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        Chapter 1 - The Worst! You Scumbag! Go Die!

        28th December.

Since it’s the end of the year…

Yuzuru decided to spend the day hanging out with his two male friends—Satake Soichiro and Ryouzenji Hijiri—just the three of them, no distractions.

And while they were having lunch at some random family restaurant, Yuzuru suddenly made an announcement.

“I’ve seriously fallen for Arisa.”

Soichiro and Hijiri glanced at each other.

And then…

“O-oh…”

“…Isn’t it a bit late for that?”

So you’ve finally realised your own feelings, huh, their expressions seemed to say.

But Yuzuru ignored them and carried on talking.

“I realised it on Christmas. Like—yeah, I don’t want to let anyone else have her.”

“Right…”

“…So what exactly are you trying to tell us?”

“Arisa’s my woman, so don’t even think about making a move on her, got it?”

In short, he was laying down the law.

Both Soichiro and Hijiri were good-looking enough that even Yuzuru, as a guy, had to admit it.

Of course, neither of them were the type to go after someone else’s fiancée…

And in the first place, while they might appreciate Arisa’s beauty, they probably didn’t want her as a girlfriend.

But still.

Apparently, when people fall in love, even the smallest things start to bother them—and jealousy creeps in.

Yuzuru just couldn’t help himself.

“Like I’d need you to tell me… I’ve already got my hands full dealing with Ayaka and Chiharu. Chill.”

Soichiro said that with a perfectly calm face.

Yuzuru and Hijiri both thought, Is this guy trying to get himself stabbed?

“I’ve got no intention of making a move on a mate’s girl either… but just hypothetically—what happens if I did?”

Half-joking, Hijiri threw the question out.

Yuzuru answered in an utterly serious tone.

“I’d never forgive you.”

“Mate, that’s terrifying! Don’t say it in that voice!”

He’d meant it as a joke, but his voice had come out lower than expected.

Yeah… this wasn’t something he could just laugh off.

Yuzuru silently reaffirmed his resolve: Arisa would be his, no matter what.

“So what are you gonna do? Say ‘please go out with me’… even though you’re already engaged?”

“…Yeah, I guess it is kind of weird.”

The thing complicating Yuzuru and Arisa’s relationship was that word—fiancée.

They’d already skipped past being lovers and gone straight to engagement.

Of course, the plan had always been to call it off eventually…

Though now, Yuzuru had no intention of breaking it off.

“If you confess to Yukishiro as things stand, it’s basically the same as asking her to marry you.”

Soichiro pointed that out coolly.

Their engagement only worked because both of them supposedly didn’t have romantic feelings.

But if that premise collapsed… then they’d just be an ordinary engaged couple.

“…Unless I’m mistaken, I think Arisa actually likes me.”

At that, both Soichiro and Hijiri nodded.

“Yeah, sounds about right.”

“From the outside, you two just look like a sickeningly lovey-dovey couple.”

“…We’re not that bad, are we?”

Yuzuru protested at the way they made it sound like he was constantly flaunting affection in public.

“You really don’t realise it, do you?”

“That’s what being a lovey-dovey couple is like.”

“I said—ugh, whatever.”

He wasn’t happy about it, but arguing wouldn’t get them anywhere.

So he gave up and moved on.

“But if I say ‘marry me’… will she actually say yes…?”

“You’re still in high school.”

“Yeah, that’s a bit heavy.”

Arisa was a smart girl.

That was exactly why Yuzuru had fallen for her… but also why she wouldn’t make any rash decisions.

“If you want my advice, sooner is better than later.”

Soichiro suddenly cut in.

The way he said it made it sound like he had experience—like he’d confessed to someone before… and it hadn’t gone well.

“…Oi, Soichiro.”

“Don’t tell me…”

“…Yeah. I said it. To Ayaka. On Christmas.”

He spoke awkwardly, like he didn’t quite want to admit it.

Soichiro and Ayaka were extremely close.

