yeah. Honestly, it helped that they both caught on so quickly.”

At the very least, they had made it clear that Yuzuru and Arisa were not actually a couple.

That said, it seemed the others had realised they weren’t just ordinary friends either—but the fact that they didn’t pry any further was something Yuzuru deeply appreciated.

“But, Yuzuru-san… You told Satake-san, but not Ryozenji-san… is that really okay?”

“You mean my friendships?”

“Yes.”

“Hijiri wouldn’t get upset over something like that. Well… I do feel a bit bad about it.”

Both Hijiri and Soichiro were equal friends to Yuzuru.

If he’d told Soichiro, then by rights he ought to tell Hijiri too…

But you never knew where information might leak from, so if it could be kept quiet, it was safer that way.

With Soichiro, there’d been no room for excuses—what with the whole swimsuit situation at the pool.

And Ayaka, who was incredibly sharp and perceptive, had been there too.

This time, on the other hand, they’d been in a situation where they could gloss things over to some extent.

And besides—

“Hijiri might not look it, but he’s tight-lipped, and we’ve known each other for ages, so I trust him. But I don’t know anything about Nagiri-san as a person.”

It hadn’t just been Hijiri there—Tenka had been present too.

Yuzuru could vouch for Hijiri’s character without hesitation, but he couldn’t say the same about Tenka.

“Nagiri-san didn’t seem like a bad person, though… Her personality isn’t exactly great, but still.”

Apparently, Arisa was still holding a slight grudge over being laughed at earlier.

She drew her beautiful brows together.

Yuzuru gave a wry smile.

“Well… unless we can be sure we can trust both of them, it’s safer to keep things under wraps. By the way, if Hijiri presses me about it later and I can’t dodge the question…”

“You trust Ryozenji-san, don’t you? Then it’ll be fine. I can’t say I trust Ryozenji-san myself, but I do trust you, Yuzuru-san.”

“I appreciate you saying that.”

Of course, part of that trust came from believing in Yuzuru’s judgement of character…

But more than that, she was probably worried about his relationships.

Maybe it was guilt—worrying that protecting her might damage his friendships—but either way, Yuzuru was grateful for Arisa’s consideration.

Anyway, simply parting with a “well, goodbye” felt a bit too dry, so the two of them decided to wander around a nearby shopping mall.

“Yuzuru-san, is there anything you want to look at or buy? I’m thinking of getting some autumn clothes… maybe a coat, if I have the budget.”

“Hmm… I was thinking of buying some accessories.”

When Yuzuru said that, Arisa blinked in mild surprise.

It wasn’t that he didn’t care about his appearance, but he didn’t seem like someone particularly into fashion—so it caught her off guard.

Feeling slightly self-conscious himself, Yuzuru tried to brush it off.

“Well, you’re stylish, right? If I’m going to be walking next to you, I should probably raise my level a bit. Wouldn’t want to embarrass you.”

“That’s a very good attitude.”

Perhaps pleased by his answer, Arisa replied in a cheerful tone.

It was half-joking, but her slightly haughty manner made Yuzuru chuckle.

“Who do you think you are?”

“Your fiancée, perhaps?”

“Ah, right. That was the setup. Arisa-sama.”

Since Yuzuru already had a rough idea of what he wanted, they decided to take care of his shopping first and headed towards the section selling watches and jewellery.

That said, “jewellery” covered a wide range.

What Yuzuru was after was something inexpensive—something a high schooler could wear without it seeming out of place.

“What kind of thing are you looking for?”

“Let’s see… I’ve already got a watch, so maybe something for my neck. Price-wise… under ten thousand yen should be fine.”

At that, Arisa pointed to a corner of the shop.

“How about that? I think it looks cool.”

“Yeah, I like how simple it is.”

What she’d found was a simple necklace made of black spinel—a dark gemstone.

It cost around three thousand yen.

Affordable enough, and not out of place for a high schooler.

After getting permission from the shop assistant, Yuzuru picked it up, held it against his neck, and showed Arisa.

“What do you think?”

“It suits you very well… You look a bit more… alluring, somehow.”

Arisa spoke while lowering her jade-coloured eyes, framed by her long lashes.

It didn’t sound like empty flattery.

“Alluring, huh…”

What exactly made a man “alluring”?

Yuzuru wasn’t entirely sure he even had such a thing—but trusting Arisa’s judgement, he decided to buy it.

“Um, Yuzuru-san.”

“What is it, Arisa?”

“…You’re not allowed to wear that necklace unless you’re with me. And not at school either.”

“Huh…? I mean, sure, but why?”

Tilting his head at her odd request, Yuzuru watched as Arisa’s cheeks turned faintly rosy.

“If you get popular with girls, that would be a problem… Even if it’s fake, I’m still your fiancée.”

“You’re exaggerating.”

“I’m not. …Besides, I’m the one who picked it.”

Her expression clearly said, absolutely not allowed.

Her brows were drawn together, her emerald eyes narrowed, and her lips were set in a stubborn pout.

“Alright, I promise.”

Slightly bewildered by this unexpected display of possessiveness, Yuzuru agreed.

Since they were already in the accessories section, they decided to browse some women’s jewellery as well.

“They’re beautiful, aren’t they… gemstones.”

Arisa gazed at a stunning emerald with a dreamy expression.

Though she was a little out of step with most girls in some ways, she seemed to genuinely like jewellery like this.

“They match your eyes.”

Since she’d been looking at the emerald, Yuzuru said it half-jokingly.

Arisa lightly thumped his chest.

“P-please don’t say things like that! It makes us sound like one of those sickeningly lovey-dovey couples!”

Despite her protest, her face was bright red.

Yuzuru scratched his cheek, feeling his own face grow warm.

“Yeah… even I thought that was way too cheesy after I said it.”

“Honestly…”

She tried to sound annoyed, but the corners of her lips softened slightly.

It seemed she didn’t entirely dislike that sort of cheesy line.

“By the way… what kind of designs do you like from these? For future reference.”

“Hmm, let’s see…”

As they walked around the shop, Arisa gave her opinion on each piece—“I like this one,” “This isn’t really my taste,” and so on.

She liked not only cute designs but also fairly extravagant and flashy ones.

And one thing was consistent—

They were expensive.

Of course, good design and high-quality stones naturally drove up the price, so it just meant Arisa had a good eye…

But it was still surprising to Yuzuru that someone who was usually quite frugal when grocery shopping preferred such pricey items.

(Well… she’s probably always had to hold herself back, or hasn’t had the chance to own things like this… so she actually wants them.)

His eyes stung slightly.

“I don’t really know many jeweller names… Are you familiar with them, Arisa?”

“Not especially. I know the basics, though.”

“Like what—what are the famous ones?”

“Tiffany, Cartier, Bulgari, Van Cleef & Arpels, and Harry Winston are known as the five great jewellers.”

“Huh…”

Arisa reeled off the names smoothly.

Out of the five, Yuzuru only recognised Tiffany and Harry Winston.

She went on to list several more brands—far more knowledgeable than he’d expected.

“In Japan, there’s also 4°C… What’s wrong, Yuzuru-san? You’re making a strange face.”

“No, it’s nothing.”

He’d just remembered that Arisa couldn’t even get slightly expensive soap bought for her—rather, she couldn’t bring herself to ask—and nearly felt like crying from how pitiful it was.

But he couldn’t say that aloud.

It would only hurt her pride.

“Shall we go look at clothes now?”

At the very least, Yuzuru’s shopping was done.

Next was Arisa’s turn.

“That sounds good. Let’s go.”

Arisa gave a small nod.


      
        Chapter 12 - “Fiancée” and a Coat

        “This autumn coat is quite stylish.”

Arisa said that, then glanced at the price tag…

…and her expression clouded over.

“Over budget?”

“…Just a little.”

Yuzuru flicked his eyes towards the tag.

According to Arisa, the coat cost more than the clothing allowance she’d received from her adoptive father.

I see. Yeah, it is a bit pricey.

An allowance just slightly below the price of this coat… was that really an appropriate amount for a high school girl’s clothing budget? Yuzuru wasn’t entirely sure.

Men and women probably needed different amounts, after all.

That said…

Considering the benefits the Amagi family would gain from Arisa marrying Yuzuru, calling them stingy wouldn’t be entirely unfair.

Though, looking at it in hindsight, Arisa wouldn’t actually be marrying him, so perhaps it was reasonable.

“How much are you short?”

When he asked, Arisa gave a slightly disappointed look and told him the amount.

After a brief moment of thought, Yuzuru asked—

“Do you like it?”

“…Well, enough.”

But there was hesitation in her expression.

If she didn’t care that much, she’d have given up immediately.

The fact she was wavering meant she liked it quite a bit.

“Want me to cover the difference?”

“Eh? B-But…”

“You like it, don’t you? It seems worth the price. And it might be gone next time you come back. As long as you pay me back properly, I don’t mind.”

They weren’t a real couple, so he couldn’t exactly say I’ll buy it for you…

…but lending her a bit of money was nothing.

He trusted that Arisa would pay him back.

Luckily, he had savings from his part-time job, so he could afford it.

“…I-If you say so, Yuzuru-san… then I’ll try it on first before deciding. Tell me what you think.”

“Sure.”

At his reply, Arisa hesitantly picked up the coat.

After asking a shop assistant for permission, she slipped it on right there.

“…How is it?”

“It suits you. I think it makes you look more mature.”

The coat she’d chosen was a caramel-coloured trench coat.

The design and colour leaned a little mature, but Arisa already had a figure far more developed than most high school girls.

She wore it effortlessly.

“…Then I’m going to buy it, alright? I am buying it, you know!?”

Even as she double-checked, Arisa looked visibly excited as she placed the coat into the basket.

The two of them headed for the checkout.

“Oh—right. Mind if I take the credit card points?”

Until recently, high school students couldn’t get cards, but with the lowered marriage age, that had changed.

Holding his card, Yuzuru asked, and Arisa gave a small nod.

He paid and received a paper bag from the clerk.

Arisa clasped it tightly with both hands.

“That was a good purchase. Thank you very much. I’ll pay you back later.”

“Yeah… no rush. Just pay me back when you can.”

At that, Arisa narrowed her eyes slightly and nodded.

She was in an unusually good mood.

Her eyes, usually as still as a winter lake, seemed to hold a warm light.

If she’d had an ahoge, it would probably be bouncing up and down right now.
 Ahoge — a single strand of hair that sticks up, often used in anime to show emotion.

She looked so adorable that Yuzuru found himself reaching out and patting her head.

Arisa looked startled at first, but soon relaxed, narrowing her eyes and letting him continue.

(This is like petting a dog,) Yuzuru thought.

And then—

There was a strange noise.

Yuzuru looked up towards it…

…and saw someone sprinting away at incredible speed.

Their back disappeared in an instant.

“Is something wrong, Yuzuru-san?”

Before he realised it, he’d frozen with his hand still resting on Arisa’s head.

She looked up at him, puzzled.

“No… someone just ran past.”

“That sounds dangerous.”

“Maybe they were in a hurry.”

In the end, it was just someone running by—nothing to do with them.

Which meant…

he couldn’t exactly resume the head-patting.

“So, what next?”

He’d gotten carried away because her hair felt nice, but…

it wasn’t something to do in public, he reminded himself.

Trying to cover it up, he asked the question instead.

Arisa, meanwhile, looked slightly embarrassed, her cheeks tinged red.

“Let’s see… since neither of us has anything in particular to buy, how about we just wander around and do some window shopping?”

“Yeah, strolling around without a plan sounds fun.”

The shopping mall was fairly large, and there were still areas they hadn’t explored.

So, with that in mind, Yuzuru and Arisa set off again.



Just browsing the shops…

was surprisingly enjoyable.

But after all that wandering, it had become evening.

So they decided to have dinner as well.

They headed into a nearby family restaurant.

“I don’t really come to places like this… What about you, Yuzuru-san?”

“Hmm… I go sometimes with Soichiro and the others. And occasionally with my family.”

At that, Arisa blinked in mild surprise.

Apparently, the family part was what caught her off guard.

“I can’t really picture the Takasegawa family coming somewhere like this.”

“Well, I’m aware we’re a rather odd family that wears traditional clothes year-round. But when we go out, we dress normally—and we do drop into casual places like this.”

Yuzuru’s mother, Ayu, only cooked dinner on weekdays and weekends.

But whenever she felt it was too much trouble, they’d naturally eat out instead.

Those decisions were usually sudden, so chain restaurants that didn’t require reservations were convenient.

As for his younger sister, Ayumi, she’d even say things like, “The family restaurant hamburg steak is better than Mum’s…”

Though, to be fair, that made sense.

If homemade hamburg steak beat the professional kind, the business wouldn’t survive.

“I think I’ll go for the demi-glace hamburg steak.”

He’d already been thinking about hamburg steak, and he hadn’t had a Western-style one in a while.

His order was quick to decide.

Meanwhile, Arisa seemed to be struggling.

“There are so many options… I can’t decide.”

“Take your time.”

After much deliberation, she ordered doria.

Before long, their food arrived, accompanied by a delicious aroma.

Yuzuru cut into his hamburg steak and took a bite.

It was a familiar taste—one he’d had many times before.

That was the reassuring thing about chain restaurants—no matter which location you went to, you’d get something reasonably good.

Of course, exploring independent places had its own charm too.

After eating about half his meal, he glanced at Arisa’s doria.

She seemed to have finished about a quarter.

Their eyes met.

Arisa took out a clean spoon.

She scooped a portion she hadn’t touched and gently blew on it.

Could it be…?

Just as Yuzuru realised, she held the spoon out to him.

“You want to try it, right? Go on.”

“…Then I’ll take you up on that.”

He leaned forward slightly and accepted the spoonful.

The rich flavour of white sauce and cheese spread through his mouth.

“Well?”

“It’s good.”

Still, it was a bit embarrassing.

But rather than saying that, it’d be clearer if she experienced it herself.

Thinking that, Yuzuru stabbed a fresh fork into his hamburg steak and held it out to her.

She looked surprised for a moment, but soon leaned forward and opened her small mouth, taking the bite.

“Mm…”

“What do you think?”

“It’s delicious.”

A faint blush coloured her cheeks.

It seemed she’d found it just as embarrassing.


      
        Chapter 13 - “Fiancée” and Winter

        Since it was already dark, Yuzuru decided to walk Arisa back to her house.

They walked side by side.

It had been hot during the day, but with autumn already setting in, the night air was a little chilly.

Though perhaps it felt colder because of the sharp contrast between day and night—and because they were still dressed in light summer clothes.

“Are you alright, Arisa?”

To Yuzuru, it was only a bit cool, but Arisa looked slightly cold.

When he asked, she wrapped her arms around herself.

“…I’m not very good with the cold.”

“And yet your name is Yukishiro.”

“That’s just because it has ‘snow’ in it.”  The kanji for Arisa’s family name (Yukishiro) are 雪城. 雪 (yuki) means “snow” and 城 (shiro) means “castle”.

She gave a small laugh.

Still, she did look genuinely chilly, so it probably wasn’t just talk.

It might also be that her clothes offered less protection against the cold than his.

Either way, catching a chill wouldn’t be good.

After a moment’s thought, Yuzuru lightly tugged at his jacket and asked—

“Want to borrow this?”

“Eh? …But won’t you be cold, Yuzuru-san?”

“Let me have this one bit of pride.”

At that, Arisa replied, “Then I’ll gratefully accept,” and he took off his jacket and handed it to her.

Careful not to crease it, she slipped her arms into the sleeves.

The jacket completely enveloped her frame.

“It’s warm… Are you sure you’ll be alright?”

“Better than you were just now.”

It felt like his own temperature had shifted from cool to a little cold—

but it wasn’t unbearable.

“Really… thank you.”

Arisa narrowed her eyes softly.

Then she lowered her gaze to her feet.

“I don’t like winter.”

“Because it’s cold?”

“That too. But… when I was shivering, there was never anyone who would lend me their coat.”

Did she mean there was no one to help her?

Or was there something more behind it?

Yuzuru couldn’t tell.

“But this winter… I feel like I might come to like it a little.”

“I see. Then I’ll do my best to make sure you do. …Though we’ve still got more than two months to go.”

It was only mid-September, after all.

Talking about winter now was a bit premature.

“By the way, Yuzuru-san… this might not be an appropriate question, but…”

“Your measurements?”

“That’s not it! …Um, about the coat—you covered the cost for me, didn’t you? So I was wondering how your finances are… whether you’re pushing yourself too much. Your allowance is limited, and if it’s your parents’ money, then I’d feel bad…”

“I see.”

He wanted to tell her not to worry, but Arisa was the type who would worry about this.

He’d never really talked about his finances before, but if they were going to keep seeing each other, it was probably better she knew.

“My parents cover utilities. And clothing too—they said it’d be a problem if I dressed poorly.”

For clothes, he kept the receipts and claimed the cost later.

Though his parents were fairly lax about it, so it was more of a rough estimate than strict accounting.

“What about food?”

“They give me fifteen thousand yen so I don’t starve. Plus five thousand as pocket money.”

“…That’s less than I expected.”

“Well, I can’t really complain when I insisted on living alone.”

Even so, covering both food and leisure with twenty thousand yen was a bit tight.

So—

“I also have my part-time job.”

“Oh, you work part-time?”

“Yeah… come to think of it, I never mentioned it.”

Yuzuru only attended club activities once a week.

Aside from Saturdays, which he kept free for Arisa, he had five days off.

Since he didn’t have any particularly absorbing hobbies, he used that time to work.

“Earning your own money… that’s admirable.”

Arisa said it with genuine respect.

Yuzuru was glad to hear it—but at the same time, it left him feeling slightly conflicted.

“Hmm… no, not really.”

“What is it?”

“That’s not quite right… I think.”

As he hesitated, Arisa tilted her head.

“I’m not working because I have to. I just do it because I have free time. It’s basically a hobby. I could quit anytime.”

After all, even living alone was his own selfish choice.

It was only possible because his family was relatively well-off.

“A student’s main duty is their studies, right? So… unless there’s a real need, or you’re aiming to go pro, things like part-time jobs or club activities should come second. If your parents are around, then you should focus properly on studying.”

“…But you are managing both, aren’t you?”

It was true—his grades weren’t bad.

It wasn’t like he was neglecting school for work.

“But I’m not giving it my all. …Ideally, I should be studying seriously, like you do. Well… that’s just my personal view.”

“May I ask you something?”

“Go on.”

“If you think that… then why don’t you act that way?”

It was a fair question.

If he believed working part-time was admirable, that was one thing—but thinking it wasn’t ideal while still doing it was contradictory.

Of course… there was a reason.

“I’m not a good kid. I’m a bit of a bad one. And just studying all the time would be boring. Besides, even if a student’s duty is studying, I think life’s real purpose is enjoying yourself—having fun.”

There was also another reason.

In Yuzuru’s case, his future was practically decided.

If things went normally, he’d inherit his family’s business—the Takasegawa household.

In other words, he didn’t truly have freedom of career choice.

The only time he was free was while he was a student.

That was why his parents allowed his “hobby” job.

“So you’re not a good kid after all.”

At that, Arisa said so plainly.

Yuzuru gave a wry smile.

“I was hoping you’d deny it.”

“But…”

“But?”

“I like that about you.”

She let out a soft giggle.

Yuzuru’s heart gave a sudden thump.

While they were talking, they arrived near Arisa’s house.

“Shall I walk you all the way to your door?”

Normally, she would have said, This is far enough.

But—

“…Could you come with me today?”

For some reason, she wanted him to walk her all the way.

Of course, it was only about five minutes more on foot—no trouble at all.

So Yuzuru accompanied her to her front door.

“Since I’m here… would it be alright if I greeted your parents?”

“Yes… though I don’t think my adoptive father is home right now.”

Saying that, Arisa rang the intercom.

Then, in a slightly apologetic tone, she spoke to whoever answered.

“It’s Arisa. I’m home… Could you unlock the door?”

After a short while, the door opened rather roughly.

Arisa flinched.

The person who came out was a middle-aged woman with a displeased expression.

Arisa’s adoptive mother—Amagi Emi.

“Honestly, leaving the housework and staying out this late! You’ve been getting quite defiant lately—”

“I’m sorry. I’m the one who kept Arisa-san out so late.”

Yuzuru stepped forward, as if shielding her.

Then he gave a small bow.

And placed a polite social smile on his face.

“Ah… Takasegawa-kun. Thank you for keeping my daughter company.”

Emi looked momentarily taken aback.

Then, with an awkward expression, she addressed him.

(…If she dislikes Arisa that much, why oppose the marriage?)

Emi didn’t seem favourable towards the engagement between Yuzuru and Arisa.

Yet she clearly harboured some dislike towards Arisa herself.

It was apparently Emi who had slapped Arisa at their matchmaking meeting.

But if she disliked Arisa, then whether Arisa married Yuzuru or not shouldn’t matter.

It made no sense.

Not that Yuzuru particularly wanted to understand.

“I had a good time as well. …I’m the one who kept her out late. I’m very sorry. Please don’t scold Arisa-san.”

At that, Emi frowned.

Even so, it seemed she couldn’t continue berating Arisa in front of him.

“Arisa, come inside.”

“Y-Yes.”

Without replying to Yuzuru, Emi ushered Arisa in—

then shut the door rather forcefully.



(I hope Arisa will be alright…)

On his way home, just as worry crept in—

his phone buzzed.

A message from Arisa appeared.


Thank you for standing up for me.




Could I ask you to do that again next time?



Yuzuru let out a quiet sigh of relief.


      
        Interlude 2 - I liked her first...

        It was when I was in Year Two of primary school.

She transferred in.

She was an incredibly cute, beautiful girl.

I fell in love at first sight.

When she ended up sitting next to me, I was overjoyed.

I even thought it might be fate.

She always wore a cool expression, unshaken by anything.

But she wasn’t cold—she was kind to everyone, treating all people equally.

If I forgot my textbook and asked to borrow hers, she’d lend it without the slightest hint of annoyance.

She was that kind of girl.

Because I liked her… I wanted to know more about her.

Once, I went to see her house.

I think it was in the winter of Year Four.

On a whim, I climbed up the tall stone wall and peeked inside.

And that’s when I saw it.

Her mother striking her across the cheek.

She was dragged along and thrown out into the garden.

The sharp slam of the glass door stayed with me.

It was a winter evening, freezing cold, and she stood there in her underwear, shivering.

I rushed over to her in a panic.

I don’t remember what I said to her then…

No—more likely, I couldn’t say anything at all.

She looked at me with cold eyes and said just one thing.

“Please don’t get involved with me.”

That’s what she said.

All I could do was run away.

Later, I heard from her older brother—no, her cousin.

I learned that she was a girl living in very unfortunate circumstances.

It was a world I could never have imagined, coming from an ordinary, average family.

I wanted to protect her.

I wanted to save her.

But I was just a child. I had no power.

I didn’t even know what I could do.

Even so, I kept thinking about how I might help her.

I tried speaking to her, helping her with class duties, doing what little I could.

Each time, she would smile beautifully and say, “Thank you.”

If I could slowly close the distance between us like that…

And when I became an adult…

While I was thinking things like that, I reached Year Six.

I heard from her cousin that she would be enrolling in a fairly prestigious private middle school.

So I asked my parents to let me take the entrance exams.

They thought I’d suddenly become serious about studying, and they supported me wholeheartedly—even enrolling me in cram school.

Somehow, I managed to pass.

I was certain that in middle school, the distance between us would shrink.

I was convinced that school life from then on would be enjoyable.

But…

Strangely, it didn’t turn out that way.

Maybe it was because we’d entered adolescence.

I began to feel a kind of barrier between boys and girls.

Our clubs were separated by gender.

On top of that, we were only in the same class once during middle school.

In Year Three of middle school,

I heard she’d be going on to a private high school.

It was about forty or fifty minutes away by train.

A prestigious school, they called it.

Apparently not quite one of the nation’s very top academic institutions—but when I compared my grades to the school’s required scores, there was a huge gap.

I tried my best to get into the same school…

But it didn’t go like the middle school exams.

I fell short, just at the last hurdle.

I was devastated.

But we lived near each other.

We’d probably still run into each other.

It wasn’t like I had no chances.

If not high school, then maybe we could attend the same university.

…That’s what I thought.

But I was naïve.

That was when I first learned how easily people drift apart once they lose their point of connection.

We’d occasionally pass each other and exchange a small nod.

That was all we’d become.

A month passed.

Early May.

During the holidays, I saw her getting into a car, dressed in a beautiful kimono.

She looked pained… sorrowful.

I hadn’t seen that expression on her face since primary school.

More time passed.

July.

On my way home from cram school, as I passed her house…

I ran into her.

But something was different.

There was an unfamiliar man standing beside her.

He was slightly taller than me, well-featured, with a calm demeanour.

At first, I thought he might be a relative.

He didn’t look like a high schooler—he seemed far more mature.

Though his appearance was youthful, so I guessed he was probably a university student.

I couldn’t imagine how a university student and a high school girl would be connected, so I assumed he must be some well-bred young master tied to the Amagi family.

In a composed voice and expression, he introduced himself as her classmate.

The first shock was that he was actually my age.

But now that he said it, his refined looks still carried a trace of youth.

Like me, he had only recently been a middle schooler.

His speech and manner were gentle and polite.

She stood just a step behind him, well-behaved.

As if she were following him.

As if she were deferential to him.

And she kept glancing at him, as though checking his mood, his opinion, his instructions.

I thought—what a disgusting guy.

I don’t remember what I said after that.

Only that I made some excuse and ran away.

Just a classmate.

That meant, to her, he was nothing more than a male friend.

She’d been confessed to by many boys before—and she’d turned every one of them down.

There was no way she’d suddenly start dating some random classmate.

That’s what I told myself.

Even so… I couldn’t stop thinking about it.

Was he really just a classmate?

A friend?

Or… maybe… just maybe…

Just thinking about it made me anxious. I couldn’t sleep.

But I didn’t have the courage to ask her directly.

Even when we passed each other, all we did was nod.

Days went by like that…

And before I knew it, it was September.

One day, I went shopping for clothes with my family.

And then—

I saw her.

I was about to call out to her.

But that man was beside her.

She was happily browsing men’s accessories…

And pointed at one of them.

The man held it up to his neck.

And then she—

Lowered her gaze shyly, her cheeks flushing, fidgeting—

like she had feelings for him, like she was embarrassed.

I had never seen that expression on her face before.

It was pure, adorable, beautiful…

and somehow, alluring.

That quiet, mature, cool, composed girl—who always seemed unreadable—

showing such ordinary, girlish emotion on her face…

It shocked me.

My heart pounded.

My chest tightened.

If she made that expression, any man would fall for her.

It was that captivating.

To have witnessed it—

I was lucky.

It would probably remain a memory for the rest of my life.

And that’s why…

That’s exactly why—

It hurt so much that that expression wasn’t meant for me.

I wanted to look away.

But I couldn’t.

Before I realised it, I was following them.

They looked at accessories together, chatting happily.

She pointed at expensive, flashy pieces and spoke to him.

I couldn’t hear the conversation.

But I could guess what they were saying, what was happening.

She was probably telling him about the kinds of jewels she liked.

Maybe she was even asking him to buy them for her.

Like asking for a present—for her birthday, or Christmas.

Meanwhile, he listened with a serious, yet relaxed expression.

And occasionally, he looked a bit troubled.

Like he was slightly exasperated by her selfishness…

But still, if it was her asking, he’d buy it.

This price was nothing to him.

That was the kind of face he had.

That was the kind of conversation it felt like they were having.

After they left, I checked the price of the accessory she’d pointed at.

…it was absurd.

Not something I could afford as a high school student—

not even as a university student—

maybe not even as a working adult.

Dizzy,

like I was drunk or drugged,

I followed after them.

They moved into the clothing section.

She picked up an autumn coat with a mature design.

Then she looked into her wallet and sighed.

It probably wasn’t something she could buy with her allowance.

Then she said something to him.

A short exchange.

She spoke to a shop assistant, then tried it on.

And turned to him.

He said something—

and she smiled, delighted.

Then… I caught a fragment of her voice.

“I’m going to buy it, you know?”

Her tone was buoyant, almost teasing—like she was confirming something with him.

I understood.

She was asking him to buy her the coat.

And he’d agreed.

He took out a credit card from his wallet and casually paid for the expensive-looking branded coat.

She received the shopping bag from the assistant.

She hugged it with both arms, looking so happy.

A girl who never mingled.

Untouchable.

A solitary, beautiful lone wolf.

That girl…

was wagging her tail at him like a dog or cat being fed by its owner.

He slowly reached out his hand.

And stroked her smooth, beautiful hair.

She didn’t resist at all.

If anything, she leaned into it.

Her eyes softened, looking comfortable.

She really was like a pet.

I couldn’t bear to look at her melted expression any longer.

So I looked at him instead.

He was…

grinning crudely.

Like he was plotting something unpleasant.

I wanted to shout—don’t be fooled.

I really did try to shout.

But… I didn’t have the courage.

Nausea rose up in my throat.

Before I knew it, I was in the men’s restroom.

I splashed water on my face at the sink.

In the mirror, a gaunt-looking man stared back at me—

myself.

My love had ended before it ever began.


      
        Chapter 14 - “Fiancée” and the Sports Festival

        Early October.

The day of the sports festival.

At Yuzuru’s high school, the sports festival wasn’t held on campus, but at a rented athletics stadium.

With proper spectator seating, at least it was comfortable to watch.

“Still… our school’s sports festival is pretty lame.”

“Agreed.”

“Yeah… it’s not exactly exciting.”

Sou’s remark was met with nods from Soichiro and Yuzuru.

What do normal high schools even do at sports festivals?

Human pyramids?

Cavalry battles?

Tossing balls into baskets?

Well…

Even if you’re not into sports, those are the kinds of events you can still enjoy.

At least, that’s how it was in Yuzuru’s primary and middle school days.

But this school was different.

The individual events were just the 100-metre dash, the 200-metre dash, high jump—just running and jumping.

As for team events… a relay was about as far as it went.

Human pyramids?

Cavalry battles?

Ball toss?

Nothing like that. Nothing fun.

“This isn’t a sports festival—it’s basically a track meet.”

Sou clicked his tongue.

Yuzuru felt the same.

It wasn’t like Yuzuru disliked exercise. He was even in the basketball club—though he only showed up once a week, more for fun than anything.

Still, this sports festival just wasn’t that enjoyable.

“Then why don’t we just watch the girls and have fun?”

Soichiro said it with a straight face.

He looked serious at first glance, but inside he leaned more towards being a bit of a scumbag—and, on top of that, a mild pervert.

“…That might be the only way to enjoy it.”

For the record, Yuzuru wasn’t any different.

They were teenage boys, after all.

And so, they decided to cheer on the girls instead.

“You know… gym uniforms are kinda sexy.”

“Yeah, I’m with you on that one.”

“True.”

At Sou’s offhand comment, both Soichiro and Yuzuru nodded.

Gym uniforms, by design, are short-sleeved and short-legged.

So they show more skin than you’d think.

And the fabric is thin, which makes the body’s contours stand out… sometimes even what’s underneath shows through.

Of course, most girls wear camisoles, so you almost never actually see a bra…

But even so, it’s still pretty alluring.

“It’s probably because they’re not meant to be sexy at all—if anything, they’re meant to be healthy and practical. That contrast is what makes them appealing.”

Soichiro stated this profound truth with a completely serious expression.

Yuzuru and Sou nodded repeatedly.

“Also, it’s like… a snapshot of high school life. A page of youth. That nostalgic feeling—or, well, we’re not old enough for nostalgia yet, but still.”

“And the fact that it’s for sweating and exercising matters too, right? Like, it feels healthy. You can’t really get excited over something that looks unhealthy. Maybe it’s just instinct.”

Yuzuru and Sou added their own theories.

Of course, they kept their voices low so no one around them could hear.

If any of the girls in class overheard this conversation, their social lives would be over.

“Come to think of it… didn’t they used to have something called bloomers?”

Yuzuru recalled things he’d heard online or from his parents.

Naturally, you didn’t see those anymore.

“…Old guys seem to love them, but honestly, don’t they feel a bit off?”

“Well… I mean, they’re still kind of sexy, I guess? But yeah, I get what you mean.”

“Right? They feel way too much like cosplay to us.”

Soichiro and Sou agreed with Yuzuru.

To them, bloomers were relics of the past—a kind of costume.

Not that they disliked them.

Just… something felt off.

“Speaking of bloomers…”

As Soichiro said that, his gaze shifted.

At the end of it stood their two childhood friends—

Ayaka and Chiharu.

Both of them had excellent figures, so their gym uniforms accentuated their curves clearly.

Noticing his gaze, the two of them bounced lightly and waved.

Soichiro waved back casually and continued.

“The girls’ shorts at our school are kind of short, aren’t they?”

“…Now that you mention it.”

“Yeah…”

The boys’ uniforms were normal, but the girls’ did seem a bit shorter.

About ten centimetres above the knee, maybe.

Around the length of table tennis uniforms.

“Well, it looks cool, doesn’t it?”

“Yeah.”

“Definitely cool.”

At Sou’s comment, Soichiro and Yuzuru nodded a little too enthusiastically.

…Whether it was actually “cool” wasn’t really the point.

What mattered was how much leg you could see.

“Hey, Sou.”

“What is it, Yuzuru?”

“That girl running over there—isn’t that Nagiri-san?”

Yuzuru pointed at a girl running desperately in the relay.

She had long black hair tied in a ponytail and a slender build.

It was hard to see from a distance, but… it was probably Nagiri Tenka.

“Yeah, that’s Tenka.”

“Surprising… she’s not very athletic?”

Soichiro sounded slightly taken aback.

Now that he thought about it… she didn’t seem particularly fast.

“Well… she’s got those thin legs, doesn’t look like she has much muscle.”

Sou snorted.

Tenka’s legs were long—and very slender.

“But… not unhealthily thin. Her face and legs are nice. Face and legs, at least.”

Her legs would definitely be considered beautiful.

Slim, well-shaped—gym clothes suited her.

Though… she didn’t seem very good at sports.

It felt a bit odd that someone not athletic would suit gym wear so well… but maybe that contrast was part of the appeal.

“I’m up soon.”

After checking the time, Yuzuru stood.

“Ah, right.”

“What event was yours again?”

“200 metres × 6 relay. Cheer me on.”

“If I feel like it.”

“Yeah, we’ll watch in between checking out the girls.”

“Oi, are you even my friends!?”

Trading light banter, Yuzuru left them behind.

He met up with his classmates for the relay and used the time before the race to do some light warm-ups and practise baton passes.

Truth be told, most of them—including Yuzuru—weren’t aiming to win.

But they didn’t want to embarrass themselves, either.

Dropping the baton and becoming “that guy” would be awkward, so they at least took it seriously.

(I wonder if those two are watching…)

A few minutes before the relay began,

Yuzuru glanced towards the stands.

Soichiro and Sou…

were watching the girls’ 100-metre race.

Probably checking out chests or legs.

Between that and Yuzuru’s race, the former clearly mattered more to them.

(You lot are bloody heartless…)

Though, to be fair, Yuzuru would probably do the same.

Next, he searched for someone else.

There—

a girl with beautiful flaxen hair was staring intently in their direction.

Their eyes met.

And then—

she gave a small wave.

His heart skipped.

“Hey… didn’t Yukishiro-san just wave over here?”

“Seriously? …Maybe I’ll actually try now.”

His classmates started to stir.

Then came the petty argument—no, she waved at me, no, me.

(…Guess I’ll put in a bit of effort.)

For a moment, Yuzuru felt just a little superior.


      
        Chapter 15 - “Fiancée” and a Massage (Shoulder Course)

        After the sports festival.

“I’m a bit tired.”

“Yeah, me too.”

Yuzuru and Arisa were in Yuzuru’s flat.

On the way from the stadium to Arisa’s house, they passed right by his building.

Since they were already there, Yuzuru had suggested they stop by his room for a short break before she headed home.

Arisa agreed without hesitation.

“I only ran a little… but somehow, I’m exhausted.”

At most, he’d run two hundred metres.

Even so, Yuzuru felt a faint fatigue.

Of course, he knew why.

He’d ended up running more seriously than he intended.

He’d been so happy that Arisa waved at him that he probably pushed past his limits.

Even he found that a bit embarrassing.

“By the way, Arisa… you waved at me, didn’t you?”

“Ah, yes… should I not have?”

“No, I was glad.”

Confirming that she had indeed been waving at him, Yuzuru felt slightly relieved.

If she hadn’t been waving at him—

Or if she’d simply been waving at everyone in their class—

He might have felt… a little jealous.

(…Not good. We’re not even dating.)

He forcefully suppressed the strange sense of possessiveness and jealousy rising within him.

“Yuzuru-san… you were cheering for me too, right?”

“Yeah. You were doing great.”

He had definitely been watching her run.

He just hadn’t waved back, since he didn’t want Soichiro and the others teasing him.

“Well… you must be tired too. You should rest for a bit. Shall I make some coffee?”

“Yes, please.”

Yuzuru went to the kitchen to prepare coffee.

This time there were no snacks, and since he was a little tired himself, he added milk and sugar to his own cup.

When he returned to the living room with the coffee—

“Mmm…”

Arisa looked slightly sluggish as she rolled her neck, occasionally tapping her shoulders with her fist.

“Arisa, I’ve made coffee.”

“Ah… thank you.”

She accepted the cup, blew gently to cool it, and pressed it to her pink lips.

After taking a sip or two, she set it down on the table and let out a soft sigh.

Then she rolled her neck again.

“Arisa.”

“Yes?”

“Are your shoulders stiff?”

“Huh?”

Her expression clearly said, how did you know?

It seemed that rolling her neck and tapping her shoulders had been half unconscious.

“Sorry… was it obvious?”

“Yeah, a bit… do you get stiff easily?”

At his question, Arisa gave a small nod.

She touched her shoulder as she answered.

“I’ve always been prone to stiff shoulders… especially after exercise or long study sessions. …Maybe it’s my posture?”

(…I don’t think your posture is that bad.)

He didn’t say it aloud.

But the answer was obvious.

Yuzuru’s gaze drifted to the abundantly rounded fruit on her chest.

She had a tracksuit jacket draped over her, but the front zip was open.

Perhaps because it was over a thin gym uniform, they looked even larger than usual.

Anyone would get stiff shoulders carrying that kind of weight while exercising.

“If you’d like… shall I give you a massage?”

He said it casually—

And immediately regretted it.

(Wait… would she mind a guy touching her shoulders? I hope she doesn’t take it the wrong way…)

He worried slightly that she might be put off.

But that concern proved unnecessary.

“Is that okay?”

“Well, if it’s bothering you… I might not be very good, though.”

“…Then I’ll take you up on your offer.”

Saying that, Arisa slipped off her jacket.

Then she turned around, presenting her small shoulders to him.

“…Excuse me. Tell me if it hurts or feels strange.”

With that, Yuzuru placed his palms on her shoulders.

The moment he grasped them, he could tell—she really was slender.

But that didn’t mean she lacked softness.

On the contrary, there was a gentle, distinctly feminine softness beneath his hands.

“I’m going to press.”

As he spoke, he dug his thumbs into her shoulders.

They resisted more than he expected.

Her muscles were clearly tense.

“Mm…”

A faintly alluring sound slipped from Arisa’s lips.

Through his palms, he could feel her softness and warmth.

And… a faint, slightly sweet scent of sweat.

“You can press a bit harder.”

“Alright, got it.”

“Ah… nng… that’s… ah—”

He was just massaging her shoulders.

And yet, for some reason, Yuzuru was starting to feel strange.

The pale nape of her neck drew his attention.

Just imagining that he could reach out and touch that soft skin made his body heat up.

When his gaze drifted slightly forward from her shoulders—

He caught sight of her legs.

She was sitting in what people called the “duck sit” or “girl sit,” her pale legs extending out from beneath her gym uniform.

They looked like they’d be incredibly soft to the touch.

“Ah… nn… haa… ah… ahn…”

“A-Arisa… is there anywhere else you’d like me to massage?”

Trying to distract himself, Yuzuru asked.

Arisa replied in a slightly breathy voice.

“Let’s see… mm… could you do my neck? And the base where it meets my shoulders…”

“…Yeah, got it.”

Yuzuru reached out towards her pale neck.

And then—

“Hyah!”

Yuzuru’s heart leapt.

“W-what’s wrong?”

“S-sorry… that tickled a bit.”

“I—I see.”

Composing himself, he applied pressure again.

Gently, gradually, he worked to loosen the tension.

Each time he pressed, Arisa let out small, breathy sounds—whether from ticklishness or pleasure, it was hard to tell.

Yuzuru pictured his pet dog and focused on the task, continuing the massage as if it were simple work.

About fifteen minutes passed.

“Mm… I’m alright now.”

When he pulled his hands away, Arisa stretched deeply.

Then she rolled her shoulders.

And turned back to face him.

“Thank you. My shoulders feel much lighter… shall I massage you in return?”

It was a kind offer.

Yuzuru’s shoulders were a bit stiff too—though not as bad as hers.

So he would have liked to accept…

But right now, that wasn’t really an option.

“I’m… fine. Actually, I need the toilet.”

“I see. Sorry for holding you up.”

Fortunately, Arisa didn’t seem to question him as he headed off.

Leaning slightly forward, Yuzuru hurried into the bathroom—

“…Haah…”

He let out a long sigh.

It took him several minutes to calm down.


      
        Chapter 16 - Childhood Friend and Test Results

        The school day after the sports festival.

Early that morning, the results of the (second) nationwide mock exam held during the summer holidays were returned.

The students’ reactions after receiving their results… could best be described as utter chaos.

Very few looked happy.

Yuzuru’s school was, at least nominally, considered a “university-prep” school.

As such, most of the students gathered there had been fairly capable, model students back in middle school…

But the difficulty of studies in high school was on another level entirely.

On top of that, the school rules were extremely lax, and they were given hardly any assignments.

The summer holiday homework, for instance, felt like less than a tenth of what he’d had in middle school.

In short—

Those who slacked off, really slacked off.

Combined with the larger pool of examinees in the mock exam, it seemed most students ended up with worse results than they had expected.

As for Yuzuru himself—

(…Not bad, I suppose.)

He wasn’t particularly diligent, but he did put a reasonable amount of effort into his studies.

At the very least, he made sure he could keep up with lessons.

It wasn’t the best result, but it was solid enough.

Then again… how had Arisa done?

Yuzuru glanced back slightly to check her expression.

She had already finished looking over her results, folded the sheet, and tucked it into her file.

Her face was as composed as ever—cool and expressionless.

Around her, people were whispering things like, “Yukishiro-san looks unfazed,” and “She must have done well.”

But—

(She’s probably disappointed.)

Tomorrow was Saturday.

He decided he’d try to cheer her up a bit.



After school that day.

Just as Yuzuru was about to head home, someone suddenly slammed into him from behind.

When he turned around—

There stood a childhood friend, looking incredibly pleased.

“Hey, Yuzurun. How’d the mock exam go?”

A beautiful girl with semi-long black hair beamed at him.

It was Tachibana Ayaka.

Her slightly reddish amber eyes sparkled brightly.

“Is there any reason I have to tell you?”

“Don’t be so cold. We’re childhood friends, right? Besides, is there any reason you can’t tell me?”

“Well, no.”

It wasn’t something worth hiding.

Yuzuru took the file out of his bag.

Ayaka’s eyes widened.

“Yuzurun actually filed his exam results!? It’s going to rain tomorrow.”

“That’s rather rude.”

That said, he had been pretty careless with things back in middle school, so her surprise wasn’t entirely unjustified.

In the first place, the reason he started organising his mock exam results into a file was because he’d heard that Arisa did the same.

It might be a bit of effort now, but it’ll make things easier later, you know?

She’d told him that, so he decided to give it a try.

“Wow, as expected of you, Yuzurun. You really shine in these external mock exams.”

She let out a small impressed remark.

“Oh, second place. School ranking.”

“Seems so.”

“You don’t sound very happy.”

“School rankings don’t really mean much, do they?”

University entrance exams were fought on a national level.

Of course, it was better to rank highly within the school—but there was no point getting too excited over it.

Besides—

He was still losing to the girl in front of him.

“As for me…”

“First place, right?”

When Yuzuru said that, Ayaka narrowed her eyes.

“You figured that out quickly.”

“You’re strong in external exams. More to the point, there’s no way you’d score lower than me.”