Not just childhood friends—they’d always had something more, and they’d maintained that bond for as long as they could remember.

“So? How’d it go?”

“She said, ‘Huh? We’ve been a couple for ages already.’”

““……””

To be fair, they had basically been a couple already.

Yuzuru and Hijiri had always teased them about it…

…but apparently Ayaka herself saw it that way too.

Thinking back, her behaviour had always made it pretty obvious she considered herself Soichiro’s girlfriend.

“When she said it, I was like… yeah, fair enough, I guess…”

“You seriously didn’t realise?”

“Guess you just got too used to it.”

Yuzuru and Hijiri were exasperated.

But then again, for those two, that level of closeness had been normal since birth.

They’d always been like a couple, so ironically, the awareness of actually being one had been vague.

“Anyway, that’s not the important part. After that, Ayaka punched me.”

“…Why?”

“Yeah, why’d she suddenly punch you instead of stabbing you like usual?”

The confession hadn’t failed—it had already been fulfilled.

So why had Ayaka hit him?

Yuzuru and Hijiri tilted their heads.

“She goes, ‘Did you think I’m the kind of girl who’d do that with a guy who’s not even my boyfriend? Would you do that with a girl who’s not your girlfriend? You’re the worst! Idiot! Scumbag! Womaniser! Go die!’—that’s what I got.”

“Sounds about right.”

“Yeah, hurry up and die.”

“Shut up, I’ll kill you.”

As Yuzuru and Hijiri heckled him, Soichiro snapped back.

Still…

If what he said was true, then he and Ayaka had briefly been on the verge of a full-blown fallout.

“So, how exactly are you planning to apologise? By dying?”

“Going for seppuku like a proper samurai? Want me to be your kaishaku?”  Kaishaku means the person who beheads someone performing seppuku to end their suffering.

“I’m not dying. …Chiharu helped smooth things over, so it’s more or less sorted now. No need to worry.”

Apparently it had all worked out.

Yuzuru and Hijiri felt relieved.

Even if he was a scumbag, they still wanted their friend to be happy. Even if he was a scumbag.

“So yeah, point is—if you don’t want to end up like me, make sure you draw a proper line somewhere. Just because the lukewarm water feels nice doesn’t mean you should stay in it forever. You’ll end up like a boiled frog.”

“…I’ll keep that in mind.”

Soichiro’s scumbag anecdote turned out to be surprisingly useful.

…Though thinking about it calmly, it might already be too late.

“By the way, Soichiro—what are you planning to do about Chiharu-chan?”

“Huh? …Well, don’t worry. I can’t go into details yet, but it’ll work out… probably.”

“…You sure about that? Maybe you should apply your own advice before lecturing Yuzuru.”

Yuzuru and Hijiri couldn’t help worrying that Soichiro might still end up as the boiled frog.


      
        Chapter 2 - New Year’s Eve at the Takasegawa Household

        New Year’s Eve.

Yuzuru sat with his family, slurping down toshikoshi soba.

For the record, the soba hadn’t been made by his mother.

It was delivery from a local soba shop they’d been patronising for years.

It was a familiar taste, comforting in its own way.

But…

(Come to think of it, I’ve never had Arisa’s soba.)

Even Arisa probably used store-bought noodles.

She might well have the technical skill to make them by hand, but beating professionally made soba would be difficult.

That said, when it came to the dipping sauce, she’d definitely make the dashi from scratch.

If her miso soup was anything to go by, her soba broth would be incredible too.

“Hey, Onii-san, are you maybe thinking you want to try Arisa-san’s soba?”

Grinning mischievously as she asked was Yuzuru’s younger sister, Takasegawa Ayumi.

“I’ve never had Arisa’s soba.”

“So you’re not denying that you want to try it.”

“Well… yeah, I’d like to.”

There was no way it wouldn’t be good.

Yuzuru made a mental note to ask her sometime.

“Hmm… is Amagi’s daughter really that good at cooking?”

The one who asked was an elderly man with piercing blue eyes and sharply defined features.

His intense gaze and hooked nose stood out.

Takasegawa Sougen.

The former head of the Takasegawa family—and Yuzuru’s grandfather.

His own father had been a Nordic-American, which explained his distinctly non-Japanese features.

…Though he himself had been born and raised in Japan.

These days, he left most business matters to his son—Yuzuru’s father—and was, on the surface, retired.

On the surface, because in reality he handled something akin to diplomacy for the Takasegawa family.

Armed with the network he’d built over the years, he moved behind the scenes both domestically and abroad…

Well, that might be putting it a bit grandly. In truth, it was half business, half travel.

Still, as evidenced by the fact that he’d brought Arisa in as Yuzuru’s fiancée, he wasn’t simply idling his time away.

Part of it was undoubtedly because he wanted great-grandchildren—but he’d also judged it beneficial for the family.

…At least, Yuzuru wanted to believe that.

“I’d love to try her cooking myself. For Yuzuru to praise it that much…”

That was his grandmother, Takasegawa Chiwako.

Compared to Sougen, who looked intimidating at first glance, she had the gentle presence of a typical Japanese woman.

…Though when she got angry, she was even scarier than him.

“Arisa-san’s cooking is amazing, Mother! Honestly, I wish she’d marry into the family already. Oh—but would they live on their own at first? Yuzuru, what are you planning?”

Speaking in a burst of high energy was Takasegawa Sayori—Yuzuru’s mother.

Despite appearances, she was a researcher of American literature.

“Now, now, Sayori. Yuzuru hasn’t thought that far ahead yet—putting him on the spot won’t help. …Besides, nothing’s been formally decided.”

Saying that, Yuzuru’s father, Takasegawa Kazuya, narrowed his eyes slightly.

He was the current head of the Takasegawa family.

It seemed his policy was to ultimately leave the decision of whether or not to marry up to Yuzuru.

…Which, considering it was Yuzuru’s life, was only natural.

“So, how are things at the moment, Yuzuru?”

“They’re going well.”

“That’s not what I meant. I’m asking whether you intend to spend your life with her. …Of course, it’s fine if you’re not sure yet.”

Kazuya said this while studying him intently.

For some reason, Yuzuru felt as though all his feelings—and even his schemes—were being seen straight through.

“…Yeah.”

A while ago, he would have lied.

Or brushed it off with a vague answer.

But now, he didn’t feel like doing that.

At least when it came to his feelings for Arisa, he didn’t want to lie.

“I want to build a life with her.”

He said it clearly.

He could feel his ears heating up slightly.

Kazuya seemed a little surprised by the firmness of his answer, his eyes widening for a moment—

—but he quickly returned to his usual calm, composed expression.

“In that case…”

Kazuya started to say something.

Most likely, something along the lines of—If you’re that serious, we could move things forward a bit more decisively.

But Yuzuru cut him off.

“Arisa’s wishes matter too.”

That much should go without saying, he added.

“I won’t do anything that pressures her into marriage—even indirectly. …This is my relationship. I’ll see it through myself. So I don’t need any unnecessary meddling.”

He stated his stance plainly to both his father and grandfather.

In other words—don’t you dare put pressure on Arisa, or the Amagi family.

Neither his father nor grandfather were bad people.

So ordinarily, they wouldn’t do something like that…

—but he couldn’t say that with absolute certainty.

At the end of the day, both of them acted in the interests of the Takasegawa family and its affiliated companies, and in some situations, they might not be picky about their methods.

Especially if they could justify it as supporting their son’s romance.

The Takasegawa family was known as “Takasegawa of political power,” in contrast to “Tachibana of financial power.”

They were a family with a strong tendency towards political manoeuvring—applying pressure and laying groundwork behind the scenes.

That was exactly why he needed to make his position clear.

“…Hmm.”

“Oh?”