Yuzuru had a certain level of trust in the sheer quality of Tachibana Ayaka’s brain.

She was exceptionally intelligent.

In his entire life, he had never once beaten her in anything related to academics.

“Aha, well… I’m just good with this kind of ‘paper’, you know?”

Despite downplaying it like that, she proudly showed him her results.

“…As expected.”

He couldn’t help but mutter.

Out of the three subjects, there was only one where Yuzuru had beaten her.

“But still, it’s frustrating. I lost to you in English.”

“If I lost to ‘Tachibana’ in every subject, I wouldn’t be able to hold my head up as a ‘Takasegawa’. …You could stand to go easy on me a bit, you know?”

He wished she’d consider how it felt having to report back home, I lost to Tachibana again.

While there wasn’t any open hostility, the Takasegawa family did have a subtle sense of rivalry with the Tachibana family.

“I can’t go easy. I want to tell my uncle I beat ‘Takasegawa’ again.”

Ayaka had lost her parents.

Her guardian was her paternal uncle.

In that sense, her situation was a bit similar to Arisa’s.

Though unlike Arisa, she had a very good relationship with her guardian.

“Well, still, Yuzurun. It’s just ‘paper’, after all.”

Ayaka lightly patted his shoulder.

The composure of a victor.

“Someday, I’d like to be the one saying that to you, Ayaka-chan.”

Maybe it wouldn’t be so bad to seriously try and beat her for once.

Yuzuru found himself thinking that.



That evening.

A package arrived from his family home—something unusual.

It was marked keep refrigerated.

Apparently, it was food.

When he opened the cardboard box, there was a styrofoam container inside, along with a letter.

The letter contained a short message—


We got this from an acquaintance, so here’s some to share. Have Arisa-chan cook it for you.



It seemed to be from his mother.

When he opened the styrofoam container—

“Mm…”

A powerful smell hit his nose.

The source of the smell was—

“I see. When there’s this many, it really does stink.”

A large quantity of matsutake mushrooms.


      
        Chapter 17 - “Fiancée” and Test Results

        The following Saturday.

As usual, Yuzuru welcomed Arisa in.

“Thanks for having me again today.”

“Yeah, come in.”

At his prompting, Arisa stepped inside.

She slipped off her shoes naturally and headed into the living room.

They started playing games as they normally did, but—

Compared to usual, Arisa seemed a little unfocused.

Yuzuru was quietly enjoying the fact that his win rate was slightly higher today when—

Arisa suddenly spoke.

“Um, Yuzuru-san.”

“What is it?”

“…How were your mock exam results yesterday?”

As expected, Arisa seemed the type to dwell on things.

It looked like she hadn’t quite shaken off her disappointment from yesterday.

With Yuzuru in second place and Ayaka in first, Arisa’s school ranking was confirmed to be third or lower.

“They were pretty good, I guess.”

“…Would you show me?”

“I don’t mind.”

There was no point hiding it, so Yuzuru handed her the folder containing his results.

Arisa looked at the sheet—

And let out a voice filled with a complicated mix of surprise, happiness, and sadness.

“Second… in the school rankings.”

“Well, I was just in good form this time.”

“…By the way, do you know who got first?”

“Ayaka-chan.”

“…I thought so.”

She seemed to have expected it.

Her voice was slightly subdued.

Then, without a word, Arisa handed over her own results sheet.

The scores and deviation values—

Were by no means bad.

Her school ranking was third.

Still—

Third place wasn’t bad at all. In fact, it was an excellent result.

But for Arisa, who had always taken first place in internal exams, being overtaken in an external mock exam by the two who usually ranked below her must have been deeply frustrating.

“I thought I might lose to Ayaka-san… but I believed I could at least get second place in the school rankings…”

There was a faint trace of resentment in her voice.

In short, she hadn’t expected to lose to Yuzuru—that was what stung.

Though, beneath that, there was something a little heavier, more unpleasant, lurking in her emotions.

“Well, Arisa. In the end, it’s just—”

Just a test on paper.

You’re overthinking it.

That was what he meant to say, but—

“I-I’m sorry. Saying something like that to you doesn’t help, does it…? It’s awful of me, isn’t it? I know it is. I’ve always been like this with these kinds of external exams… ones with a wide scope that require application—I don’t get very good results. …Thinking I could beat you in the first place, that way of thinking is wrong too, isn’t it? I’m sorry. Really, I… ah, I’m so sorry. There’s no point saying this to you…”

It seemed she’d fallen into an unhealthy spiral of thought.

Though Yuzuru had already suspected that Arisa’s mental resilience was somewhat fragile, so it didn’t surprise him much.

He reached out his hand towards her.

For some reason, she seemed to misunderstand, clenching both hands tightly and closing her eyes.

Gently—carefully—he stroked her head.

Her hair was smooth and soft, pleasant to the touch—something he could keep doing indefinitely.

“It’s alright, Arisa.”

“…I-I’m sorry. Even though it’s my fault…”

“Then, can I ask you for a favour?”

No matter how much he comforted her, she seemed stuck in a negative loop.

So Yuzuru decided to give her a chance to “make up for it.”

Of course, she hadn’t done anything wrong to begin with.

But for someone like Arisa, who tended towards self-blame, giving her an opportunity to feel forgiven would likely be better for her peace of mind.

That was his reasoning.

“Actually, I got some food from my mother.”

“…Food?”

“Yeah. But it’s not something I can really cook—or even handle properly. I’d like you to take a look.”

With that, Yuzuru went to the fridge and brought out the styrofoam box.

He set it on the table and opened the lid.

“Wow… this is incredible.”

Arisa’s eyes widened in astonishment.

It was only natural—anyone would be surprised.

The box was packed full of large, impressive matsutake mushrooms.

“Matsutake… I’ve cooked with them before, but never in this quantity.”

Her voice carried a hint of excitement.

For someone who cooked, high-end ingredients like these were a chance to show their skill.

But then, her expression turned slightly uneasy.

“Are you sure it’s alright for me to have some?”

“My mum specifically wrote that I should have you cook them. Well, unless my parents are the kind of monsters who’d make you cook and then not let you eat any.”

“…Please tell your mother and father I’m truly grateful.”

Saying that, Arisa picked up one of the particularly large mushrooms.

“Hmm… let’s see. Matsutake rice is a given. Then maybe foil-grilled matsutake. Charcoal grilling would be ideal… though we don’t have charcoal, so we’ll have to improvise on the stove. A clear soup would be nice too. And if there’s a dobin, I’d love to try making dobin-mushi.”

As expected of Arisa—ideas for dishes came to her immediately.

…And just like that, thoughts of her exam results seemed to vanish into the distance.

Yuzuru felt a small sense of relief.

If possible, he wanted her to be smiling.

Why he felt that way—he chose not to dwell on it.

“I think there’s a dobin stored somewhere at the back. So, what do you think?”

“Just a moment… Cooking the matsutake itself is no problem. But if it’s only matsutake, it might be a bit much, don’t you think? We should probably have some meat or fish as well. And it wouldn’t be great if everything was just brown—we need some green too. I’m thinking about that now.”

With that, Arisa rested her hand on her chin—

And began to think.

Then she looked at Yuzuru.

“Are you hungry?”

“Yeah, of course.”

“Then… make sure you eat plenty. I’m going to cook a lot.”

She gave him a small, cute wink.

For just a moment, Yuzuru’s heart skipped a beat.


      
        Chapter 18 - “Fiancée” and Matsutake Mushroom Dishes

        They wrapped up their game early, and Yuzuru and Arisa headed to a nearby supermarket.

After picking up the necessary ingredients, they started back towards the flat—

On the way home—

“Hm? …Rain?”

A cold drop touched his skin, and Yuzuru instinctively looked up.

The sky was covered in heavy, dim clouds.

“Let’s hurry a bit.”

“Agreed.”

They quickened their pace towards the flat.

Fortunately, they made it back before the rain truly started—

But…

“This doesn’t look like it’ll stop anytime soon.”

Yuzuru gazed outside through the balcony window.

Within five minutes of them getting inside, it had already turned into a downpour.

“I hope the trains don’t stop or get delayed…”

“Yeah… we should keep that in mind.”

In the worst case, they could call a taxi.

Yuzuru could cover the cost.

Arisa would probably object, but since he’d invited her over, it was his responsibility to make sure she got home safely.

“Well then, Yuzuru-san, please wait quietly as usual.”

“…I’ve helped my mum cook a bit before. I might be able to do something, you know?”

He tried suggesting it, but Arisa shook her head.

“I really appreciate the thought. But I have my own way of doing things. And besides…”

“Besides?”

“If your cooking skills improve, I’ll be in trouble. I’d lose my place.”

She said it half-jokingly.

The part about his cooking skills was clearly a joke—

But the idea of losing her role seemed genuine.

“Alright. I’ll behave and wait, then.”

Trying to help would probably just get in her way, so Yuzuru backed off.

As usual, helping with the washing up later would be enough.

And so time passed—

By six o’clock, the meal—lavishly featuring matsutake—was complete.

The menu was as follows—

Matsutake rice.

Matsutake clear soup.

Matsutake and prawn tempura.

Foil-grilled matsutake.

Matsutake chawanmushi.

Whole grilled matsutake.

Matsutake dobin-mushi.

Stir-fried matsutake and spinach.

Each dish showcased matsutake while also considering colour and nutritional balance.

“This is… incredibly luxurious.”

“I’m sorry… I got a bit carried away and made too much.”

Arisa scratched her cheek sheepishly.

Faced with such a high-end ingredient, she’d apparently gone a little overboard.

“Well, I can finish the leftovers tomorrow. It’d be a waste not to eat what you made.”

“I’m glad to hear that.”

They pressed their hands together and began eating.

Yuzuru first reached for the clear soup.

A gentle aroma of bonito broth and matsutake rose from it.

“The usual miso soup is great, but this is nice too. It’s delicate and refined.”

“Thank you.”

Her voice was calm as always, but her eyes had softened, her lips slightly slack, and her cheeks faintly flushed.

She was clearly embarrassed.

Next, he tried the matsutake rice.

Though matsutake was the star, other mushrooms like shimeji and maitake were mixed in.

The moment he took a bite, the strong fragrance of matsutake filled his mouth.

Then he moved on to the tempura.

For now, he sprinkled a bit of salt on a piece of matsutake tempura and took a bite.

“…I hope you don’t mind me saying this, Yuzuru-san.”

Arisa spoke with a wry smile as she ate.

“Matsutake… isn’t actually that tasty, is it?”

“Well… it’s more about the aroma.”

With that, they shifted to dishes that emphasised fragrance—starting with dobin-mushi.

Ideally, it would be served in small sake cups, but Yuzuru didn’t have any, so they poured the broth into teacups instead.

“Mm… this is good.”

The prawn broth paired beautifully with the matsutake’s aroma.

Adding a squeeze of kabosu changed the flavour slightly—making it even better.

He then lifted the lid.

Inside were prawns, matsutake, carrots, and more.

He transferred them to a plate with chopsticks and took a bite.

“This is excellent. The texture of the matsutake is different from the soup.”

“Indeed… To be honest, I thought making this after the clear soup might have been a mistake, but they’re completely different.”

Of course, the clear soup used bonito broth, while this used prawn broth, so the difference in taste was only natural.

After several richer dishes, he decided to try the whole grilled matsutake.

A large mushroom, simply grilled—luxurious in its simplicity.

“Mm…”

“…It’s a mushroom.”

“Well… it’s definitely a mushroom.”

That was their verdict.

They could only exchange awkward smiles.

Next, they tried the foil-grilled version.

“This is better than the whole grilled one.”

“Yes, seasoning it with things like sake really helps.”

Then came the stir-fried matsutake and spinach—

A dish Arisa had made simply because she “wanted something green.”

“Butter and matsutake go surprisingly well together.”

“They do… though I think the butter might be a bit too strong. Something to improve next time.”

Finally, the chawanmushi.

He cooled it slightly with a spoon before taking a bite.

“This is… really good.”

Rich flavours of prawn and bonito broth spread through his mouth, accompanied by the elegant aroma of matsutake.

The texture was silky smooth.

“This might be my favourite.”

“I’m glad… I’m quite confident in my chawanmushi.”

Arisa smiled happily.

After that, they prioritised eating the dishes that wouldn’t keep well or would taste worse when cold.

Things like the soup, which could be reheated, were wrapped and stored in the fridge.

Finally, they worked together to wash the dishes.

Then—

Yuzuru looked out the window.

The rain and wind had only grown stronger. It didn’t look like she could head home at all.

“This is a problem… Should we call a taxi? If money’s tight, I can cover it.”

“I couldn’t possibly… and it’s not like you’re exactly flush with cash either, Yuzuru-san—”

At that moment—

The sky flashed.

A thunderous crack split the air.

And then—

“Kyaa!!”

“Whoa—!”

Arisa screamed—

And knocked Yuzuru flat to the floor.


      
        Chapter 19 - “Fiancée” and Thunder

        Squish.

Yuzuru felt something soft pressed against his chest.

On top of him, Arisa’s body trembled faintly.

“H-hey, Arisa. Are you alright?”

“Ah, s-sorry. I’m fi—!”

Another crack of thunder struck, and Arisa’s body jolted violently.

For now, Yuzuru pushed himself upright.

Arisa, meanwhile, had collapsed where she sat, as though her legs had given out.

“Not a fan of thunder?”

“I-it just surprised me… If I’m prepared for it, I’m not scared.”

The moment she said that, thunder struck again.

She flinched—

But didn’t scream this time.

Then she looked at Yuzuru as if to say, See? I’m fine.

“…Still, this is a problem. Maybe we should call a taxi.”

“W-wait! What if lightning strikes the car!?”

“Well… I’ve heard it’s actually safe inside a car.”

It was second-hand knowledge, but lightning that struck a car or building would travel along the exterior and into the ground.

 Your nerdy translator here, I can confirm that this is indeed the case. The metal body of a car acts as a Faraday cage, directing the electrical current around the occupants and safely to the ground. Look up what a Faraday cage is on Wikipedia if you want to know more!

In other words, the inside should be safe.

“…If the traffic lights stop, it could be dangerous.”

“Hm. That’s… a fair point.”

A power outage while driving could indeed cause an accident.

In that sense, a car wasn’t entirely safe either.

But—

“Wouldn’t the train be even more dangerous?”

“That’s… y-yes, but…”

“We can’t exactly have you stay the night—”

“That!”

Yuzuru’s muttered comment was immediately met with a loud response.

He blinked in surprise.

“Wait—that? Are you serious?”

“I am …I absolutely refuse to go home. I’m not leaving this room.”

Arisa had just declared she would be staying.

Yuzuru scratched his head.

Having an unmarried man and woman spend the night together wasn’t exactly ideal.

“Look… Arisa. You might be forgetting, but I’m a man. That’s dangerous.”

“Between thunder and you, the thunder is more dangerous. If it’s you, no matter what happens, I won’t die.”

“Well… I mean, that’s true, but…”

It seemed her fear of thunder had skewed her sense of danger.

Of course, Yuzuru had no intention of doing anything to her—

But nothing in life was ever absolute.

One wrong moment, one slip, and things could go badly.

“There’s no change of clothes or bedding…”

“I’ll sleep on the floor. I don’t need a change of clothes.”

“…I see.”

There was no futon or bed, but he did have a sleeping bag.

As for clothes, he could lend her his school tracksuit or gym wear.

“Then… if your guardian gives permission, it’s fine.”

“Understood. I’ll call my adoptive father.”

Arisa stepped into the corner of the room and made the call.

After a short while, she hung up.

“How did it go?”

“He gave permission.”

“I see…”

Yuzuru let out a quiet sigh.

Then again, officially speaking, they were fiancés—practically a couple.

Spending one night together shouldn’t be a problem.

Provided nothing inappropriate happened.

“Well then… I’ll go take a shower first, if that’s alright?”

“Ah, yes. Go ahead.”

After getting her permission, Yuzuru quickly took a shower.

He dried off and changed into a tracksuit to use as sleepwear.

…Normally, living alone, he might wander around half-dressed—but today was obviously different.

Once he was done, he called out to her.

“Arisa.”

“Yes—ah, w-wait…”

Arisa flushed bright red and looked away.

Yuzuru tilted his head, confused.

She pointed at his chest.

“Y-Yuzuru-san… um… please fasten it properly.”

“Oh, right. Sorry.”

Apparently, swimsuits were fine, but this was not.

He adjusted his slightly open collar, covering the exposed skin.

“S-so, what is it?”

“You probably want a shower too, right? I can lend you a towel, and my gym clothes or tracksuit, if that’s okay.”

“Thank you very much.”

Arisa bowed her head politely.

Yuzuru handed her a bath towel along with his spare clothes.

After a moment of hesitation, she spoke again.

“Um, Yuzuru-san…”

“What is it?”

“…What should I do about my underwear?”

“Sorry, but I’m not prepared enough to have brand-new women’s underwear on hand.”

If he did, that would be a story in itself.

Of course, he could go out and buy some from a convenience store—but in this rain, even he didn’t want to do that.

“Well, yes, of course… but, um… if possible, I’d like to change, and…”

“Well, I don’t have any. So your options are to keep wearing what you have, or… go without. I’ll leave it up to you.”

At that, Arisa looked deeply conflicted.

She wanted to change.

At the very least, she didn’t want to wear the same underwear until the next morning.

But going without was—

A difficult choice.

From Yuzuru’s perspective, for the sake of his own peace of mind, he very much preferred she kept them on.

“…I’ll think about it.”

Apparently, she was seriously considering it.

But since he’d left it to her, there was nothing more he could say.

Yuzuru watched as Arisa disappeared into the changing area.

Before long, he could hear the faint sound of running water.

“…”

It felt a bit awkward.

Thinking that, he picked up his phone and started idly scrolling.

…And then, suddenly—

“Hm?”

Everything went pitch black.

A moment later, a scream echoed from the bathroom.

“Kyaaaaa!! P-please help! Help me, Yuzuru-san!!”

“…Damnit, give me a break.”

Yuzuru let out a long, exasperated sigh.


      
        Chapter 20 - “Fiancée” and a Sleepover (At His Place)

        “I’m coming—hang in there!”

“H-hurry… please… help me…”

When Yuzuru shouted, a weak, trembling voice came back.

Come to think of it, she had said she was afraid of the dark, he recalled.

For now, he headed to the changing area, relying on the light from his smartphone.

Then he spoke to Arisa through the bathroom’s glass door.

“Hey, Arisa. You alive in there?”

“Y-Yuzuru-san!! P-please help me… I-I can’t… I can’t handle dark, cramped spaces…”

Her voice sounded like she was on the verge of collapse.

“Calm down. Can you move on your own?”

“I-I can’t… p-please, hurry…”

“Well, even if you say help…”

This darkness was almost certainly due to a power outage.

There was no way he could fix that.

He wanted to help her, of course—but with her being completely naked in the bath, there wasn’t much he could do.

“…Can I come in?”

“Yes! Yes!! P-please, quickly! I-I can’t take it anymore…”

“Don’t give up. I’ll keep my eyes closed when I come in.”

With that, Yuzuru shut his eyes and opened the door.

He pointed his phone’s light roughly towards where he thought she was.

Then—

Something cool pressed against him.

“Yuzuru-san!!”

“Y-you idiot! Don’t cling to me when you’re soaking wet! Actually—don’t cling to me at all!”

He grabbed hold of her.

Her skin felt smooth—soft and slick beneath his hands.

He quickly pulled her away from his body, then took her hand and placed the phone in it.

“With this, you should manage, right?”

“Y-yes… thank you very much.”

“I’m keeping my eyes closed. Dry off and get changed.”

After saying that, Yuzuru stepped out of the changing area and sat down with his back to the door.

From time to time, Arisa called out—

“Yuzuru-san… are you still there?”
“Please stay there!”

Each time, he answered, reassuring her.

After a while, the door slowly opened.

With only the phone’s light, it was hard to see clearly, but she appeared to be properly dressed in the tracksuit.

“S-sorry for causing such a fuss.”

“Well… you can’t help what you’re afraid of.”

He wanted to say “honestly…”—but he figured she wasn’t doing it on purpose, so he chose to comfort her instead.

At that moment, the power came back on.

Light returned to the entire flat.

Yuzuru let out a sigh.

“Talk about bad timing.”

“Y-yes…”

Worried the power might go out again, they decided to prepare for bed early.

That said, all they really had to do was take out the sleeping bag and lay it down.

However—

“Look, Arisa… sharing the same room is a bit…”

“B-but! If the power goes out again, it’ll be pitch black!”

Arisa insisted on sleeping in the same room.

“Honestly… aren’t you worried? Like I said, I’m a man. Thunder might be dangerous, but just being in the dark—”

“A power outage is dangerous. I think it’s safer for both of us to sleep in the same room.”

Her face was pale as she said it.

At this point, with her pleading so desperately, Yuzuru couldn’t really refuse.

…Though technically, she was the one forcing the issue.

“Is there… some reason? Why you’re so afraid of the dark?”

“That’s… well, it’s scary, but… when I was little…”

Whenever she made a mistake as a child, her adoptive mother would lock her in a closet.

It had happened many times.

That trauma still lingered, leaving her afraid of dark, enclosed spaces.

“…I really am sorry for causing you trouble, Yuzuru-san. But…”

“…Well, if that’s the case, it can’t be helped.”

Don’t worry about it, he told her.

“Come to think of it, I’ll be on the bed, and you’ll be on the floor in a sleeping bag. That’s not too dangerous… right?”

Sleeping side by side would be bad—but there was at least a height difference.

He decided, somewhat arbitrarily, that it was acceptable.



Bedtime.

At Arisa’s request, Yuzuru left the night light on.

(…It’s actually brighter than I expected.)

He didn’t usually use one, but it was fairly bright.

He might have trouble sleeping tonight, he thought with a quiet sigh.

Though it was Sunday tomorrow, so it wasn’t a big issue.

“I hope the power goes out while I’m asleep.”

Arisa looked up at the night light, still a little uneasy.

For her, who was used to sleeping with a light on, the brightness seemed just right.

“Well… if it does go out while you’re awake, wake me up. I’ll be here unless I’m going to the toilet.”

“Sorry for the trouble.”

“Don’t worry about it. …Good night.”

Yuzuru closed his eyes.

Arisa followed with a soft, “Good night.”



About ten minutes passed.

“…Um, Yuzuru-san.”

“Mm? What is it?”

“Ah… did I wake you?”

“No, I was still awake. What’s wrong?”

Was she going to the toilet?

It had been a while since the horror film incident—surely she could manage that on her own by now.

“Well… it’s just… my heart’s racing, and I can’t sleep.”

Yuzuru’s heart gave a sudden thump.

Of course, she probably didn’t mean anything by it.

It was likely just that unique, restless feeling—like on a school trip night.

Still, hearing a girl say “my heart’s racing and I can’t sleep” while staying over at a guy’s place—

It sounded undeniably cute.

And a little suggestive.

Enough to make him almost misunderstand.

“What about you, Yuzuru-san?”

“Well… I’m a bit nervous too.”

Though his “nervous” was slightly different from hers.

That said, he wasn’t entirely immune to the excitement of the situation either.

Forcing himself to sleep right away felt like a waste.

“Want to play shiritori?”  A Japanese word game where each player says a word that begins with the final syllable of the previous word.

“That sounds nice. …Then I’ll start with ‘ri’. Ringo.”  Ringo means apple

“Gorilla.”

“Rakkoon!”  Raccoon

“Koala.”

“Ra… rakuda!”  Camel

“‘Da’, huh… dakimakura.”  Body pillow

“H-hey! You keep steering it back to ‘ra’! That’s not fair!”

“That’s how the game works.”

“Mmgh…”

About ten minutes passed.

“‘Ra’, ‘ra’, ‘ra’…”

Arisa, stuck on “ra,” muttered to herself—

But her voice gradually faded.

Soon, her soft, gentle breathing could be heard.

Pretending to turn over, Yuzuru glanced at her face.

She looked completely defenceless.

Fragile.

Adorably so.

Enough to make one want to reach out—

“Honestly…”

Yuzuru sighed.

Then a thought crossed his mind.

(…Come to think of it, is Arisa wearing underwear right now?)

That night, Yuzuru spent a long time unable to settle his thoughts.


      
        Chapter 21 - “Fiancée” and a Birthday

        Mid-October, as autumn deepened.

That day was Yuzuru’s birthday.

“So, Yuzuru-san… um, I baked you a birthday cake.”

As soon as she stepped inside, Arisa handed him one of the two paper bags she’d brought.

He’d already guessed it might be cake from the faint sweet scent—but—

“You baked it?”

“Yes.”

“Who did?”

“I did.”

That made Yuzuru’s eyes widen in surprise.

In all his life, he’d never once had a homemade cake.

In his family, cakes were something you bought.

“…I feel kind of bad.”

“No, you’ve done so much for me already, Yuzuru-san. …And the other day as well.”

“Ah… right…”

The other day—

Arisa had stayed over at his place.

Though from Yuzuru’s perspective, she’d already repaid him by making him breakfast the next morning.

“Well, anyway… since you went to the trouble, mind if I have some now?”

“Of course.”

With her permission, Yuzuru opened the bag.

Inside were cooling packs and a cake box.

He took out the box and opened it.

“Oh… this looks proper.”

Inside was a whole chocolate cake.

Slightly too large for two people—but anything left could be eaten tomorrow.

Yuzuru fetched a knife from the kitchen and cut the cake.

He prepared some coffee, then brought his hands together.

“Alright, let’s eat.”

He cut into the cake with his fork and took a bite.

A rich, refined chocolate flavour spread across his tongue.

“Well? How is it?”

“It’s delicious. Goes perfectly with coffee.”

At his praise, Arisa averted her eyes slightly.

Her cheeks were tinged red.

“I see… thank you very much. Though compared to something made by a professional, I’m sure it’s not as good.”

“Really? I think it’s just as good.”

“That’s probably because I adjusted it to suit your taste, Yuzuru-san. I thought about what kind of flavour you’d like with coffee. I’m glad you like it.”

Professionals made their cakes to appeal to as many people as possible.

Arisa, on the other hand, only needed him to enjoy it—so she tailored it specifically to his preferences.

Even if her technical skill didn’t match a professional’s, the end result felt just as good to him.

“…That’s incredibly thoughtful. Though… I’m impressed you even know my preferences.”

He’d lived sixteen years, yet couldn’t precisely put his own tastes into words.

“We’ve spent over half a year together now.”

Arisa smiled.

Yuzuru instinctively scratched his cheek.

She remembered his preferences—and cooked to match them.

It made him genuinely happy.

…But it also made him feel like he might misunderstand things.

(That’s no good… I can’t let that happen.)

He cant’t fall for her.

As long as this “engagement” continued, that was a line he couldn’t cross.

“Why don’t you have some too?”

“Alright.”

To distract himself from his thoughts, Yuzuru suggested it.

Arisa picked up a fork and took a bite.

“Well? What do you think of your own cake?”

“An eight out of ten.”

“Not full marks? That’s harsh.”

“I did my best. But… I think there’s still room for improvement.”

It already tasted more than good enough.

Yet Arisa still aimed higher.

“Don’t push yourself too hard, alright? I think you could stand to relax a bit more.”

Of course, being too carefree like Yuzuru wasn’t ideal either.

But Arisa always seemed to be holding herself under too much pressure.

“It’s not really about pushing myself.”

“What do you mean?”

“Cooking for you is fun, Yuzuru-san. And seeing you happy makes me happy. So… it doesn’t feel like hard work.”

“Well, if that’s how you see it.”

If she truly enjoyed it, then there was no reason to stop her.

Still, he intended to keep reminding her not to overdo things—so it never became something she felt obligated to do.

“Oh, right. Yuzuru-san… I’ve prepared a birthday present for you as well.”

Saying that, Arisa took out a neatly wrapped box from the other paper bag.

It was decorated with a cute ribbon.

“It’s nothing special, but…”

“Thank you. …A cake and a present—really, you didn’t have to. Mind if I open it?”

“Please do.”

Yuzuru carefully removed the wrapping and ribbon, then opened the box.

Inside—

“A bracelet?”

It was a stylish bracelet made from braided leather cord.

At a glance, it was clearly quite intricate.

“Yes… I thought about buying something, but I couldn’t decide. When I asked Ayaka-san for advice, she said handmade was best. It might be a bit crude, but… what do you think?”

Instead of answering immediately, Yuzuru tried it on his left wrist, where he wore his watch.

He took some pride in that watch—but the bracelet matched it surprisingly well.

It looked good.

And it suited his taste.

“Thank you. I really like it. I’ll wear it from now on.”

At his response, Arisa let out a small sigh of relief.

Even so, she still looked slightly uneasy.

“I’m glad you like it… though it’s not particularly well-made, so if you don’t like it, you don’t have to force yourself to wear—”

Before she could finish, Yuzuru reached out and gently placed his hand on her head.

He softly stroked her flaxen hair.

Her jade-green eyes softened slightly.

“There’s no man in this world who wouldn’t be happy receiving something handmade from you. I’m lucky. …I’m really happy.”

“…Thank you very much.”

Arisa narrowed her eyes, looking quietly content.


      
        Chapter 22 - “Fiancée” and a Study Session

        Incidentally, that Saturday may have been Yuzuru’s birthday—

But it was also just four days before the next nationwide mock exam.

So the birthday mood was kept relatively modest.

Yuzuru and Arisa spread out their study materials and began reviewing.

There was little point in cramming modern Japanese at this stage, so they focused on classical Japanese, Chinese classics, English grammar and vocabulary, and maths exercises.

“Yuzuru-san, you seem especially motivated this time.”

“I’m seriously thinking of aiming to beat Ayaka-chan this time. As a ‘Takasegawa’, I don’t like losing to ‘Tachibana’ forever.”

Of course, part of his motivation also came from being influenced by Arisa’s attitude towards studying.

“If you’re aiming to beat Ayaka-san… then I’ll aim to beat you, Yuzuru-san.”

“Then you’ll be first and I’ll be second. Let’s both do our best.”

Just as the two of them were getting fired up—

As if to interrupt, Yuzuru’s phone rang.

“Speak of the devil—it’s Ayaka-chan.”

The message read—


Let’s go on a date tomorrow.



“A date…? What does she mean—another study session?”

Thinking that, Yuzuru replied—


Study session?



Ayaka immediately sent back a stamp that essentially confirmed it.


Me, Soichiro-kun, and Chiharu-chan are already in.




Soichiro-kun invited Ryouzenji-san, and Chiharu-chan invited Nagiri-san.




Yuzurun, come with Arisa-chan ♥



Yuzuru showed the screen to Arisa.

“What do you think? Though I should warn you… we probably won’t get much actual studying done. It’ll be more like an excuse to hang out.”

Of course, they would study a bit.

Ayaka could manage with minimal effort, and Soichiro, despite appearances, was efficient enough to handle the basics.

…Chiharu, on the other hand, would likely just have fun.

Still, it would probably be less focused than studying alone.

“A study session… I’d like to go.”

“You sure?”

“Yes. …Besides, I don’t think studying a little three days beforehand will drastically change the results.”

“That’s true.”

They were only first-year high school students.

There was no need to obsess over mock exam results just yet.

Compared to “paper,” relationships mattered more.

“Alright, I’ll tell her we’re coming.”

“Thank you.”

Yuzuru replied that he’d come with Arisa.

Almost immediately, a message came back—


That was quick. Is Arisa-chan with you right now?



Yuzuru couldn’t help but admire how sharp Ayaka’s instincts were.



Sunday morning.

Yuzuru and Arisa met at the station nearest Ayaka’s house—the meeting point for the study session.

“Sorry to keep you waiting.”

“No, I just got here too. Let’s go.”

Arisa didn’t know where Ayaka lived, so Yuzuru would guide her.

“You’ll recognise it right away—it stands out.”

“…Is Ayaka-san’s house big as well?”

“Fairly.”

Before long, they arrived at Ayaka’s home—the Tachibana residence.

Arisa’s eyes widened in surprise.

“This is… very stylish.”

“It’s a pseudo-Western building from the Meiji era. Basically a small cultural heritage site.”

Ayaka’s house was completely different from Yuzuru’s.

A beautiful Western-style structure made of red brick.

Though technically, it was what’s called giyoufuu kenchiku—a pseudo-Western style.  Giyoufuu kenchiku refers to early Japanese buildings that imitate Western architecture while incorporating Japanese or Chinese design elements—essentially a hybrid “Western-style” aesthetic.

“So your house is old as well, right, Yuzuru-san?”

“Well… it’s been rebuilt and renovated many times, but the foundation dates back to around the same period as this place.”

After a bit more small talk, Yuzuru rang the intercom.

“Hello, this is Takasegawa Yuzuru. We’ve been invited.”

“Password?”

“There isn’t one.”

“Correct.”

A moment later, the gate opened.

Ayaka stood there, smiling brightly.

“Welcome. Come on in.”

They passed through the gate and entered the estate.

Walking along the stone path, they approached the entrance.

“Excuse us.”

“Thank you for having us.”

As they stepped inside, a middle-aged man greeted them.

Yuzuru gave a small bow, and Arisa followed.

“Thank you for having us today, Tachibana-san.”

“Thank you for inviting me. I’m Yukishiro Arisa.”

The man responded in a calm, somewhat distant tone.

“My niece is always in your care… Yuzuru-kun. And a pleasure to meet you, Yukishiro-san. I’ve heard much about your father… Amagi-san.”

Then the man—Ayaka’s uncle—briefly added, “Make yourselves at home,” before disappearing deeper into the house.

Arisa looked slightly uneasy.

“…Did I do something wrong?”

To reassure her, Yuzuru replied,

“He’s always like that.”

Ayaka’s uncle—

The current head of the Tachibana family (self-proclaimed “acting head”), Tachibana Toranosuke—

Was extremely quiet, reserved, and always seemed in a bad mood.

But in reality, he was simply bad with people.

“He’s actually in a good mood today. My uncle’s what you’d call kuudere.”  Kuudere refers to a character who appears cold or emotionless but is kind underneath.

Ayaka laughed cheerfully.

Despite being uncle and niece, their personalities couldn’t be more different.

“I see… Ah! Um, I forgot to give this—this is a small gift…”

Arisa handed Ayaka a paper bag.

It contained sweets she’d brought as a courtesy gift from her adoptive father.

“Oh, thank you. You didn’t have to, though. I’ll open it later.”

Taking the bag, Ayaka gestured for them to follow.

“Come on in.”

“Alright.”

“Excuse us again.”

They removed their shoes, changed into slippers, and walked down a long hallway.

The exterior had been red—and inside was just as striking, with a deep red carpet lining the corridor.

“As always, this place feels like a vampire could live here.”

“It looks cool, doesn’t it?”

Yuzuru had been here many times, so it didn’t faze him.

But Arisa seemed fascinated, glancing around curiously as she walked.

“Yuzurun and Arisa-san have arrived!”

Ayaka opened the door to the room.

Inside was a beautiful marble table, surrounded by leather sofas.

Seated there were four people—

Satake Soichiro, Uenishi Chiharu, Ryouzenji Hijiri, and Nagiri Tenka.

It seemed Yuzuru and Arisa were the last to arrive.

“You’re late.”

“Shouldn’t there be a penalty?”

“We’ve been waiting, Yuzuru, Yukishiro-san.”

“Long time no see, Takasegawa-kun, Yukishiro-san.”

(…This is a bit overwhelming.)

Yuzuru thought to himself.


      
        Chapter 23 - Study Session with Friends

        “You know, I’ve been thinking. Studying right before a mock exam is kind of pointless, isn’t it?”

An hour and a half into studying, Ayaka suddenly came out with that.

“…Hey, Ayaka. Who exactly organised this gathering?”

Soichiro asked, sounding exasperated.

Ayaka tilted her head.

“Me?”

“And what kind of gathering is this?”

“A study session.”

“Then don’t deny the very reason you set it up.”

A perfectly reasonable retort.

Ayaka waved her hand dismissively.

“Now, now, hear me out. Mock exams are meant to measure where you stand, right? So what really matters is your everyday studying. Even if you cram a bit right before and gain a few extra points, it doesn’t mean anything.”

“That’s the sort of thing someone who studies consistently would say. Not someone like you, who does nothing most of the time—no, worse, someone who sleeps during class.”

At Yuzuru’s comment, Ayaka smirked.

“But I still got first in the school rankings last time.”

“…Well, I can’t really argue with that.”

Truthfully, Yuzuru wasn’t one to talk either—he didn’t study diligently, just enough to keep up with lessons.

“As expected of Ayaka-san! That’s exactly right! There’s no point struggling now! Let’s just stop!”

Chiharu jumped to her feet in agreement—

Only for Soichiro to grab her shoulder and force her back down.

“Chiharu, sit down. …Didn’t your parents already tell you off?”

Perhaps her concentration had finally broken, because Arisa—who had been quietly studying—set down her pen.

“Still, this mock exam is more important than the last one, isn’t it? It’s even called the ‘high-difficulty mock exam’.”

“Yeah. They said it would have tougher questions than the last one.”

Yuzuru nodded, and Soichiro continued.

“I’ve also heard it’s harder to raise your deviation score. The pool of test-takers is stronger, so it’s harder to create a gap.”

Tenka, sipping her tea, raised an eyebrow.

“That depends on the questions, doesn’t it? If they overdo it and make everything too difficult, then some people might actually see their scores go up.”

At that moment, someone let out a loud sigh.

It was Hijiri.

“You lot and your deviation scores… are you obsessed or something? How can you have such a dull conversation at a time like this?”

“That’s just you, Hijiri-kun. I find it quite fun. Especially since I did well last time. Must be tough for you—I sympathise.”

“Um—Tenka-san? That hit me too, so could you not?”

Tenka casually roasted Hijiri, and Chiharu caught the stray fire.

Hijiri snapped back.

“Shut it. Show some consideration. There are people who hate the word ‘deviation score’—or have nothing to do with it in the first place.”

“Exactly! Do you know why school romance stories are fun even though school itself is boring? Because they skip the classroom scenes!”

Chiharu chimed in.

Unfortunately, neither she nor Hijiri were exactly “unrelated” to academic performance.

If anything, based on their last results, they should be taking it seriously.

“Well, this is supposed to be a study session. Especially you two—you might want to take it seriously.”

At Yuzuru’s remark, both of them sighed heavily and glared at him.

“You’ll be hated if you keep stating the obvious.”

“Please stop with the logical harassment.”

Just then, Arisa tugged lightly at Yuzuru’s sleeve.

Leaning close, she brought her alluring lips near his ear.

“…If you think it’s correct, why don’t you do it?”

“Because it’s more of a hassle than it’s worth. …Same reason I didn’t clean my place.”

Even Yuzuru had known he should clean—but didn’t until it caused trouble for Arisa.

It was all about motivation.

“Well, once they fail, they’ll get serious.”

“…Isn’t that too late?”

“Apparently more than half the students at our school end up repeating a year.”

“Eh? …Really?”

“Even if it’s obvious they’ll fail, the teachers don’t stop them.”

“I see…”

“At this rate, Hijiri and Chiharu are headed that way. We should use them as examples and—”

“We can hear you.”
“We heard that.”

Despite it being their first proper meeting, Hijiri and Chiharu seemed to have gotten along surprisingly well.

Yuzuru shrugged.

“Anyway, we’ve drifted off topic. What I’m trying to say is—I want to have fun. We’re all here, after all!”

“Then you should’ve organised this after the mock exam…”

Yuzuru pointed out.

Ayaka blushed slightly and fidgeted.

“Well, Tenka-chan and I don’t really interact much, you know? I thought if I suddenly invited her to hang out, she might not come… right, Tenka-chan?”

She leaned her head against Tenka’s shoulder.

“U-um… yes, I suppose…”

Tenka looked visibly uncomfortable.

Even her cool composure seemed no match for Ayaka’s persistence.

Yuzuru sipped his tea, thinking about the group.

Some of them had only indirect familiarity.

Others had met before but weren’t particularly close.

So using this as a chance to deepen bonds wasn’t a bad idea—

Though the timing was questionable.

“At the very least, it is around lunchtime. Shall we take a break?”

Arisa suggested.

Everyone’s concentration had clearly dropped, so it wasn’t a bad idea.

“That sounds great! Let’s order some delivery.”

With Ayaka’s agreement, they decided to take a lunch break.



The question was what to order—

But when Arisa mentioned she’d never had pizza delivery before, that settled it.

“How is it, Arisa?”

Yuzuru asked as she carefully ate, making sure not to drop the cheese.

At first glance, her usual cool composure made her expression hard to read.

“Mmm… it’s delicious.”

Her voice carried a faint softness.

Her jade eyes, usually somewhat lifeless, now shimmered with light.

At times like this—

She was… no, very cute.

“…Arisa-san, you’re really cute, you know.”

“Pardon?”

Chiharu’s sudden comment made Arisa look confused.

Sitting across from her, Chiharu wore a slightly mischievous smile.

“You’re usually so cool, but then you suddenly show this adorable side. It’s irresistible.”

“I-I see… thank you very much.”

Unsure how to respond, Arisa simply thanked her.

Then Ayaka jumped into the conversation.

“Speaking of cool types, Tenka-chan is cute too!”

“…What?”

Tenka, who had been quietly eating, looked startled.

Ayaka scooted closer to her.

“You act all prickly, but sometimes you soften up. And you’re shy too—oh, your face is red. So cute!”

“H-hey… stop that, Tachibana-san.”

“I told you, just call me Ayaka. Right, Tenka-chan?”

As Ayaka pushed closer, Tenka tried to retreat, her face flushed.

Which only seemed to amuse Ayaka more.

“Knock it off.”

“Ow, ow! That hurts, Soichiro-kun!”

Soichiro grabbed Ayaka by the collar and pulled her away.

He then shot a glare at Chiharu, who had been inching closer to Arisa.

Chiharu stiffened and quietly returned to her seat.

“…What’s with that face, Hijiri-kun?”

“Heh… even the mighty Tenka-sama has a weakness. Cute, cute Tenka-chan—OW! You kicked me, you—!”

“Shut up, yakuza.”

“What did you say, you fraud!?”

Hijiri and Tenka devolved into a bickering match.

The other five watched with mild amusement.

They really did get along well.

“So, what should we do after eating?”

Ayaka asked, already assuming they’d play something.

Honestly, Yuzuru didn’t feel like studying anymore either.

After eating, he’d probably just get sleepy anyway.

“Super Smash Bros.?”

Chiharu suggested.

Ayaka shook her head.

“I’d love to, but we don’t have enough controllers for seven people.”

“Then something simple like cards? Old Maid or Daifugou—everyone knows the rules.”  Old Maid is a simple card game where players draw cards from each other’s hands, trying to avoid being left with the single unmatched “Old Maid” card at the end. Daifugou (also known as Daihinmin) is a Japanese card game where players compete to get rid of all their cards. Rankings are assigned each round, with the winner becoming “Daifugou” (grand millionaire) and the lowest “Daihinmin” (pauper), often with advantages and penalties in the next round.

Yuzuru suggested.

But Ayaka frowned.

“That’s too boring.”

“I see…”

She had a point—seven people playing Old Maid wasn’t exactly thrilling.

They needed something that made use of the group size.

“How about Ousama Game?”  Ousama Game (“King’s Game”) is a party game where players draw lots. One becomes the “king” and gives orders to numbered participants, who must obey. It often leads to chaotic or embarrassing situations, especially in group settings.

Finally, a solid suggestion.

A game perfect for large groups and bonding.

“Ousama Game… yeah, that works.”

“That sounds great!!”

Ayaka and Chiharu agreed enthusiastically—

Then, for some reason, looked at Arisa and Tenka.

The two tilted their heads in confusion.

“Just so we’re clear—Ayaka, Chiharu—you could be the ones taking orders too.”

Yuzuru warned them.

Meanwhile, Hijiri grinned.

“Come on, that’s part of the fun. Revenge included.”

It seemed everyone was on board.

Ayaka quickly prepared the lots.

And then—

“““Who’s the king?!”””

A game that would test their judgement, their restraint—

And reveal their true natures—began.


      
        Chapter 24 - “Fiancée” and the King’s Game

        “““Who’s the king?!”””

Everyone drew lots.

The first king was—

“Ah, it’s me.”

The honour of being the very first king went to Arisa.

Perhaps because it was the first round, she spent a moment thinking it over.

“Then… how about number four performs a short act or shows a special skill?”

True to her serious nature, it was a safe command.

And number four was—

“I’m number four!”