Kazuya and Sougen raised their brows at this unexpected defiance from their son and grandson.

They didn’t look offended.

If anything, they seemed intrigued—perhaps even impressed.

From their reactions, Yuzuru judged they wouldn’t try to force the marriage.

…They wouldn’t risk causing conflict between the current and next heads of the family over Arisa alone.

Still, the atmosphere had grown slightly tense.

Sensing that…

“Wow, Onii-san! You’re totally head over heels, huh? I’m kinda jealous.”

“I feel like my son’s been stolen away… how sad.”

“My, my… Yuzuru’s grown into quite the young man.”

Ayumi teased him, Sayori chimed in playfully, and Chiwako spoke with heartfelt warmth.

Thanks to the three of them, the brief tension melted away.

After that, the Takasegawa family spent a lively and pleasant New Year’s Eve together.


      
        Chapter 3 - New Year’s Greetings with my “Fiancée”

        New Year’s isn’t exactly a relaxing time for Yuzuru—or for the Takasegawa family.

That’s because a constant stream of relatives and business associates come by to pay their respects.

Of course, there are banquets, and he gets otoshidama  Envelopes with money that Japanese kids recieve on New Year’s., so it’s not all bad.

It goes without saying—

People who might one day become part of the family also come to visit.

“Happy New Year, Takasegawa-san. I look forward to your continued support this year.”

“The pleasure is mine, Amagi-san. Happy New Year. I hope we’ll get along well this year too.”

On one side, in seiza, sat—

Takasegawa Kazuya.

Takasegawa Yuzuru.

And on the opposite—

Amagi Naoki.

Yukishiro Arisa.

With the old-fashioned atmosphere of the Takasegawa residence adding to it, the mood felt solemn and dignified.

That said…

The stiff formality didn’t last long.

“Now then… Arisa-san, please accept this as a small token.”

With a gentle smile, Kazuya handed her an otoshidama envelope.

Arisa bowed deeply.

“Thank you very much.”

As Arisa accepted it, Naoki took out another envelope from his bag—

and offered it to Yuzuru.

“Then, Yuzuru-kun, one from me as well.”

“Thank you very much.”

Yuzuru accepted it, and then Kazuya and Naoki exchanged a brief glance.

“Well then… Yuzuru, show Arisa-san around.”

“Arisa, be sure not to cause any offence.”

At their fathers’ instructions, both of them nodded in unison.

“Yes.”

Once they stepped out and closed the shoji behind them, Yuzuru immediately let out a long sigh.

“…Haah.”

Arisa looked at him with concern.

“You seem tired. …Do a lot of people come to visit?”

“…Yeah. Quite a lot.”

Yuzuru nodded, pressing a hand to his head.

…The truth was, there had been a family banquet among the Takasegawa relatives the night before, and he’d gotten carried away and drunk too much.

As a result, he was slightly hungover.

About half of his fatigue came from that alone.

“Well then… for now, shall we go collect your otoshidama?”

“Ahaha…”

Arisa gave a wry smile.

“Collecting otoshidama” meant going around to greet the rest of Yuzuru’s family—aside from Kazuya.

“And after that… would you like to go for a walk?”

Yuzuru wanted to get some fresh, cold air.

And more than that… he wanted to take a walk alone with Arisa.

During the summer festival, the crowds had been overwhelming, so he hadn’t really been able to show her around properly.

Besides…

(Now that I’m fully aware of my feelings for her… this would be our first real date.)

Not long ago, suggesting something like this wouldn’t have fazed him at all.

Now, just asking her to go for a walk made his heart race.

“Of course. I’d like that.”

Arisa smiled softly.

It was a breathtaking expression.

After finishing her rounds of otoshidama collection, the two of them stepped outside the estate.

Arisa narrowed her eyes slightly and murmured with quiet appreciation.

“The garden at your house is beautiful, Yuzuru-san. It feels different in winter.”

“Yeah…”

Maintaining the garden was extremely important.