Chiharu.

“Hmm, a short act or special skill… oh! I’m good at grappling. So, Soichiro-san, please stand up.”

“Huh? Why me—”

“Well, I can’t exactly do it alone, can I?”

Don’t pick something that requires another person, then.

Even as he complained, Soichiro offered his arm.

The next moment—

He was flipped onto his back.

Before anyone realised, Chiharu had him locked between her legs, her thighs wrapped around his neck.

“I give, I give… that’s enough!!”

He sounded like he was struggling—

But to Yuzuru, it looked like he was secretly enjoying it.

Having his face caught between Chiharu’s thighs was hardly a punishment for him.

Still, the “reward” only lasted about ten seconds.

Soichiro returned to his seat, grumbling as if nothing had happened.

“…Come to think of it, giving commands that involve others without specifying numbers isn’t a good idea.”

Arisa pointed out—rather belatedly.

Ayaka nodded.

“True. It kind of breaks the game. From now on, specifying numbers is mandatory.”

With the rules clarified, they drew lots again.

This time, the king was—

“Hm, me. …I’d like to get back at Chiharu if possible.”

“You have to specify numbers!”

“I know.”

After thinking for a moment, Soichiro declared:

“Number five does ten squats. How’s that?”

“That’s me. Squats, huh… Should I keep my hands on my head?”

“As long as your form’s correct, do whatever. Just make sure you go deep.”

“Okay!”

Ayaka responded cheerfully.

She raised her hands above her head, spread her feet shoulder-width apart, and began squatting.

“One, two, three…”

She was wearing a long skirt, so nothing was visible—

But watching a well-built, attractive girl sweating slightly as she spread her legs and did squats under six pairs of eyes…

It was, admittedly, a bit of an odd scene.

Everyone, including Yuzuru, felt a little strange.

“I’m done… that was more embarrassing than I expected.”

Even Ayaka had picked up on the atmosphere.

Her cheeks were faintly flushed.

They moved on.

The next king was—

“Alright, me. Then… how about number three runs around the entire estate at full speed?”

A proper punishment this time.

And the unlucky target was—

“…Hijiri-kun. I won’t forget this.”

Tenka—who wasn’t exactly athletic.

She shot Hijiri a sharp glare.

He grinned.

“Until you forget. And do it properly—I’ll check from the window.”

“…Fine. Running around the house once shouldn’t be a problem.”

With that, Tenka left the room.

A while later, she returned—sweaty, clutching her side, breathing heavily.

“…Seriously… this house is way too big…”

Apparently, the Tachibana estate had exceeded her expectations.

“That grudge… I will repay it.”

“Looking forward to it.”

And so the game continued.

The next king was—

“Oh, finally my turn.”

Yuzuru.

He had already decided what to say.

“I pick number one. If it’s a man, act like a woman. If it’s a woman, act like a man—until the game ends.”

“Understood, Yuzuru.”

Soichiro replied in a falsetto.

Yuzuru immediately grimaced.

“…That’s unsettling.”

“How cruel… you’re the one who ordered me to do this, darling♥”

Soichiro was surprisingly into it.

Though rather than “female,” he’d veered into something more flamboyant.

Well—close enough.

Next, the king was—

“Yes! Hijiri-kun, prepare yourself!!”

Queen Tenka had arrived.

She clearly intended revenge.

“One in six odds. No way it’ll hit.”

“Number two has to end every sentence with ‘zaurosu’ or ‘don’ until the game ends.”  “-zaurosu” is a playful suffix derived from “saurus” (as in dinosaurs), often used jokingly to make speech sound quirky or childish. “-don” is another humorous sentence-ending used for emphasis or comedic effect.

“You’ve got to be kidding me!!”

It seemed Hijiri was now cursed with ridiculous sentence endings.

Tenka smirked.

“You mean, ‘you’ve got to be kidding me, don’, right?”

“…Fine, zaurosu.”

Someone burst out laughing.

All eyes turned—

It was Arisa.

“Yukishiro-san, are you laughing at me, zaurosu?”

“Pfft—s-sorry…”

She had completely lost it.

Clutching her stomach, she tried to hold back laughter.

Yuzuru leaned in and whispered:

“What’s so funny, zaurosu?”

“Hyu—pfft, p-please stop… Yuzuru-san… I can’t…”

The game paused until she calmed down.

After that—

“I believe it’s my turn.”

Chiharu.

After a moment’s thought, she grinned.

“Alright then—everyone talk about the kind of person they like. You can even name someone specific if you want. Number… six!”

And number six was—

Yuzuru.

He scratched his head.

“What kind of person…?”

“Yes. You have one, don’t you?”

Chiharu pressed him, grinning.

For a moment—

Yuzuru glanced at Arisa.

And at that exact moment, Arisa was looking at him too.

Their eyes met.

He felt his face grow hot and quickly looked away.

“Well? Go on…”

“…Alright.”

After a brief pause, he answered:

“Someone who accepts all of me—but also tells me when I’m wrong.”

“Ohh… could that possibly be—”

“I answered already! Next! Moving on!”

Yuzuru cut her off loudly and forced the game forward.

Then—

“At last, my turn.”

Ayaka.

She folded her arms, thinking.

“I was going to make someone confess their crush… but Chiharu beat me to it.”

After a moment, she clapped her hands.

“Got it! Say your ideal confession scenario—or what you’d want someone you like to say to you. Let’s see… number three!”

“…That would be me.”

At the familiar, gentle voice, Yuzuru’s heart skipped.

He became acutely aware of his own tension.

“A confession… s-scenario?”

“Mhm. A proposal works too.”

Arisa glanced at Yuzuru.

Her face was bright red.

“I… can’t really picture something specific yet, so it’s hard to answer, but…”

She fidgeted shyly.

It was incredibly endearing.

Yuzuru listened intently.

“I like something romantic… on a special day, in a special place, with a special gift…”

She covered her face with both hands, clearly too embarrassed to continue.

Even Ayaka didn’t push further.

“Did you hear that, Yuzurun?”

She suddenly shifted targets.

Both Yuzuru and Arisa flushed.

“Stop teasing, Ayaka-chan.”

“Y-yes… it’s not like that between us…”

At their response, Ayaka grinned.

“Hm? What do you mean? I have no idea~”

She played dumb.

And just like that—

Both of them were left painfully aware of what they’d just implied.


      
        Chapter 25 - “Fiancée” and her Flaws

        “In the end, we didn’t get much studying done.”

On the way home, Yuzuru said that with a wry smile.

Of course, he’d known from the start that studying with that group probably wouldn’t be very productive.

“…Sorry about that.”

It didn’t matter if his own studying suffered, but dragging Arisa down with him—that made him feel a bit guilty.

Somehow, he felt like he’d led her astray.

Arisa, meanwhile, gave a small, awkward smile.

“Ahaha… well, it’s true I didn’t get as much done as I’d hoped, so I’ll have to study when I get home…”

Then she softened her eyes.

“But it was fun.”

She clasped her hands behind her back and walked with a slightly springy step.

“It’s been a while since I’ve had that much fun with a group of people… no, it might’ve been my first time.”

“You never had the chance before?”

Yuzuru himself didn’t have a particularly wide social circle.

But he at least had friends like Soichiro and Hijiri.

From what he’d seen, Arisa’s past relationships had been more like casual acquaintances—people she’d exchange small talk with over lunch.

Had no one ever invited her out?

It seemed unlikely that in sixteen years, she’d never had a single opportunity.

“No… thinking about it now, I probably did have chances. There were people who invited me. The problem was me.”

With that, Arisa sighed.

Just moments ago she’d seemed cheerful—but now she’d slipped back into her “I’m a bad person” mode.

“The past is the past. And… it’s understandable why you acted that way. …You didn’t want your situation to be known, right?”

Once people got closer, there’d inevitably be moments where family circumstances came up.

They might distance themselves.

Or spread rumours out of curiosity.

If that was the risk, it was easier not to get close to anyone in the first place.

That was how Yuzuru had interpreted her behaviour—

“…That’s not quite it.”

Apparently, he was slightly off.

“What I didn’t want was… people getting involved in my situation.”

“…You didn’t want to drag them in?”

“It’s not that noble a reason.”

Arisa shook her head weakly.

A self-deprecating smile appeared on her lips.

“I just didn’t want anyone doing something that might make things worse for me. That’s all.”

“I see.”

“…Selfish, isn’t it?”

“If it’s about protecting yourself, that’s only natural.”

You could call it selfish, perhaps.

But protecting yourself wasn’t wrong.

“But—”

“You’re not a bad person.”

Yuzuru cut her off.

Arisa looked slightly surprised.

He repeated himself, firmly.

“You’re not a bad person. I’ve said it before, but I’ll say it again—I guarantee it.”

“…Isn’t that just because you don’t really know me, Yuzuru-san?”

Her tone carried a hint of reproach.

As if saying—don’t say things like that so lightly.

Even she seemed aware she was taking it out on him.

Her expression shifted from irritation to gloom in an instant.

Still, she couldn’t help herself.

“I’m… much uglier than you think.”

“Really? I may not know everything, but we’ve spent half a year together. I think I have a decent grasp of your personality.”

He knew her good points.

And her bad ones too.

“That’s not true.”

“Well, I won’t know unless you tell me.”

“…”

Arisa fell silent for a moment.

Then, in a small voice:

“I’m selfish.”

“That’s it?”

She shook her head.

“I’m gloomy, spiteful, negative…”

“I know.”

“Arrogant, jealous, narcissistic…”

“I know that too.”

“Could you at least deny some of it!?”

“Don’t forget stubborn.”

Yuzuru said it with a laugh.

Arisa puffed her cheeks and looked away.

She wanted her flaws to be denied—

But she also didn’t want to be told empty reassurances by someone who didn’t understand her.

That was probably how she felt.

A bit—no, quite—complicated.

“Everyone has a flaw or two. That doesn’t make you a bad person.”

“But—”

“No ‘but’. …If having flaws makes you a bad person, then I’d be downright evil.”

Yuzuru shrugged playfully.

Still, Arisa muttered, “But…”

“You have plenty of good points too.”

“…I don’t.”

“You’re serious, hardworking, a great cook, smart, athletic, kind, considerate, attentive, cool, stylish, cute, beautiful, and your figure is—”

“That’s harassment!”

Arisa covered her ears.

Her face flushed bright red.

Her jade eyes, faintly teary, glared at him.

“Sorry, I went too far. Forgive me.”

“…I won’t.”

“I’ll do anything.”

“…Then, may I ask one thing?”

Arisa stopped walking.

Looking up at him with tearful eyes, her voice barely above a whisper—

“Please… lend me your chest.”

“Alright.”


      
        Interlude 3 - My Little Sister’s “Fiancée”

        Author’s note:

This chapter might be more interesting if read alongside Chapter 25 of Volume 1.



I first met her… when I was in fifth year of primary school.

My father suddenly told me that our family would be gaining a new member.

The girl who became my little sister… was incredibly cute.

Her hair was clear and beautiful, her eyes sparkling like jewels.

She was about three years younger than me—and I was captivated at first sight.

She was the daughter of my mother’s younger sister.

In other words, my cousin.

I’d heard I had a cousin, but that was the first time we’d ever met.

Apparently, her parents had died in an accident.

That was why she had been taken in by our family.

I felt sorry for her.

I decided I had to be kind to her, as her older brother.



When she first came to live with us… she was a little spoiled for her age.

She was only in second year of primary school, but she said whatever came to mind—honest, almost too honest.

It seemed my aunt and uncle had raised her quite indulgently.

But… she wasn’t a bad child.

She had proper manners.

She was kind and caring, often looking after my younger sister (her cousin) and playing with her.

More than anything, her innocent, cheerful smile was wonderful.

However…

My mother didn’t like her.

She treated her harshly at every opportunity.

She would pounce on even the smallest mistakes, scolding and yelling at her.

Whenever she saw her, she’d sneer—calling her useless, poorly raised.

Sometimes, she even insulted her dead parents.

And if she showed the slightest resistance—

She’d slap her.

Hit her with a duster or a belt.

Sometimes lock her in a cupboard.

This so-called “discipline” always happened when my father wasn’t home.

He was a man who lived for work.

Work, and the reputation of himself and the family—that was all he seemed to care about.

If he had seen it, he might have tried to stop it.

Not out of love—but because it would damage appearances.

At least, that’s what I believed.

In reality, he was rarely home, and barely involved in raising us.

So her “discipline” continued, unchallenged.

Before long, she stopped smiling.

Her beautiful eyes grew clouded.

She began constantly watching others, trying to gauge their moods.

I wanted to save her.

So I pleaded with my mother again and again not to treat her so harshly.

When she was being “disciplined,” I sometimes stepped in.

Perhaps because of that, by the time I reached my first year of middle school—

I no longer saw her being punished.

I thought I had protected her.



…But I was wrong.

One day, by accident, I caught a glimpse of her skin.

I apologised immediately.

But in that moment, I saw it.

Bruises—unnatural marks—on her pale skin.

It was simple.

The reason I stopped seeing her being “disciplined” was because I had started staying late at school for club activities.

It was happening where I couldn’t see.

My words hadn’t reached my mother.

I was powerless.

So… as a last resort, I turned to my father.

I didn’t like him.

We barely interacted, and he had no interest in parenting.

Besides—

I wanted to save her myself.

I didn’t want to rely on him.

But when I told him what was happening—

He was shocked.

Apparently, he genuinely believed everything was fine.

The next day, he came home early and spoke with my mother.

I remember her hysterical shouting, and his cold replies.

Even my mother couldn’t ignore him completely.

For a while, things quieted down.



But it didn’t last.

One winter day, I came home early from club activities—

And found her sitting in the garden, wearing only her underclothes.

She was trembling from the cold.

I think I said something like, Are you alright? Did Mum do this again?

She looked at me—

With eyes so cold it sent a chill down my spine.

“Please leave me alone.”

That was all she said.

I could only retreat into the house.

Later, my younger sister told me what had happened.

It had been the usual—a trivial mistake.

By then, she had started helping with housework, and something had gone wrong.

But that time, my mother’s anger had been… abnormal.

Or rather, the mistake had just been an excuse.

She had been angry about something else.

My sister, frightened, had hidden in her room.

So she didn’t know exactly what had been said.

But she heard words like—

Liar.
Slut.
Bitch.
Whore.

I didn’t understand.

Why my mother treated her that way in the first place—

Or what she could possibly have done to deserve such words.

After that, I tried to help her again and again.

But nothing improved.

If anything, it got worse.

Time passed.

She entered middle school.

I entered high school.

Somehow, she began avoiding me.

And I, feeling powerless, couldn’t talk to her properly anymore.

By then, she was doing most of the housework.

I asked if it was hard—if she hated it.

She simply said she did it because she wanted to.

The “discipline” also became less frequent.

By middle school, she had grown physically.

She had always been athletic.

Perhaps my mother, subconsciously, feared retaliation.

Though the insults never stopped.

It wasn’t that my mother had changed.

But the violence decreased.

My father remained distant.

She and my younger sister seemed to get along well enough.

Everything was the same.

Or slightly better.

And yet—

Only the distance between her and me had grown.

I didn’t want to be at home anymore.

So I applied to a distant university and moved out.

I told myself she didn’t need me anymore.

And ran away.



If I had known—

If I had known she was being forced into an arranged meeting—

I never would have left.

I heard about her engagement near the start of summer break at university.

Her fiancé was the eldest son of the Takasegawa main family.

Takasegawa.

I’d heard that name before.

An old, prestigious family.

Since the Meiji Restoration, they had risen alongside the Tachibana family, leading Japan’s political and financial world.

They had played key roles behind the scenes during the war’s end, post-war reconstruction, and economic growth.

Even now, they held immense influence domestically and internationally.

They had connections with politicians, bureaucrats—even foreign powers, especially in America.

Many politicians were related to them by blood.

They also made substantial political donations.

And—

They were an important business partner of my father.

It was obviously a political marriage.

In fact, after the engagement, my father received a massive loan from the Takasegawa family and their associates.

During summer break, after finishing my commitments, I rushed home.

And then—

By chance—

I ran into her.

She was with a boy.

As I approached, I caught a faint scent of chlorine.

She carried a swimming bag.

Her skin was slightly sunburnt.

She hated showing her skin—

So seeing her go to a pool with a boy shocked me.

Still…

As her “brother,” I should’ve been happy she had someone to spend time with.

…And yet, I felt irritated.

Something about it bothered me.

The boy had refined features, a well-bred appearance.

Deep blue eyes.

He seemed mature despite his age.

At first, I assumed he was just a friend.

So when I learned he was her fiancé, I was shocked.

He was too young.

I’d imagined someone older—an adult.

But when I spoke to him, he was calm, composed, mature.

He didn’t seem like a bad person.

In fact, he seemed decent.

Maybe—

If I explained things, he might reconsider.

Maybe he would help save her.

So I asked him.

Did he really intend to marry her?

He replied, almost exasperated—

“Who gets engaged without intending to marry?”

There was something mocking in his tone.

It irritated me.

Then he tugged at her sleeve—

As if forcing her—

“Right?”

She whispered something to him.

And then—

They both said they intended to marry.

That they were confident they could make it work.

It was absurd.

Fifteen-year-old students—

Speaking so calmly, so naturally—

About marrying for their parents’ sake—

It wasn’t normal.

This shouldn’t exist in modern Japan.

So I thought—

She was being forced.

Made to pretend she loved him.

And he—

Had been fooled by her act.

It was natural, after all.

Any boy would be swayed if a girl like her said she loved him.

If I explained everything, he’d understand.

So I told him about her situation.

But he didn’t believe me.

Instead, he asked her.

Of course she’d say she loved him.

She had no choice.

I tried to explain that—

But it wouldn’t get through.

When he finally seemed to understand—

He asked, as if puzzled—

“What exactly do you want me to do?”

Then—

I noticed the watch on his left wrist.

A famous Swiss brand.

Worth at least a million yen.

A luxury watch.

Ah.

So this was Takasegawa.

To him, she was no different from that watch.

Something bought with money.

I was certain of it.

Despite his decent appearance—

He was just another member of the family that had bought her.

No different from my father.

A man capable of something like human trafficking.

So I told him clearly—

Don’t force her into marriage.

If you love her, if you don’t want her to be unhappy—

Break off the engagement.

I placed my hopes on whatever shred of conscience he might have.

But he calmly replied—

“If I didn’t ‘buy’ her, someone else would.”

He didn’t even deny it.

As if saying—

It’s your fault for being poor.

Then he mocked me—

As if asking what someone like me could possibly do.

I tried to argue.

But no words came.

Before I knew it—

He had gotten into a taxi and left.

After he was gone, I approached her.

Are you alright?

Did you go to the pool?

Did he do anything to you?

Are you being threatened?

Blackmailed?

I’ll be on your side—

I said everything I could.

And she replied—

“Please stop.”

“You can’t do anything, so don’t mess up my life.”

“You’re just being a nuisance.”

She shouted that—

In tears—

And ran inside.

She was right.

I still had no power.

But I couldn’t ignore her tears.

Someday—

I had to save her.

I swore it.



Some time later, he invited her to a summer festival.

I wanted to stop her.

But she went anyway.

She didn’t come home for a long time.

She called instead.

Apparently, the trains had stopped—

So she stayed at his house.

That girl—

Stayed at a boy’s house.

For some reason—

I felt sick.

As I stood there, pale—

My younger sister shrugged.

“Arisa-san goes to his place every Saturday, you know. She’s basically like a housewife already.”

I hadn’t known.

Maybe—

She had already fallen into his hands.

Maybe he was forcing her—

Doing terrible things to her—

The thought made my chest tighten.

She came home safely the next day.

I asked if anything had happened.

She coldly replied—

“It’s none of your business.”

She didn’t want to talk about it.

Her attitude told me enough.

I couldn’t stop worrying.

So I stayed home until the end of September.

And then I realised—

My mother hardly scolded her anymore.

Normally, if she came home late, she’d be yelling.

But now, just a few sarcastic remarks.

…Even my mother feared the Takasegawa family.

That was how powerful they were.

There was no way I could win against them alone.

That was what I thought.


      
        Chapter 26 - Halloween and Sweets

        Having safely finished the mock exams…

A few days later, on Friday.

The end of October.

From early morning, Yuzuru found himself being pestered by a pair.

“Oi, Yuzurun! If you don’t give us sweets—!!”

“We’ll prank you! Grrr!!”

He was ambushed by Ayaka, dressed as a vampire, and Chiharu, sporting fox ears and a tail.

Judging by the “grrr,” perhaps Chiharu was actually supposed to be a werewolf. She was a girl, though.

Of course, neither costume was particularly elaborate.

Ayaka wore a black cloak like something a suspicious character might throw on, along with a bat-wing headband, while Chiharu had simply attached decorative ears and a tail.

They were modest outfits…

But Yuzuru tilted his head slightly, wondering if they were even allowed under school rules.

“Why not go bother Soichiro instead?”

Yuzuru casually dropped the name of their ‘owner.’

If Soichiro knew about this behaviour, he’d probably grab them by the scruff of their necks and drag them away.

So either he hadn’t arrived at school yet, or they were doing this behind his back.

“We don’t mind if Soichiro-kun pranks us.”

“Actually, we’d welcome it. Ah, but it’d be a problem if Yuzuru-san did.”

“Oh, is that so? My apologies, then.”

…That guy—won’t he get stabbed someday?

Seriously, he should hurry up and get Nice boat-ed.

Yuzuru muttered a curse towards Soichiro in his mind.

Still, this sort of thing wasn’t new for Ayaka and Chiharu.

He’d known them for a long time.

Which was why he’d prepared sweets properly.

“Here. Your feed.”

Yuzuru pulled neatly wrapped biscuits from his bag and tossed them over.

The two caught them.

“Oh, these are from a good place. As expected of Yuzurun.”

“You really are thoughtful, aren’t you?”

Saying that, the two of them also took sweets out of their own bags.

Ayaka had made madeleines, and Chiharu had something like cupcakes.

Both had a faint yellow tint—probably because they’d used pumpkin for Halloween.

“They’re homemade.”

“Make sure you savour them.”

“Yeah, yeah.”

Getting homemade food from strangers tended to make one hesitate, but Ayaka and Chiharu were trustworthy in that regard.

Despite appearances, both of them were good at cooking, so he could expect decent flavour.



And so, the early morning event passed.

Then came lunchtime.

“Here. Take these.”

Yuzuru and Soichiro received a bundle of assorted sweets from Hijiri.

They weren’t the stylish kind like Ayaka and Chiharu’s.

Just a bag filled with store-bought snacks and chocolates.

That said, the packaging itself had pumpkins and bats printed on it, decorated with a ribbon… it was surprisingly cute, almost impressively so.

Yuzuru and Soichiro exchanged glances.

“My bad. I didn’t prepare anything in return.”

“Didn’t think you were the type to do something like this.”

Neither of them bothered exchanging gifts for birthdays or Christmas—too much hassle preparing something in return.

Naturally, Halloween was no exception.

They’d assumed Hijiri was the same.

Or rather, this delinquent-looking guy hardly seemed like someone who’d prepare Halloween sweets—more like the type to scoff and say, “Halloween? What a joke.”

“Nah, I don’t need anything back. That’d just be gross. …My family hands out sweets every Halloween. Think of it as leftovers from that.”

Yuzuru and Soichiro immediately understood.

A completely useless piece of knowledge surfaced in their minds—yakuza hand out sweets on Halloween.

“Right… By the way, this chocolate—is it normal chocolate? Not some kind of code word for something?”

“There’s nothing like drugs in it, right?”

“What the hell do you think I am?”

““Yakuza.””

Yuzuru and Soichiro answered in unison.



After school.

On his way home, Yuzuru was called out by a girl.

“Wait, Takasegawa-kun.”

“Nagiri-san.”

A tall, slender beauty with black hair—Nagiri Tenka.

She held a neatly wrapped set of biscuits.

“Don’t tell me…”

“That’s right—Halloween. Oh, and you don’t need to return the favour. I’m just handing these out so it’s fair to everyone I associate with.”

Yuzuru accepted the biscuits.

They seemed to be store-bought.

“They’re store-bought. Nothing dangerous in them like Hijiri-kun’s.”

“That’s reassuring.”

Of course, Hijiri’s sweets were also store-bought.

Yuzuru didn’t bother nitpicking and slipped the biscuits into his bag.

Then he asked—

“By the way… I’m genuinely curious. Is Halloween okay for you, doctrinally?”

“Chiharu-san is handing things out too, isn’t she? And she’s a living god.”

“…Well, Kamini-shi is pretty steeped in the secular world, so she’s probably an exception.”  “kamini” (神西) is an alternate readingplay on Chiharu’s surname, implying “divine west” or “godly lineage.”/

Uenishi Chiharu.

Uenishi—also known as “Kamini.”

The heir to a major shrine in the Kansai region.

Her family followed an extremely unusual matrilineal succession and had preserved a unique faith since ancient times.

Doctrinally, Chiharu herself was considered a living god, which was why she could walk straight down the centre of a torii gate without hesitation.

That said, the Uenishi family was deeply immersed in worldly affairs.

Rather than shrine income, most of their wealth came from being the largest landowners in western Japan—and from controlling tourism, industry, and even regional politics.

These days, they seemed busier entertaining foreign visitors than performing rituals.

In truth, Nagiri probably took religion more seriously.

(Though, I don’t know all the details of the Uenishi situation…)

In fact, the Takasegawa and Uenishi families had once been estranged.

About 150 years ago, Takasegawa—acting as agents of the new government—clashed with the Uenishi in a major conflict.

Since then, members of the Takasegawa family had been forbidden from passing through the torii of Uenishi Shrine—effectively banned.

That said, relations were now improving.

Yuzuru and Chiharu being childhood friends was part of that.

At one point, there had even been talk of an “engagement” between them, showing just how much things had thawed.

Though, as it stood, Yuzuru had still never passed through the shrine’s torii.



“Oh, of course… there’s absolutely no cannabis or anything in them.”

“Saying it twice just makes it sound more suspicious.”

If she were actually handing out laced sweets, her family would’ve collapsed long ago.

So it was a joke.

…At least, he hoped it was.

“Takasegawa-kun, why not join my religion? It’s quite fun.”

“My family’s technically Protestant.”

More of a funeral-Protestant situation—he was only affiliated out of obligation.

So he wasn’t particularly attached to it, nor was he completely opposed…

But there wasn’t any real reason to convert.

“Oh, what a shame.”

Tenka seemed to have been joking as well, and the conversation ended there.

Yuzuru decided he’d eat Ayaka and Chiharu’s more perishable sweets today.

And as he walked home, a thought crossed his mind.

(…I wonder if Arisa will give me anything tomorrow.)



Author’s note:

By the way, Ayaka is Catholic.

Soichiro, being a samurai, follows a Zen Buddhist sect.


      
        Chapter 27 - “Fiancée” and the Cat

        The next day.

Arisa arrived at Yuzuru’s house carrying a paper bag.

“Thank you for having me again today.”

“…Yeah.”

As Yuzuru welcomed her in, he couldn’t help but catch his breath.

With autumn deepening and the weather turning colder… Arisa was dressed more warmly than usual.

Specifically… she was wearing a very cosy-looking knitted sweater.

The cream-coloured sweater clung closely to her body, accentuating her beautiful figure.

As a result, her ample chest was impossible to ignore. …Not that he minded—it was a feast for the eyes.

That said, while her upper half looked warm, her lower half seemed a bit chilly.

Unusually for her, she was wearing a miniskirt.

Her long, elegant legs—wrapped in glossy black tights—peeked out from beneath the short hem.

They were quite slender compared to girls their age.

But not overly thin—there was a softness to them, a healthy fullness that made them look incredibly supple.

Feeling his heart beat a little faster, Yuzuru ushered Arisa inside.

“Um, Yuzuru-san… apparently it’s Halloween around this time, so… I made some sweets.”

With that, Arisa took out a cutely wrapped plastic cup from her paper bag.

It looked like pudding.

“I made pumpkin pudding. I hope it suits your taste.”

“Thanks, Arisa.”

Yuzuru accepted it with gratitude.

Arisa gave a small, wry smile.

“Actually, yesterday I received sweets from Ayaka-san, Chiharu-san, Tenka-san, and Ryouzenji-san.”

“So those four gave you some too, huh.”

Ayaka and Chiharu made sense, but it was a little surprising that Tenka and Hijiri had gone out of their way to give Arisa sweets.

Though, while Tenka was a bit of an unknown, Hijiri—despite appearances—wasn’t actually bad at socialising, so it wasn’t that strange.

“You got some too, Yuzuru-san?”

“Yeah. Ayaka-chan and Chiharu-chan demanding sweets is a yearly tradition.”

They liked events like this.

Yuzuru didn’t dislike them either, so he went along with it every year.

“I see… I’m a bit embarrassed to admit I hadn’t prepared anything.”

“Well, that’s normal, really.”

He didn’t know how it was overseas…

But in Japan, Halloween was mostly treated as a costume event.

Exchanging sweets wasn’t unusual, but neither was not preparing anything at all.

“But I felt a bit bad about it.”

It didn’t seem like full-blown guilt…

But it was clearly on her mind.

“Ayaka-chan and Chiharu-chan didn’t say anything to you beforehand, right? They probably didn’t want to force you.”

“Is that so?”

“Those two won’t push people too far, when it comes down to it.”

More accurately, they knew who they could and couldn’t push.

They were less reserved with Yuzuru than with Arisa, and they caused Soichiro no end of trouble.

Of course, both Yuzuru and Soichiro allowed it.

Because the girls never crossed the line.

“If you feel bad about it and want to give them something, you could always do it next year.”

“You’re right… If I force a return gift, it might just make them feel bad too.”

It seemed she’d settled on preparing something next year.

That said, Yuzuru only understood the feelings of his childhood friends Ayaka and Chiharu, and his friend Hijiri.

He didn’t know Tenka well enough yet.

Still, she had seemed similar to Hijiri—just giving something out of courtesy… so she probably wasn’t expecting anything in return.

Probably.

Now then, having received pudding from Arisa, Yuzuru went to fetch something from the fridge.

It was a box from his usual patisserie.

The difference this time… was that the design on the box was Halloween-themed.

“Well, I always prepare something anyway, so calling this a return gift feels a bit odd, but…”

He set the box on the table and opened it for Arisa.

She peered inside—and her eyes widened in surprise.

“I know this! Girls in my class were talking about it.”

“Talking about it?”

“It’s limited quantity—you have to line up to buy it, right!?”

She spoke with a hint of excitement.

Yuzuru nodded.

“Yeah. I got up early this morning and queued for it.”

What he’d bought was a limited-edition Halloween cake.

Only during this season, his favourite patisserie sold a special pumpkin cake.

(Maybe Arisa will make something for Halloween.)

Thinking that, he’d gone the extra mile to get it.

“Th-this feels… a bit much. Mine’s just homemade pudding by an amateur…”

“If anything, I’d rather you praise me than apologise.”

If you’re going to feel bad, at least acknowledge the effort.

He said it half-jokingly.

Arisa narrowed her eyes slightly.

“Then… shall I give you a ‘good boy’ pat?”

“Eh!?”

Yuzuru let out an involuntary, strange sound.

Arisa’s cheeks flushed faintly as she let out a soft laugh.

“You’re the one who said you wanted praise, Yuzuru-san.”

“Well, yes, but…”

“If I ask for permission first, it’s alright for me to pat your head, isn’t it?”

He had said something like that.

And since he’d patted Arisa’s head plenty of times before, he couldn’t exactly argue if she said it was unfair otherwise.

“I don’t think patting my head would be all that interesting.”

“It is for me.”

With that, Arisa sat down properly in seiza.

Then she lightly patted her thighs—covered in those soft-looking tights.

“Eh? No, wait…”

“It’s my way of thanking you. Ayaka-san said men like this sort of thing… do you not?”

“…I don’t dislike it.”

Seeing the elegant curve of her legs, Yuzuru swallowed unconsciously.

Honestly—he liked it. A lot.

Even knowing it probably wasn’t a good idea, he gave in to temptation and rested his head on her lap.

Immediately, something soft entered his field of vision.

A generous, full shape—like ripe fruit—tilted upward, defying gravity.

Realising his self-control might not hold, Yuzuru turned his head to the side.

That, however, proved to be a mistake.

Because his cheek felt the softness of her thighs more directly than the back of his head ever could.

The firm base of muscle, the soft layer of flesh over it, and the slightly illicit sensation of the tights—all pressed against his face.

On top of that, the closeness of her skin to his nose didn’t help.

The faint scent of soap, mixed with a trace of sweat, steadily eroded his composure.

“Thank you for lining up so early… for my sake.”

As she said that, Arisa began gently stroking his head.

Her fingers ran through his hair, brushing against his ears and nape, sending shivers through his body.

“Ah… yeah, no, I can’t take this.”

“Ah!”

Feeling his self-control slipping, Yuzuru quickly rolled away from her lap.

Arisa let out a slightly disappointed sound.

“I haven’t patted you enough yet.”

“I’ve had enough.”

At his reply, Arisa pouted slightly.

“You let me pat you, and then run away once you’re satisfied… that’s not a trait you need to share with a cat, you know.”

“I wasn’t trying to act like a cat in the first place.”

She was the one who’d asked to do it.

Yuzuru couldn’t help but feel a little unconvinced.


      
        Chapter 28 - “Fiancée” is a Kitty

        Since Arisa had gone to the trouble of making it, Yuzuru decided to try the pumpkin pudding right away.

He slid a spoon into the cup.

It seemed to be on the firmer side.

When he took a bite, the rich taste of egg, along with the flavour and sweetness of pumpkin, spread through his mouth.

The texture was pleasant, too.

Eating it together with the caramel sauce at the bottom added a hint of bitterness to the sweetness, creating a different, layered taste.

“Well?”

“Yeah, it’s delicious. Your cake before was great too—you’re good at making sweets, aren’t you?”

When Yuzuru praised her, Arisa shyly shook her head.

“That’s not true. I do sometimes make things with leftover flour, eggs, and milk, so I might be a bit better than average… but if you just follow a recipe, anyone can make this easily.”

“I think that just means your cooking skills are high…”

At that point, a question came to mind.

Could Arisa cook anything? Or were there things she struggled with?

“Do you have any dishes you’re not good at? I mean in terms of making them.”

“Let me think… I’m not very good with Chinese cuisine. It feels difficult.”

“Now that you mention it… I don’t recall ever eating your Chinese cooking.”

When someone as skilled as Arisa said they were “not good” at something, it probably still meant above average.

Still, she seemed to lack confidence in it. Most of what she cooked tended to be Japanese dishes, or Western-style foods like croquettes, fried shrimp, and omelette rice.

She might never have made Chinese food at all.

“Unlike bonito or kelp stock, Chinese flavours tend to rely on umami seasonings.”

“You’re against those, Arisa?”

Yuzuru himself had grown up on seasoning like Ajinomoto, so he didn’t mind it at all.

Of course, he preferred Arisa’s cooking.

“Not at all—I use them when needed. It’s just… how should I put it? It feels like I’ve lost. It’s humiliating.”

“…I see.”

He didn’t understand that at all.

Lost to what, exactly?

Chinese cuisine as a culture?

Or to seasoning paste like weipa?

And even if she “won,” what would she gain?

He wondered, but chose not to say it aloud.

“I also feel like the heat isn’t strong enough. I’ve never managed to make fried rice I’m satisfied with.”

“Fried rice, huh… yeah, that one runs deep.”

Yuzuru had made fried rice himself a few times.

Like peperoncino, it was simple but surprisingly deep—people tended to get oddly particular about it.

“…Speaking of Chinese food, Ayaka is good at it.”

“Really?”

“Yeah. She’s treated me a few times—it was great. Apparently she learned from a Chinese chef she knows.”

Despite appearances, Ayaka was a good cook.

Chinese cuisine was her speciality—she was even particular enough to season and maintain her own wok.

“…Do you think she’d teach me if I asked?”

“I think she’d be delighted to.”

And probably with a smug look on her face, too.

“Then I’ll ask her. …I’ll do my best so I can treat you to delicious Chinese food.”

“I’m looking forward to it. Your cooking is something I look forward to every week.”

“That much?”

“Yeah. I’d want to eat it every day, if I could.”

If he could eat Arisa’s cooking every day, that would be genuine happiness.

The Amagi family ought to realise just how fortunate they were.

“…Every day, you say. Then shall I make that happen?”

“Huh?”

Yuzuru’s eyes widened at her suggestion.

It was an offer he couldn’t possibly complain about—but…

“Does that mean you’d come here every day?”

“That would be difficult, so… I was thinking of making you a bento.”  Bento is a Japanese lunch box, often homemade and packed with a variety of foods. It’s common for people to prepare bentos for themselves or their loved ones.

“A bento!?”

Having a cute girl make him a bento every day—

As a guy, that was an incredibly appealing development.

“…But wouldn’t that be a lot of work?”

“I already make one for myself every morning. It’s no extra effort. Ah, but I’d like you to cover the cost of ingredients.”

“Just the ingredients?”

Even if the effort was “the same,” the workload was increasing.

Yuzuru felt a bit bad not paying for her labour as well…

“Don’t worry. You’ve already helped me in many ways, like covering the cost of my coat. And besides… I want to make it. For you, Yuzuru-san.”

Her cheeks flushed faintly as she said it.

If she said she wanted to do it, insisting on paying her labour would feel disrespectful.

“Then I’ll gratefully accept. …I’ll make it up to you somehow.”

“You don’t need to…”

“If I want to thank you, will you let me?”

At that, Arisa gave a small, wry smile.

And nodded.

While they were talking, Yuzuru finished the pudding.

He decided to eat the cake as well, taking the box from the fridge and placing it onto a plate.

“This is in return for the pudding.”

“Thank you.”

Arisa stared intently at the cake.

Then she looked up at Yuzuru.

“What is it?”

“Well… I just realised I haven’t said the usual Halloween line.”

The usual line.

In other words—“Trick or treat.”

“Speaking of usual things, you’re not in costume either. …Not that it necessarily matters.”

Yuzuru said with a wry smile—

And Arisa pulled something out of her paper bag.

It was a pair of headbands.

One with cat ears, the other with dog ears.

“…You came prepared.”

“Ayaka-san gave them to me.”

“That explains it.”

He could easily imagine Ayaka forcing cosplay items onto her, saying something like, “Go have a Halloween party with Yuzurun tomorrow!”

“Yuzuru-san, you prefer dogs, right? You can have the dog ears.”

“…Thanks.”

For now, Yuzuru put on the dog ears.

Then he asked—

“Well?”

“…Hehe, they suit you.”

“You just laughed, didn’t you?”

“I didn’t.”

“…Fine. I put mine on, so you should too.”

He urged Arisa, who was hesitating to wear the cat ears.

After a brief internal struggle, she finally placed them on her head.

Then, lowering her gaze shyly, cheeks slightly flushed, she asked:

“…How do I look?”

“Cute…”

Unlike Yuzuru, the cat ears suited her perfectly.

Considering her personality, dog ears might have fit her better—but even so, she looked adorable.

“I-is that so… um, Yuzuru-san.”

Arisa turned to face him.

Her face turned bright red, and after a small cough, she bent her wrists like a cat.

“If you don’t give me sweets… I’ll prank you, nya.”

“…”

“U-um! Yuzuru-san! Silence is the worst reaction!!”

Her face now red as a boiled octopus, Arisa grabbed his shoulders and shook him vigorously.

Meanwhile, overwhelmed by how cute she was, Yuzuru covered his own face with one hand—burning with excitement, embarrassment, and second-hand embarrassment all at once.

“…What if I give the pudding back—can you not prank me?”

“Of course not! And how exactly are you planning to return it!?”

She kept thumping his body with her fists in rapid succession.


      
        Chapter 29 - Feelings Towards the “Fiancée”

        “Yuzuru is…?”

“A bento…!?”

Soichiro and Hijiri stared as if they’d just witnessed something unbelievable.

Like the world might end tomorrow.

“Nothing wrong with me bringing a bento, is there?”

As Yuzuru said that, he opened the bento he’d received from Arisa that morning.

It was an insulated type, so it was still warm inside.

There were two tiers.

One held white rice with a pickled plum.

The other was packed with stylish side dishes.

As expected of Arisa, there were no frozen foods.

…Was that because she’d feel like she “lost,” otherwise?

For now, he popped a piece of fried chicken into his mouth.

The seasoning wasn’t too strong, nor too light.

Despite some time having passed since it was made, the coating was still crisp.

When he bit into it, it was softer than expected, and the flavour of the meat spread through his mouth.

(Still delicious.)

He decided he’d tell her in the morning how good it was.

Incidentally, there were three bentos, which they rotated.

“Yukishiro-san, right?”

Soichiro guessed immediately.

Yuzuru lived alone, so there was no way his mother had made it, and there was even less chance that Yuzuru had made it himself—an obvious deduction.

“Yeah.”

It really was good.

Freshly made food from Arisa was exceptional, but it seemed she could also make dishes that stayed delicious even after cooling.

Not only that, they looked vibrant and well-balanced nutritionally.

It genuinely made him feel grateful.

“Is it that good?”

“Obviously.”

“…Mind letting me try some?”

“Give me a bit too.”

Soichiro and Hijiri both wanted a taste.

Yuzuru hesitated—torn between wanting to keep Arisa’s bento all to himself and wanting to show off her cooking…

But in the end, he shared a little.

He gave Soichiro a piece of fried chicken.

Hijiri got some rolled omelette.

After offering their own side dishes in return, the two tried Arisa’s cooking.

“Yeah, this is good.”

“Better than I expected.”

Both of them sounded impressed.

Even though he hadn’t made it himself, Yuzuru felt oddly proud.

“So now I’m the only one left relying on the cafeteria, huh…”

Soichiro usually brought a bento made by his mother.

Until now, Yuzuru and Hijiri had eaten at the cafeteria while Soichiro had a bento—but that changed today.

“Still, a homemade ‘wife bento’ in high school, huh.”

“Why not just get married already?”

Soichiro and Hijiri spoke half-teasing, half-serious.

Incidentally, Yuzuru had already told Hijiri about the “engagement,” with Arisa’s permission.

Through the study sessions and Halloween, Arisa had grown closer to Tenka.

They decided it would be better not to keep it hidden from friends, so they told Hijiri and Tenka.

Yuzuru also felt more at ease not having to hide it.

“I’m paying for the ingredients, at least.”

“I don’t think most people would make one just for ingredient costs.”

“If I asked her, would Yukishiro make one for me too?”

“Yeah, no chance.”

Arisa wasn’t running a lunch service.

Even if the effort was “the same,” it still took time.

The fact that she was willing to do it just for ingredient costs meant she clearly had some level of affection for Yuzuru.

Whether that was friendship or romantic feelings… was unclear.

“Seriously though, aren’t you going to date her? I mean, you’re already engaged, so it’s basically the same.”

“From what I hear, you two already sound like a close couple. Planning to go all the way?”

“Ah… you’re really asking that.”

Yuzuru wasn’t unaware.

At first, their dates had been about “acting like fiancés,” but lately, he’d genuinely been enjoying them.

Arisa likely felt the same.

“…Well, I do like Arisa.”

“Thought so.”

“I’ve always thought this, but she’s totally your type—like, straight out of a Western mould.”

“It’s not just her looks.”

As Hijiri said, Arisa’s appearance—including her excellent figure—was exactly Yuzuru’s type.

On top of that, her personality was great.

She was kind, attentive, and knew how to support him.

She claimed to have a bad personality, but even that side of her was charming.

And she was a good cook.

More than anything, as the Halloween incident showed, she could go along with things, joke around…

She was fun to be with.

“But… if you ask whether I’m in love with her, I’m not sure.”

“You mean you like her as a friend?”

“You don’t like her as a woman?”

“No, I do. But liking someone doesn’t necessarily mean you feel a strong romantic love, right?”

Any man would have at least one or two women he found attractive.

Even men with wives or girlfriends might still think, she’s nice, about a beautiful, kind woman—without acting on it.

“In short, I’m comfortable with how things are now. I don’t really feel the need to force things forward. More importantly…”

Not every couple or marriage in the world was built on overwhelming passion.

If anything, many probably started from something more casual.

So there’d be nothing strange about Yuzuru becoming Arisa’s boyfriend, but—

“I… don’t think it would be right for me to fall in love with her.”

Though they appeared equal, their relationship wasn’t truly equal.

If he wanted to, Yuzuru could refuse the marriage.