It served as a tool to project the Takasegawa family’s power—to impress and intimidate visitors.

Naturally, a great deal of money went into it.

Of course it was beautiful.

But…

“…I think you’re more beautiful.”

“W-wha—what are you saying?!”

When Yuzuru murmured that, Arisa’s pale skin flushed a soft rose.

She shot him a small glare.

“W-we were talking about the garden! My—my appearance has nothing to do with it!”

“Y-yeah… sorry, that came out of nowhere. But… it’s true. I do think you’re beautiful. …That kimono suits you too.”

Her flaxen hair, elegantly styled.

Those twin jade-green eyes.

Long lashes framing wide, expressive eyes.

A straight nose, and soft, glossy lips.

Skin as white and smooth as porcelain—almost like marshmallow.

She wore a crimson kimono adorned with auspicious patterns.

Her beautiful hair was tied up and secured with a kanzashi.  A traditional Japanese hair ornament.

She was truly stunning.

From the bottom of his heart, Yuzuru found himself thinking he wanted her to be his.

Arisa lowered her gaze shyly, cheeks tinged red, and gave a small nod.

“Thank you very much. …This kimono was my mother’s. I’m very happy you praised it.”

“I see. No wonder it suits you so well.”

When the time came to formalise their engagement, he’d have to properly greet her biological parents, Yuzuru thought.

As that crossed his mind, he slowly reached out his hand towards her.

“…Yuzuru-san?”

“Well, um… those zori must be hard to walk in, right? I thought I’d hold your hand.”

His heart pounded.

Heat crept into his face.

Arisa, perhaps influenced by him, had turned bright red all the way to her ears.

Hesitantly, she reached out her hand.

“Th-then… if you would.”

“Yeah… leave it to me.”

Yuzuru took her pale hand.

It was soft—so very soft—and warm.

I’m never letting go, he thought, tightening his grip and threading his fingers through hers.

A lovers’ handhold.

He stepped closer, until their shoulders nearly brushed.

“U-um… Yuzuru-san?”

Arisa looked up at him, her voice tinged with confusion.

Yuzuru responded with an entirely casual expression and tone.

“What is it?”

“…N-no, it’s nothing.”

Blushing, Arisa lowered her gaze again.

Yuzuru briefly considered slipping their joined hands into his pocket—

but unfortunately, since they were both wearing kimono, there were no pockets to be found, and he had to give up on the idea.


      
        Chapter 4 - The History of the Takasegawa Family

        Yuzuru and Arisa walked side by side, their hands entwined, shoulders brushing.

There was no conversation between them.

Arisa kept her gaze lowered, her face tinged with embarrassment at how close Yuzuru was, while Yuzuru, for his part, subtly closed the distance even further. He pretended not to notice her flustered demeanour, looking straight ahead as they walked.

“U-um… Yuzuru-san.”

“What is it, Arisa?”

“Well… where are we heading?”

Unable to bear the silence any longer, Arisa finally spoke.

Of course, Yuzuru hadn’t brought her out without a destination in mind.

“There’s a shrine nearby. I’ve already done hatsumode  First shrine visit of the New Year with my family, but… would you like to go pay a visit together?”

“…Yes. I think that sounds nice. I haven’t gone yet.”

Arisa gave a small nod.

Then, as if something had just occurred to her, she looked at Yuzuru with curiosity.

“Um… I heard your family is Christian?”

“Hm? Ah… well, technically we’re Protestant.”

“Is it alright for you to go to a shrine?”

“We’re not that strict about it.”

Going back to the Meiji period, the Takasegawa family had adopted Protestantism.

Though… it wasn’t because they were particularly moved by the faith. The reason was, in fact, highly political.

As a result, the head of the family at the time, though favourably disposed towards Protestantism, was never especially devout.

Naturally, the same was true for Yuzuru, his descendant.

“…Political reasons? Is it alright for me to ask?”