Arisa couldn’t.

Their “engagement” only existed because Yuzuru currently had no intention of going through with it.

In other words—harsh as it sounded—Yuzuru effectively held power over her fate.

If he fell in love with her… if he decided to marry her…

Arisa wouldn’t be able to refuse.

He explained this line of thinking to Soichiro and Hijiri.

“So, yeah. For now, I’m maintaining things as they are. I don’t want to push my feelings onto her just to become lovers.”

After saying that, Yuzuru found himself thinking of his father.

(Dad doesn’t hesitate to use any means necessary. He’s probably already seen through Arisa’s timid nature… I need to be careful.)

Takasegawa Kazuya appeared gentle at first glance, but in truth he was calm, ruthless, and cold-blooded.

That side was mostly reserved for work—at home, he was a kind, good father, and Yuzuru respected him.

But…

He was also the kind of man who could use his own son as a tool for a political marriage without hesitation.

If he could do that to his own son, there was no need to even consider how he’d treat someone unrelated like Arisa.

Yuzuru had to protect Arisa not just from the Amagi family—

But from the Takasegawa family as well.

In fact, the latter might be the greater threat.

Cold, calculating, ruthless.

A cunning family skilled in schemes and manoeuvring, willing to use any means to achieve their goals.

That was the Takasegawa reputation—and it wasn’t wrong.

No one understood the danger of that family better than Yuzuru himself.

From his father’s or grandfather’s perspective, he must seem like quite the rebellious son.

Yuzuru gave a wry smile to himself.

“…”

Soichiro and Hijiri exchanged glances.

Then they asked—

“So what if you really do fall in love? What if you want her badly enough to force it?”

“And what if Yukishiro is the one who comes to you?”

In response, Yuzuru shrugged.

“Well… I’ll deal with that when it happens.”


      
        Chapter 30 - The “Fiancée” and Necessary Expenses

        A little over a week after Halloween.

On that day, the third nationwide mock exam was held.

After it ended, Yuzuru and Arisa were at his flat, going over their answers.

“With this many mock exams in a row… it really does get exhausting…”

Having finished marking her answers, Arisa stretched her arms wide.

There had already been another high-difficulty mock exam less than two weeks ago, meaning they’d had two back-to-back within a single month.

There had been Halloween as a bit of a breather in between…

But even Arisa seemed worn out.

“Still… for now, that’s the last of them.”

“That’s true. …As a bit of a break, how about next Saturday—we go out somewhere?”

In other words, she was asking him out on a date.

Lately, their “at-home dates”—in other words, study sessions—had been the norm, so going out sounded great.

However…

“About that, I actually wanted to ask you something.”

“Ask me?”

“Yeah… would it be alright if Ayumi—my little sister—came along too?”

Arisa blinked in surprise at the suggestion.



The story went back to the previous night.


Hello?




Onii-san, it’s me, it’s me!




Ah, one of those ‘it’s me’ scam callers?




T-A-K-A-S-E-G-A-W-A A-Y-U-M-I—Takasegawa Ayumi!!




Oh, it’s you, Ayumi.




Don’t give me that “oh.” You can see it’s me calling!



Ayumi huffed on the other end of the line.

Of course, Yuzuru was joking, and Ayumi was only pretending to be annoyed.

For siblings, this kind of banter was completely normal.


So, what is it? …I’ve got a mock exam tomorrow, even if it’s Saturday.



He still had to go in and take it.

Holding an external mock exam at school was a bit odd, but that was how it worked.


Were you studying?




Yeah. So keep it brief.




I want to go shopping for clothes in the city next weekend.




You want me to tag along as your bodyguard and pack mule, right?




Half right.



They got along fairly well as siblings, and Yuzuru had accompanied her shopping many times as both protection and bag carrier—even after he started living alone.

But… what did she mean by “half”?

He tilted his head.


What’s the other half?




You don’t know anything about girls’ clothes, do you, Onii-san?




I can at least tell what’s cute and what’s not.




But you don’t know trends or brands.



That was true.

He had no interest in women’s fashion, so he didn’t know brands.

Watches and suits, on the other hand—those he knew a bit about.


So I was thinking maybe Arisa-san could come too.




Arisa?




It’s about time to get proper winter clothes, right? She’s a girl too, so I bet she feels the same. And it’d be a good chance for us to get closer while we shop together.




I see.



Still, Yuzuru had just recently received the money for her coat from Arisa.

He was a bit concerned whether she had the financial leeway.


I’ll ask her, at least.




Thanks. Love you, Onii-san.




Yeah, yeah. Love you too.





“…And that’s what happened.”

“I see.”

After hearing the explanation, Arisa nodded in understanding.

Then she gave a small nod.

“That’s fine with me.”

“…Are you sure about the money?”

Yuzuru didn’t know how much allowance she received.

But it was probably not that much.

In the Takasegawa household, things like clothing, cosmetics, stationery, and textbooks were treated as separate from allowance, so Ayumi likely extracted quite a large clothing budget from their parents.

If Arisa went shopping with her, her wallet might end up empty.

“In my household, I don’t receive a fixed monthly allowance. It’s based on purpose.”

“Purpose-based?”

“For example… for clothes that need replacing regularly, I receive a lump sum every quarter. For dates, I’m given money each time as needed… something like that. So if I tell my guardian I’m going shopping for clothes with you and your sister… I might receive additional funds separate from my clothing budget—or maybe not. But in any case, I’ve just recently received money for winter clothes, so I’m doing fine financially.”

Yuzuru had long had questions about Arisa’s financial situation.

For instance, she once said she’d never bought slightly expensive soap.

And yet, she wore stylish clothes.

And when they went on dates, she never hesitated over things like cinema tickets or meals.

Did she have money, or not?

Now, her explanation cleared things up.

Most likely, her guardian believed he was raising her without hardship.

He provided money for dates, and for clothing.

However… as a man, the idea of “caring about soap” simply didn’t occur to him.

And there were probably many such things.

For Arisa, not having things others around her had created a sense of inferiority—a complex, even—but since they weren’t necessities, she couldn’t bring herself to ask for money for them.

“I see… then in a way, this works out in your favour.”

If money was given based on purpose, then her finances wouldn’t suffer.

If anything, having a reason meant she had a reason to receive money—so it was, in a sense, a gain.

“Yes… though it does mean troubling my guardian.”

She said it with a slightly apologetic expression.

Considering he was the one who had forced the engagement and marriage in the first place, and that this fell under related expenses, it didn’t seem like she needed to feel guilty…

But she couldn’t help it.

“Don’t worry about it. …Your guardian is already gaining quite a bit from our engagement.”

“…But we’re not even married yet, right? Is there still a benefit at this stage?”

The word yet caught Yuzuru’s attention slightly, but he chose not to comment.

Instead, he answered her question.

“It seems my parents have already invested a significant amount into the company your guardian runs. The investment discussions existed even before our engagement, but the amount increased afterward, so it’s probably had some influence.”

In reality, what her guardian wanted wasn’t just money, but the fact that Amagi had come under the Takasegawa umbrella—and the reputation that came with it.

Their engagement hadn’t been formally announced, but information like that always leaked somewhere.

In fact, Yuzuru’s father likely acted on the assumption that it would leak—no, he probably encouraged it, hinting at it deliberately.

That way, it spread the perception that Amagi was now under Takasegawa’s wing.

And Amagi, in turn, would use that perception to attract funding.

On its own, people might hesitate to invest in Amagi.

But knowing Takasegawa stood behind them would loosen plenty of wallets.

Yuzuru had even looked into the flow of money out of curiosity.

Not just Takasegawa affiliates—families like Tachibana, Uenishi, and Satake had begun moving funds at a fairly early stage.

Specifically, even before he’d run into their heirs at the pool.

…Well, these families were all interconnected if you traced their lineages.

Such a network already existed.

If Yuzuru’s parents so much as hinted at the engagement to relatives and branch families, the information spreading instantly was inevitable.

“In short, even if we never actually marry—even if this engagement remains unofficial—the fact alone is already bringing your guardian considerable benefit. …So I think it’s fine for you to be a little selfish. Though, I don’t know the exact state of the Amagi finances, so I can’t say that irresponsibly.”

A company struggling financially didn’t necessarily mean the household itself was struggling in the same way.

Even if the company’s cash flow improved, that didn’t mean the family’s finances would immediately follow.

“…You’re right. When I think about it, it’s a necessary expense. Though I shouldn’t be wasteful.”

With that, Arisa gave a small smile.

Expenses for getting along with her fiancé’s sister were necessary—she had a right to claim them.

Thinking of it that way seemed to ease her guilt a little.

“…Yeah. I think you’re right.”

Though, doesn’t that assume we’re actually going to get married?

Yuzuru thought to himself, even as he gave a casual nod.


      
        Chapter 31 - The “Fiancée” and the Little Sister

        “Sorry to keep you waiting, Yuzuru-san.”

“No, I just got here myself.”

Their meeting place was a station in the city centre.

Seeing what Arisa was wearing, Yuzuru felt… slightly relieved.

This time, unlike before, her outfit didn’t emphasise her body line.

She wore a black long-sleeved top with a light white cardigan over it, along with wide-leg trousers.

And over that, the autumn coat from before.

It was less stimulating, and that put him at ease.

“Where’s Ayumi-san?”

“Running late, I think. She should be here soon…”

Just then—

Thump. Something collided into him from behind, clinging onto him.

“Onii-san!”

“You’re late, Ayumi.”

“Ahaha, sorry! Got caught in traffic.”

It seemed she’d come by taxi.

Probably avoiding the train due to concerns like groping.

“Arisa-san, long time no see.”

“Likewise, Ayumi-san.”

Ayumi ran up to Arisa and took her hand.

“Sorry for dragging you into this.”

“No, it’s quite alright. I hope I can be of help.”

“I’ve always thought your outfits are really stylish, Arisa-san. I’m counting on you! …In return, I’ll tell you what kind of girl my brother likes.”

“Ahaha… please do.”

Arisa replied with a wry smile.

Meanwhile, at the mention of “what kind of girl my brother likes,” Yuzuru immediately became wary.

He’d have to make sure she didn’t say anything strange.

“This is going to take a while, isn’t it? Let’s get going.”

At Yuzuru’s words, both Arisa and Ayumi nodded.



The place they entered was a shopping mall near the station, housing everything from high-end boutiques to casual stores.

“Hey, hey, Arisa-san—which do you think suits me better?”

Ayumi held up two winter coats.

One beige, the other grey.

If it were Yuzuru, he’d have just said, “Both look good.”

…And in truth, on someone as pretty as Ayumi, both probably did.

“I think both suit you, but… let’s see. The first gives a cuter impression, while the second feels more elegant.”

“Hmm… does the first make me look childish?”

“Well, yes. Though that has its own charm.”

“…Does the grey make me look more mature?”

“Yes. Maybe one or two years older.”

Ayumi thought for about ten seconds…

Then seemed to decide on the grey, placing it into the basket Yuzuru was holding.

(…So she cares about that.)

To Yuzuru, Ayumi would always be his cute little sister, so he’d always thought of her as a child.

It was a little surprising that she minded seeming childish.

She was only in her second year of middle school—being childish was fine.

But perhaps she wanted to grow up, just a little faster.

“Are we done for now?”

Shopping took a long time.

And with two girls chatting away, it only took longer.

Yuzuru was already starting to feel worn out.

“With clothes, yes. But next, I want to look at shoes. You do too, right, Arisa-san?”

“Yes… I still have some money left, so I’d like to buy some boots.”

“I see.”

Anything he said would only drag things out further, so Yuzuru resigned himself to going along.

For now, they paid for the clothes.

(…Maybe next time I should invite Soichiro and Hijiri too.)

He figured having three guys might make things less tedious.

But thinking about it more carefully—inviting those two would inevitably bring along Ayaka, Chiharu, and Tenka.

Five girls shopping.

They’d probably be there until sunset.

Just imagining it made him shudder, so he stopped.

“Alright, Onii-san, let’s go check out the shoes.”

Ayumi beckoned him towards the shoe section.

In response, Yuzuru handed both girls the shopping bags.

“Sorry… mind if I go hunt a pheasant for a bit?”

In other words, the toilet.

Ayumi puffed out her cheeks.

“Ehh!? Hurry up, okay?”

“I’ll be quicker than your shopping.”

With that, Yuzuru jogged off in search of the restroom.



It took him longer than expected to find it—about fifteen minutes.

Ayumi was probably in a bad mood now…

Thinking that, Yuzuru let out a quiet sigh as he hurried back to the meeting spot.

(Honestly, I’m the one tagging along with their shopping—why am I the one getting blamed for being a bit late?)

It felt slightly unreasonable.

Still, he couldn’t keep the two “princesses” waiting, so he picked up the pace.

And then—

He saw Arisa and Ayumi talking to a familiar-looking boy.

Though it seemed Ayumi was the one mainly speaking with him.

Arisa stood slightly behind her, quietly watching how things unfolded.

(I look away for a moment and this happens… what a hassle.)

Sighing inwardly, Yuzuru hurried over to them.


      
        Interlude 4 - The Truth According to the Internet

        Late September.

“…Again this week, huh.”

Kobayashi Shouta muttered with a sigh as he peered through binoculars at Yukishiro Arisa leaving her house.

Shouta lived fairly close to her, and from his balcony, he could just about make out what was going on with a pair of binoculars.

Every Saturday, Arisa would faithfully go to see her boyfriend.

How did he know?

Because late at night, he could see a man walking her back home.

That man’s name was Takasegawa Yuzuru.

A boy around Shouta’s age.

Of course, the boy had never explicitly said he was her boyfriend…

But the way they passed by Shouta’s house every week, chatting happily, made it obvious they were a couple.

“…Must be nice.”

Every Saturday night.

If he stood by his front door and listened, he could just barely hear their voices through the door.

Arisa—who was always expressionless, never showing emotion—

Was laughing.

Laughing happily.

That should have been… a good thing.

It was a good thing.

And yet… he couldn’t feel happy about it.

Something murky churned inside his chest.

I liked her first.

I was supposed to make her happy.

He was jealous.

Bitterly so.

He knew it was ugly jealousy.

Even so… he couldn’t suppress it.

“If only I’d been… a little more…”

Smarter.

Better-looking.

Born rich.

He couldn’t help thinking it.

“…Sigh.”

“Shouta, where are you going?”

“Out for a walk.”

He answered his mother curtly and wandered outside.

He walked aimlessly…

Eventually sitting down on a bench in a nearby park.

As he stared blankly at the sky, someone called out to him.

“Shouta-kun?”

“You’re… Taiga-san.”

A young man with a suitcase approached him with a friendly smile.

Amagi Taiga.

Arisa’s cousin.

Shouta only knew about Arisa’s complicated family situation because Taiga had told him.

And… Taiga also knew that Shouta liked her.

“Long time no see… you’re back?”

“Yeah. Sorry I didn’t contact you sooner.”

They exchanged brief updates.

Apparently, Taiga was about to head back to Kansai.

“You’ve got time before your train?”

“Yeah, still plenty.”

After checking the time, Taiga replied.

Then, a thought crossed Shouta’s mind.

…Did he know Arisa had a boyfriend?

“By the way… Yukishiro-san has a boyfriend now, right?”

As if it were nothing.

As casually as commenting on the weather.

That’s how Shouta said it.

Taiga’s expression clouded.

“That’s…”

“N-no, I don’t really mind. I mean… she was always out of my league. He seems like a good guy, right? Um, Takasegawa-san, I think? Same school as her, so he must be smart. And his looks… well, he’s fairly handsome. Feels like he suits her… someone like me doesn’t even compare…”

The more he tried to explain it away, the more pathetic he felt.

Eventually, he ran out of words.

He scratched his head and sighed.

Seeing that, Taiga hesitated for a moment—

Then made up his mind.

“About that, Shouta-kun… actually, he’s not her boyfriend.”

“…Huh?”

“I’m telling you because it’s you. …My father told me not to spread this around, so be careful. He—Takasegawa Yuzuru—is her fiancé.”

“F-fiancé!?”

Shouta shouted before clapping both hands over his mouth.

“That’s right. …And it’s an arranged marriage.”

“An arranged marriage…”

It felt like something out of science fiction or fantasy.

That such a thing could exist in modern Japan shocked him.

“Arisa was forced into the engagement. …The Takasegawa family is a famous elite in business and politics. He probably liked her. So he used money and power to force the engagement.”

“Th-that’s…”

Sure, he did seem rich.

And Shouta had thought he seemed like a bad guy.

But Arisa had looked happy.

She’d seemed like she liked him.

He’d assumed—

That the man she chose must be a good person.

That his own impression had just been jealousy distorting things.

“But… she looked happy…”

“She’s probably being pressured by her father to get along with him. …The Takasegawa family is one you don’t want to make an enemy of.”

Taiga added firmly—

“Listen. This is a secret. …Let’s both help Arisa.”

“…O-okay.”

Confused, Shouta could only nod.



After returning home, he looked up the Takasegawa family.

A flood of information came up.

The Takasegawa family.

The clan that headed the Takasegawa conglomerate.

Its financial power was rivalled only by the Tachibana family in Japan.

But their true strength wasn’t just wealth.

Apparently, they had long built influence through strategic marriages.

Because of that, they had strong ties to politicians and bureaucrats—

And even connections in the EU and the United States.

Especially with America, they had deep ties going back to before the war, even playing a role in postwar negotiations.

While many conglomerates declined after the war, only Takasegawa (and Tachibana) maintained—and even expanded—their power.

They funded outlaw groups, supplied them with weapons, used them for schemes, and eliminated threats to their interests.

Organisations that should have been targeted by anti-gang laws were exempt due to their political influence, and still operated under them.

They held compromising information on politicians, executives, media figures, and celebrities through illegal establishments—

And could destroy anyone at will.

Rulers of Japan’s underworld, alongside the Tachibana.

……

…

…

Of course, all of that came from online speculation sites, so its credibility was questionable.

Even Shouta found parts of it laughable.

Normally, he wouldn’t have believed it.

But… if Taiga’s words were true, it didn’t seem entirely impossible.

And thinking about it calmly—

That proud, distant Arisa acting so obediently, almost like a dog…

Something about it was wrong.

She must be being threatened.

But even knowing that—what could he do?

How could an ordinary person like him stand against such a family?

He could do nothing.

Days passed.

He hated his own helplessness, watching the girl he liked fall into another man’s grasp.



Then, one Saturday in November.

It was pure coincidence.

He’d gone into the city for a change of pace, and on the way back, stopped by a shopping mall.

And there—

He saw her.

Yukishiro Arisa.

She was with a girl around middle school age he didn’t recognise.

That man—Takasegawa Yuzuru—was nowhere to be seen.

Before he realised it, he’d called out.

“Um… Yukishiro-san, right? What a coincidence.”

“…Kobayashi-san. It really is.”

Arisa looked slightly surprised.

Feeling oddly guilty, Shouta hurriedly explained—

“I just had something to do nearby, and thought I’d check out some clothes, so I went into a random shop and saw you. Um… shopping?”

Obviously, he thought, mentally berating himself.

But Arisa didn’t seem bothered.

“Yes.”

Her expression was as calm and cool as ever.

And yet… somehow, she seemed cuter than before.

I want her.

I don’t want to lose her to some rich, handsome guy.

The feeling surged strongly.

“Hey… Yukishiro-san.”

“What is it?”

“I heard… you got engaged…”

The atmosphere around her changed.

For a split second, it felt like the temperature dropped below freezing.

Her eyes sharpened slightly, her gaze turning cold like a still lake.

“Who told you that?”

“Huh? …Taiga-san.”

“…Tch.”

A clear click of her tongue.

Arisa—visibly annoyed.

“Could you please keep that to yourself? It would cause trouble for Yuzuru-san.”

“…So you are being threatened.”

“…What?”

He didn’t know the details, but he assumed she’d been told not to talk about it.

She couldn’t ask for help because she was being threatened.

“You were forced into it, right? Taiga-san said so. That Takasegawa guy—Yuzuru—he’s threatening you, isn’t he? Using money and power to force you! If… if someone like me is okay, I’ll help—”

“You’re saying quite whatever you like, aren’t you?”

A cold voice cut in.

It came from the girl who’d been shopping with Arisa.

…He’d completely forgotten about her.

“You are…?”

“Takasegawa Ayumi. Yuzuru’s sister. To put it simply—you’re unpleasant.”

The girl with blue eyes stepped forward calmly.

Despite being younger, she carried an intimidating presence.

Shouta instinctively stepped back.

“You’re saying my brother is threatening Arisa-san? On what basis?”

“I-it’s obvious! An arranged marriage is weird! It’s wrong!”

Marriage should come from mutual love.

Not money or family interests.

That was what he believed.

I’m right.

He told himself that.

Ayumi, however—

“My parents were married through an arrangement. Are you saying my existence—and my brother’s—is wrong?”

“N-no, I didn’t mean that…”

“There are many forms of relationships.”

His mind went blank.

He couldn’t think of a proper counterargument.

So instead, he blurted out—

“Yukishiro-san is being abused!”

At that moment, Arisa’s eyes wavered.

A flicker of shock.

He realised he might be hurting her—

But he couldn’t stop.

“She was forced into this! In exchange for money! That’s wrong! Marrying for money is wrong!!”

“……”

Ayumi looked surprised for a moment.

Then her expression softened.

“What exactly is wrong about it?”

“W-well… because…”

“Providing financial support to family, friends, or even future in-laws isn’t unusual. For example—student loans require guarantors. It’s the same idea.”

“But…”

It felt like sophistry.

But he couldn’t articulate why.

Before he could respond, Ayumi continued—

“Regardless—who the Takasegawa family chooses to support financially is our business.”

“No, that’s not—”

“What isn’t?”

“Th-this is… right! It’s human trafficking!”

Selling a person like a product—

That had to be wrong.

A crime.

“How?”

“Y-you’re paying money in exchange for marriage—”

“The engagement between my brother and Arisa-san, and my father’s investment in Amagi Naoki’s company, are entirely separate matters.”

Her tone was mechanical.

Emotionless.

And that made it terrifying.

“Call it what you like—but this is between Takasegawa and Amagi. It has nothing to do with you.”

“I-I’ll go to the police—”

“The police do not intervene in civil matters. They have no authority here. …Obviously.”

She spoke as if mocking him.

As if the police meant nothing.