Arisa seemed genuinely interested in the history of the Takasegawa family.

For Yuzuru, the fact that she showed such keen interest in his family made him very happy.

Besides… one day, Arisa would become his wife.

That was already a settled matter in Yuzuru’s mind.

(How much should I tell her…?)

If he wanted to explain it properly, he’d have to go into the complex political and economic circumstances of the time, even the international situation surrounding Japan back then…

But that would likely bore Arisa, which was the last thing he wanted.

“At the time, the Takasegawa family supported modernisation and westernisation. So we took the lead and converted to Protestantism—that’s the gist of it.”

“Was there a reason you chose Protestantism in particular?”

“The Tachibana family had already converted to Catholicism. They were pro-France back then. …So, in opposition, our family took a pro-Germany stance and chose Protestantism. That’s how it went.”

In short, it was driven by rivalry with the Tachibana.

When Yuzuru explained it that way—

“…Were the Takasegawa and Tachibana families on bad terms in the past?”

His phrasing had made it sound as though the two families were at odds, and that seemed to catch Arisa’s attention.

She looked slightly uneasy, as if wondering whether it was alright to ask… yet her curiosity was unmistakably strong.

“Not just in the past… even now.”

“…Even now?”

“The Takasegawa and Tachibana families are fundamentally in opposition. Especially in domestic politics and foreign affairs—we often take completely opposite positions.”

In domestic politics.

In international relations.

It was almost a tradition for Takasegawa and Tachibana to belong to opposing camps.

“…Um, so are things actually tense between you?”

“No, not at all. We actually get along quite well.”

“…I don’t quite understand.”

“In simple terms… it’s like professional wrestling.”

Takasegawa and Tachibana always stood on opposite sides.

But that was merely a public performance.

After all, the world wasn’t simple enough to be neatly divided in two. Countless interests were tangled together.

“Professional wrestling…? Why would you do that?”

“It makes it easier to gain advantages, I suppose. Well… it’s complicated. Adult circumstances.”

In truth, even Yuzuru didn’t know the full details.

Even as their son, his father and grandfather weren’t the sort to casually share such information with a mere high school student.

“…Was it really alright to tell me about these ‘adult circumstances’?”

“It’s fine. The fact that Takasegawa and Tachibana appear to be in conflict, but that it’s really just an act—that much is already an open secret.”

If their rivalry were truly a closely guarded secret, then Yuzuru and Ayaka wouldn’t be attending the same school and getting along so openly.

“I see… That’s a relief. I was worried I might have learned something I shouldn’t have.”

“There’s not much I know that you shouldn’t.”

At that, Arisa let out a soft laugh.

Then, with a slightly mischievous smile, she asked:

“So there are some things?”

“…Well, a few.”

(I want to tell you how I feel—properly, in the right place, at the right time.)

Yuzuru murmured that quietly to himself.

And as they chatted like that, they arrived at the shrine.

They offered a five-yen coin and performed ni-rei ni-hakushu ichi-rei.  Two bows, two claps, one bow—standard Shinto prayer ritual

On the way back—

Arisa asked Yuzuru—

“Did you make a wish?”

“Yeah.”

He answered briefly… then spoke of what he had wished for.

“That I can spend this year with you again, Arisa.”

He hadn’t prayed for his confession to go well.

Nor had he prayed that he could marry her.

Those were things he felt he should accomplish with his own hands.

Making Arisa happy wasn’t something to leave to the gods—it was his responsibility.

Yuzuru harboured that slightly foolish, possessive conviction.

“…It’s the same.”

“…The same?”

“I also… prayed that I can be with you this year as well, Yuzuru-san.”

As she said it, Arisa’s cheeks were faintly flushed.

And Yuzuru could feel his own ears growing warm.

They tightened their grip on each other’s hands.

After that… they walked home in silence.

And somehow, that silence felt comfortable.


      
        Interlude 1 - A Protest from the Takasegawa Family

        “…I’m worried.”