Shouta remembered—

The Takasegawa family’s influence.

He stepped back again.

Ayumi pressed further—

“More importantly—what are you to Arisa-san?”

“Huh? I’m…”

What was he?

A boyfriend? No.

A friend? …Not really.

“I-I’m… just someone who lives nearby. We were in the same middle school…”

“So, a stranger.”

A stranger.

That was all he was.

“N-no, I… I like—”

“You’re nothing more than a stranger. Don’t interfere in other people’s engagements.”

Then, for just a moment—

Ayumi’s lips curled faintly.

“Or… will you marry her? If she’s truly being threatened, as you claim, this is your chance.”

His vision spun.

The world warped.

“W-well…”

He looked at Arisa.

She—

Averted her gaze.

He already knew.

That his words made no sense.

That she felt nothing for him.

And that she… liked Yuzuru.

His vision went dark.

He turned to run—

“Ah…”

And there he was.

Takasegawa Yuzuru.

With deep blue eyes.

Looking slightly exasperated—yet faintly irritated.

He spoke quietly.

“Ayumi. What’s going on here?”


      
        Chapter 32 - “Engagement” and “Business”

        “Or will you marry her? If she’s truly just being threatened, like you say, then you’ve got a chance.”

As Yuzuru jogged closer to the scene, he caught that line from Ayumi.

From that alone, he more or less grasped the situation.

That boy—Kobayashi—seemed to have formed a misunderstanding about Yuzuru and Arisa’s relationship. Not entirely off the mark, but not quite right either.

Most likely, he believed Yuzuru was using money and power to force Arisa into a relationship.

And so, while Yuzuru wasn’t around, he’d approached her.

Somewhere along the way, he must’ve said something that angered Ayumi.

Ayumi, taking offence, argued back—

Then realised mid-conversation that Kobayashi had feelings for Arisa, and spitefully threw out, “Then why don’t you marry her?”

Both Yuzuru and Ayumi had been trained in debate by their parents.

Against someone without that training, they could easily win—at least verbally.

Assert your position clearly.

Never admit fault first.

That was what they’d been taught.

But—

“Ayumi. What’s going on here?”

Yuzuru called out, reproachful.

Ayumi seemed to notice he was slightly annoyed.

With a dissatisfied expression, she pointed at Kobayashi.

“He insulted you and Arisa-san. So I argued back. Was I wrong?”

“You should consider where you are.”

Yuzuru replied calmly.

Ayumi glanced around, suddenly a bit flustered.

Naturally, after that kind of commotion, people were staring.

Their parents’ teaching essentially meant “make it clear to others that you’re right”—

But doing that in a shopping mall was excessive.

For now, Yuzuru reined her in, then turned to Kobayashi.

“It’s been a while, Kobayashi-kun.”

“Eh? Ah, yes…”

Caught off guard by the polite greeting, Kobayashi nodded awkwardly.

Yuzuru pulled out his phone.

“Shall we exchange contact details?”

“Huh? W-wait, why—”

“I figured you might have something you want to ask me.”

Yuzuru now had a reason to speak with him as well.

Leaving misunderstandings to fester would only cause trouble.

“You’ve got things to do today, right? Let’s talk properly another time.”

“B-but…”

“You’ll need time to organise your thoughts too, won’t you?”

Pressed firmly, Kobayashi reluctantly agreed.

As expected—weak-willed, easily swayed.

They exchanged contact details and parted ways.

Kobayashi practically fled.

Watching him go, Yuzuru turned back to the girls.

“Are you both alright?”

“Y-yes, I’m fine.”

“Yeah. Uh, Onii-san… are you going to—”

“We’ll talk later.”

“Okaaay.”

Fortunately, nothing else happened, and they finished their outing without further trouble.



Later, after giving Ayumi a proper scolding and hearing her side, Yuzuru confirmed the situation.

It matched his assumptions.

As for the claim about Arisa being abused, he firmly instructed Ayumi not to speak of it further.

Then he contacted Kobayashi.

Fortunately, they were both free the next day—Sunday.

They arranged to meet at a café near the station closest to Kobayashi’s house.

They sat down in silence and ordered coffee.

Once it arrived—

Yuzuru began.

“I heard what happened from Ayumi.”

“Um…”

“Apparently, you think I threatened Arisa and forced her into a relationship.”

“…I’m sorry.”

At least he was aware he’d said something quite offensive.

…Though, technically speaking, it was true that Arisa had been forced into the engagement.

“I’ll accept your apology. And… Ayumi went too far at the end. I’ll apologise on her behalf.”

Since Kobayashi had admitted fault first, Yuzuru followed suit.

Ayumi’s final remark had clearly been unnecessary.

Now, there was something that needed clarifying first.

Where had the information about the engagement come from?

It wasn’t top secret, exactly—but it wasn’t something to spread casually either.

More importantly, how had an unrelated outsider like Kobayashi gotten hold of it—and in such a distorted form?

“…I heard it from Taiga-san.”

“I see.”

Yuzuru recalled Arisa’s attitude towards Taiga.

She hadn’t trusted him—and it seemed she’d been right.

Whatever his intention, leaking such information had been unnecessary.

To share something that could affect their lives with a complete outsider—

That warranted a formal complaint to the Amagi family, through Yuzuru’s father.

…That said, Kobayashi himself was, in a sense, a victim.

Especially considering the heartbreak involved.

Still, that didn’t excuse putting Arisa and Ayumi at risk.

Even so, getting angry at him would achieve nothing.

If anything, provoking him further would only create more trouble.

Kobayashi might have little to lose—but Yuzuru did.

So he swallowed his irritation and spoke clearly.

“First, let me make this clear—I have never threatened Arisa or forced her into a relationship. In fact, I wasn’t even that enthusiastic about this engagement to begin with.”

“Really?”

“Do I really look like that much of a scumbag to you?”

That would be rather insulting.

He wasn’t trying to seem virtuous—but he didn’t think he looked like a villain either.

“Well, but… Yukishiro-san is beautiful.”

“Beautiful or not—I’m still a high school student. Deciding my future now would be far too early. Common sense, don’t you think?”

In other words—

I think the same way you do.

That seemed to have an effect.

Kobayashi’s attitude gradually softened.

“…I see. Yeah… you’re right.”

“Right. Both Arisa and I are acting as fiancés due to family circumstances. And the engagement itself isn’t even official. So… if nothing develops, it’ll just fade away naturally.”

He couldn’t explain the full truth—the fake engagement—since he couldn’t trust him that far.

Not that there was much point in doing so anyway.

“…But money was exchanged in return for the engagement, right?”

“Strictly speaking, it’s a loan. A very large one.”

Yuzuru told him the amount.

It clearly exceeded Kobayashi’s expectations.

“My father is the one who provided it. …Do you think any parent would spend that kind of money over their son’s love life?”

Unless Yuzuru were grotesquely unattractive and much older, needing such a sum to secure a partner—

Which he wasn’t.

He had no reason to rush into marriage.

And from his parents’ perspective, Arisa wasn’t worth that kind of money.

“Do you understand now? My father made that investment as part of business. The loan and the engagement are unrelated. There was no ‘price’ paid for Arisa.”

Kobayashi fell silent.

Still unsure? Yuzuru wondered how else to explain—

“…I’m sorry.”

“Hm?”

“I’m really sorry!”

Kobayashi bowed deeply.

That caught Yuzuru off guard.

“I let my ugly jealousy get the better of me… jumped to conclusions… and ended up hurting Yukishiro-san and your sister. I’m truly sorry.”

“N-no, it’s fine. Please, raise your head. This was all just an unfortunate misunderstanding.”

Still, Yuzuru felt relieved.

Ayumi’s mistake had been going too far—crushing him completely.

That could’ve led to resentment.

And if that turned into stalking—or worse—it would’ve been a serious problem.

Especially since Kobayashi lived near Arisa.

That had been Yuzuru’s biggest concern.

But Kobayashi turned out to be more straightforward than expected.

A small mercy.

Though perhaps that was also why he’d been misled so easily.

“I’ll tell Taiga-san… that it was a misunderstanding.”

“…I’d appreciate that.”

Though, Yuzuru doubted he’d believe it.

He kept that to himself.

“Takasegawa-san… one last question.”

“…What is it?”

“Do you like Yukishiro-san?”

“…That’s a difficult question.”

His feelings hadn’t changed much from what he’d told Soichiro and Hijiri.

He liked her—but wasn’t in love.

Something like that.

“I see.”

Though vague, Kobayashi seemed satisfied.

“I think you’re someone worthy of Yukishiro-san.”

“You…”

“I’m fine. I’m just… not someone worthy of her. Either way.”

Whether Yuzuru and Arisa became a couple or not—

His first love would never come true.

That’s what he’d accepted.

“When she’s with you… she looks happiest. …Thanks to you, I can finally move on. Thank you.”

With that, he placed money for his coffee on the table and left.

Yuzuru remained behind.

“…Happiest, huh.”

He leaned back and murmured, staring up at the ceiling.


      
        Chapter 33 - Plans for Christmas Eve

        Early December.

The results from the high-difficulty mock exam and the third nationwide mock exam were returned.

That Saturday.

Yuzuru and Arisa looked over each other’s score sheets and sighed.

“I lost again… to Ayaka-san.”

“Yeah… seriously, what is wrong with her?”

Both of them had been beaten by Ayaka.

Meaning she ranked first in the school, with Yuzuru and Arisa taking second and third.

Arisa shot Yuzuru a slightly exasperated look.

“More importantly, you’re strange too, Yuzuru-san. …Especially your English.”

“Well, I can speak English fairly well to begin with. My father and grandfather taught me.”

Yuzuru’s grandfather was of mixed American heritage.

Naturally, he spoke fluent English.

And Yuzuru’s father, having been raised by him, did as well.

Given that background, it was only natural that Yuzuru could speak it too.

Of course, he wasn’t a native speaker, so there were occasional mistakes.

Still, compared to most Japanese students, he had a huge advantage.

“That’s nice… I’m not very good at English.”

“So it seems.”

Despite putting effort into studying it, English remained Arisa’s weak subject.

“Well, I look like this, don’t I?”

“…Yeah, you look like you’d be able to speak it.”

There was a tendency in Japan to assume all Western-looking people spoke English.

And Arisa certainly looked the part.

“I’m actually a mix of Russian and French, so there’s not a single bit of English in me. And I was born and raised in Japan, so it’s a bit much to expect that.”

“All I can say is, my condolences.”

Yuzuru had never had to deal with that kind of expectation—he blended in well enough unless told otherwise.

In that sense, he was quite fortunate.

“…By the way, Arisa.”

“Yes?”

“…Do you have any plans for Christmas Eve?”

His school’s closing ceremony was on the 24th.

And it ended in the morning—

So unless she had other commitments, they could spend the evening together.

“I don’t have any plans. But… yes, you’re right. As fiancés, we’d normally spend it together, wouldn’t we?”

She said that, her cheeks faintly tinged red.

For a moment… she looked like she had feelings for him.

His heart thumped.

Ever since that conversation with Kobayashi, he’d become oddly conscious of her.

He shook his head slightly, brushing the thought aside.

“So… can I take that as you’ll spend it with me?”

“Yes. I’d be happy to.”

She smiled.

A beautiful, gentle smile.

Would she have answered the same way… if they weren’t “engaged”?

The thought flickered through his mind.

“So, where should we go? Maybe a date? Something classic like an amusement park.”

“An amusement park… It would probably be very crowded.”

“Yeah, true.”

Somewhere crowded wouldn’t allow for a relaxed time.

“From what I hear, it’s meant to be a day to spend quietly with someone important. So… how about we stay in and have a meal?”

“Yeah… that sounds good.”

Someone important.

That phrase lingered in Yuzuru’s mind for a brief moment.

“But if we’re eating at home, won’t that be a burden on you?”

“Please don’t worry about that. …I want you to eat my cooking, Yuzuru-san.”

His heart gave another thump.

Yuzuru instinctively looked away from her clear, beautiful eyes.

“Well, if you insist… I’ll gladly accept.”

“…By the way, Yuzuru-san.”

Her tone turned slightly serious as she called his name.

Her jade-green eyes blinked softly as she looked at him.

“What is it?”

“What colours do you like? …In terms of fashion, I mean.”

Why ask that all of a sudden?

He wondered for a moment—

Then realised.

It was probably about a Christmas present.

It seemed she was planning to make something again.

“Hmm… for accessories, I like bold colours. Like the one you gave me.”

He held up the leather bracelet she’d made for him before.

He was still wearing it, alongside his watch.

It was vivid enough not to be overshadowed.

Arisa lowered her gaze shyly.

“But for clothes… I prefer more subdued colours.”

“Subdued colours…”

“Yeah. …By the way, why do you ask?”

He asked teasingly.

Arisa immediately shook her head and hands in a fluster.

“I-it’s nothing! Just curiosity!!”

The way she denied it—

Was undeniably cute.

Without thinking, Yuzuru reached out and placed a hand on her head.

She didn’t resist.

His fingers brushed through her soft, flaxen hair.

Arisa closed her eyes slightly, looking comfortable.

“You’re mean, Yuzuru-san.”

“How so?”

“You know, don’t you?”

“I can’t say I know exactly what you mean.”

“…Just look forward to it.”

“Alright. I will.”

And for a while, the two of them spent time like that.


      
        Chapter 34 - Christmas Eve with My “Fiancée”

        The closing ceremony ended in the morning.

That day, instead of going home, Arisa headed straight to Yuzuru’s place.

They both changed into casual clothes, had a light lunch at a nearby café, and then began preparing properly for Christmas.

As for ingredients, Yuzuru had already bought everything as instructed beforehand, so all that remained was the cooking.

“Well then, Yuzuru-san, I’ll handle the cooking—could you take care of the decorations?”

“Yeah, leave it to me.”

Yuzuru didn’t usually bother with Christmas decorations.

But today was a day he was spending with Arisa.

Thinking that, he found himself naturally motivated.

And by the time he finished decorating…

A delicious aroma filled the air.

“Yuzuru-san, it’s ready. Could you help me set the table?”

“Sure.”

Baguette.

A wreath-style avocado and shrimp salad.

Beef stew.

Roast chicken.

Fried chicken.

Chips.

Christmas cake.

That was the menu for the day.

Aside from the baguette bought from a bakery, everything was homemade by Arisa.

“Shall we make a toast?”

Yuzuru took a bottle from the fridge.

It was beautifully clear, with bubbles rising inside.

“I was wondering about that… is it champagne, by any chance?”

“What would you do if I said it was?”

Yuzuru asked half-jokingly.

Arisa thought for a moment before answering.

“…That wouldn’t be allowed. We’re underage. I’d have to scold you, Yuzuru-san.”

“Strict. …Don’t worry, though—it’s just juice.”

It was apple juice made to resemble champagne.

In other words, non-alcoholic.

…In truth, Yuzuru had drunk alcohol during family gatherings around Christmas and New Year before—but this time, he held back.

Arisa would definitely scold him otherwise.

“Well, just for the atmosphere—have a sip. If you don’t like it, you can leave it. I’ve got other drinks too.”

“Alright… since it’s a special occasion.”

Yuzuru poured the drink into champagne glasses.

Then, together with Arisa, he raised his glass.

“Cheers.”

“Yes, cheers.”

They lightly clinked glasses.

And each took a sip.

It only looked like champagne—the taste was different.

Still, it was a refreshing, pleasant, delicious drink.

“How is it?”

“I quite like it.”

Smiling, Arisa took another sip.

Despite it not being alcohol, her cheeks were faintly flushed, giving her a slightly alluring air.

“Then… let’s dig in.”

“Yes, please.”

Starting with the appetiser, Yuzuru reached for the wreath salad.

It was arranged beautifully like a Christmas wreath—visually stunning.

“Yeah, this is really good. The dressing you make is better than anything store-bought.”

“Thank you. I tailor it to match the vegetables in the salad.”

“As expected of you.”

At his praise, Arisa blushed slightly and scratched her cheek.

Adorably.

Next, he tried the beef stew.

The meat melted in his mouth.

“This is really tender.”

“I simmered it for a long time. …I don’t usually make it since it takes so long, but it’s one of my specialities.”

She said that with a hint of pride.

And it showed—it was excellent.

All the other dishes were delicious too.

But more than that—

“This is fun.”

“Thank you… hearing that makes it worth the effort.”

“Well… your cooking is amazing, of course, but…”

At that, Arisa tilted her head curiously.

Her flaxen hair swayed slightly.

Her emerald eyes looked straight at him.

“What is it?”

“…I think it’s because I’m with you.”

Her cooking was delicious.

But more than that—

Eating with her made it taste better.

“Well… saying this outright is a bit embarrassing, but…”

Yuzuru scratched his cheek.

He could feel his face heating up.

“Thanks for spending today with me. I’ve really enjoyed it. …Would you spend it with me again next year?”

“Y-yes… I’d be happy to.”

Blushing, but clearly, Arisa nodded.

For some reason, Yuzuru felt a little lightheaded.

Like he could say things he normally wouldn’t dare.

“Arisa.”

“…What is it?”

“…Will you keep cooking for me? From now on, I mean.”

At his words, Arisa froze.

Then, a moment later, her face turned bright red—like a boiled octopus.

“…Arisa?”

Seeing her fall silent, Yuzuru called out.

She snapped back to herself and straightened up.

“Y-yes! I-I’d be happy to!”

And then—

She took his hand.


      
        Chapter 35 - Feelings for My “Fiancée”

        “Ah—sorry…!”

Still flushed bright red, Arisa hurriedly let go of Yuzuru’s hand.

Then she cleared her throat.

“Um… we’ve finished eating, so… shall we exchange presents?”

“Yeah, good idea.”

Yuzuru, too, had started to feel a bit embarrassed.

It was the perfect way to shift the mood.

They started with Arisa.

She took a neatly wrapped package out of her bag.

“Yuzuru-san… this is for you.”

“Oh, thanks. …Can I open it?”

“Yes.”

Carefully, Yuzuru unwrapped it.

Inside was—

“A scarf, huh.”

A hand-knitted scarf made of grey wool.

Embroidered in gold were the letters: YUZURU.

It looked incredibly warm.

The colour was calm, easy to match with anything.

And above all… he could feel her care in it.

“Thanks, Arisa. I’ll wear it on my way home.”

For now, though, it would just get in the way, so he folded it neatly and set it aside.

Then it was his turn.

He handed her a blue-green paper bag.

“Th-this… may I open it?”

“Go ahead.”

With a slightly nervous expression, Arisa opened the bag.

Inside was a blue-green jewellery box.

She opened it.

“I picked it myself, so I’m not sure if you’ll like the design… what do you think?”

Her hands trembled slightly as she lifted the necklace.

A pink gold necklace.

Not overly expensive—he’d avoided that so she wouldn’t feel pressured—but still a fine piece.

“I-is this really okay? Compared to what I gave you…”

“You make me lunches and dinners all the time. This is well within what I can afford from my part-time job, so don’t worry.”

At that, Arisa clutched the necklace tightly to her chest.

Her eyes shimmered slightly as she looked at him.

“I’ll treasure it. …May I put it on now?”

“Let me see.”

She nodded softly and placed it around her slender neck.

Just as Yuzuru had thought—

It suited her perfectly.

It made her look even more radiant.

“What do you think?”

“It’s beautiful. …I knew it would suit you.”

“……Thank you.”

She smiled shyly.

Seeing her so happy, Yuzuru felt, from the bottom of his heart, that he’d chosen well.



Yuzuru decided to walk her home.

Hand in hand, they walked through the night.

The time had passed far too quickly.

Before they knew it, they’d reached her house.

“Yuzuru-san… thank you for today. I’ll remember it for the rest of my life.”

“That’s a bit of an exaggeration.”

At that, Arisa shook her head firmly.

“It’s not. …It’s been a long time since I’ve had such a wonderful Christmas Eve. Thanks to you, I think… I might even like winter now.”

“I did promise I’d try to make you like winter.”

Though, truth be told…

At some point, he’d started doing it for himself.

Making her happy—seeing her smile—

He’d realised that had become something he lived for.

“There’s still plenty of winter left. …Look forward to it.”

“Yes. With you, Yuzuru-san… winter, spring, summer, autumn—it’s all fun.”

That made him genuinely happy.

A deep warmth welled up inside him.

“Same here… Arisa. Being with you makes everything enjoyable.”

He spoke honestly.

If he could—

He wanted to stay by her side forever.

He didn’t want to part.

But… they’d reached her door.

“Yuzuru-san, then… I’ll be going.”

“Yeah. Good night, Arisa.”

“Good night.”

They exchanged farewells.

Arisa turned slowly, about to walk away—

“Wait.”

Before he realised it, Yuzuru had called out to her.

She turned back, tilting her head curiously.

“What is it?”

“……”

He didn’t fully understand why he’d stopped her.

But… he probably just didn’t want to say goodbye.

He wanted to stay with her.

Still, he couldn’t keep her out in the cold forever.

So—

“Arisa.”

“Yes?”

“There’s one thing I want to ask.”

“What is it?”

“…May I hug you?”

He wanted to feel her warmth.

To imprint it on himself before they parted.

For a moment, Arisa widened her eyes in surprise.

But then, she softened.

Her jade eyes narrowed gently.

Her cheeks turned a soft rose.

“That’s fine.”

She opened her arms.

Drawn in, Yuzuru stepped forward—and embraced her.

She was warm.

Soft.

Her flaxen hair carried a sweet scent.

His heart pounded, blood rushing through him.

“That’s enough… Arisa.”

“…Alright.”

Reluctantly, he let her go.

Her face was bright red.

He was probably no different.

“Then… once again. See you.”

“Yes. See you.”

Yuzuru watched until she went inside.

Then turned, walking alone down the night street.

Looking up, he saw the stars shining.

A sigh escaped him.

“…This is a problem.”

He gripped the scarf she’d given him.

Her warmth still lingered on his body.

He wanted her.

To ruin her.

To have her all to himself.

Her cooking, her scarf, her affection, her smile, her anger, her embarrassment, her tears—her beautiful eyes, her soft lips, her fine hair, her porcelain skin, her supple body… even what lay hidden beneath her clothes—

He wanted it all.

He didn’t want any other man to take even a single part of her.

So—

“…I’m sorry, Arisa. I’ve decided. No matter what it takes, I will make you mine.”

Yuzuru declared it quietly.


      