On the day Yukishiro Arisa and Amagi Naoki went to the Takasegawa household to pay their respects, Amagi Taisho—who had returned home—spent the entire time restless and on edge.

The reason was obvious: Arisa had gone to the Takasegawa house.

In Taisho’s mind, Arisa had been sold off to the Takasegawa family in exchange for a large sum of money.

And now he couldn’t help but worry that she might be treated cruelly by them.

“I think you’re worrying too much… Onii-sama.”

The one who gently chided him was Amagi Mei.

A sixth-year primary school student, and Taisho’s younger sister by about seven years.

“From what I can see… Arisa-san doesn’t look like she’s unhappy.”

Mei recalled how Arisa had been acting lately.

In the room she’d been given—though in truth it was just a converted storage room—Arisa spent her days gazing at the necklace her fiancé had given her, smiling to herself.

As her stepsister, it was nice to see her older sister looking happy.

But still… it was a bit—no, quite—creepy.

(That’s probably a brand-name piece… I’m jealous, Arisa-san…)

The Amagi household was, on the surface, considered fairly well-off.

But in reality, they weren’t particularly comfortable.

Of course, they lived above a middle-class standard…

…but only by stretching themselves thin.

There was no way a primary schooler like Mei could own anything from a luxury brand.

“Of course she doesn’t look unhappy. There’s no way Arisa could say she hates it.”

She’s just hiding her true feelings.

She must hate it—there’s no doubt in his mind.

Hearing that, Mei couldn’t entirely deny it.

“…Well, maybe that’s true.”

As a child, Mei didn’t know the full background behind this arranged marriage…

But she had a vague sense that a large amount of money was involved.

And given Arisa’s personality, she probably wouldn’t be able to refuse.

As Taisho and Mei continued talking—

“Hmph… After being so picky all this time, she has no right to start complaining now.”

A displeased snort cut into their conversation.

It was their mother, Amagi Emi.

It was common knowledge that she disliked Arisa intensely.

And she had been especially irritable about this “engagement.”

Despite saying she would accept a marriage proposal, Arisa had repeatedly rejected matches, choosing men to her liking—that attitude alone irritated Emi.

And though Taisho and Mei didn’t know it, there was another reason:

Arisa had effectively taken Takasegawa Yuzuru—who had originally been considered as a match for Emi’s biological daughter, Mei.

On top of that, Emi believed Arisa was playing the tragic heroine and poisoning Yuzuru against her.

Arisa’s behaviour reminded Emi strongly of her own sister—Arisa’s mother.

“Don’t bring up such things.”

Just when that unpleasant presence—Arisa—wasn’t around, hearing her children talk about her, and even worry about her, irritated Emi.

She forcibly cut the conversation short.

Unable to push back against their mother, the two fell silent as told.

Though Taisho still looked dissatisfied.



That night.

After Emi, Arisa, and Mei had all gone to sleep, Naoki and Taisho sat facing each other.

“…So, Father. What did you want to talk about?”

Taisho spoke with clear displeasure.

It was rare for Naoki to call him over like this.

Usually, when Naoki said he had something to discuss, it meant a lecture.

Even now, as a university student, Taisho still carried a trace of teenage rebellion, and being lectured by his father was hardly pleasant—especially when he had no idea what he’d done.

“Last November, we received a formal complaint from the Takasegawa family. Do you have any idea why?”

“…I don’t recall doing anything wrong.”

Taisho frowned, clearly irritated.

He already regarded the Takasegawa family as enemies, so anything involving them—or Arisa’s marriage—was something he didn’t even want to hear about.

Besides, the last time he’d seen Yuzuru had been during the summer holidays.

The timing didn’t match.

“It seems you spoke about the marriage between the two families to an outsider. Is that incorrect?”

Only then did Taisho understand what this was about.

It seemed that what he had told Kobayashi Shota regarding Arisa’s marriage had reached the Takasegawa family.

There had been no official announcement yet regarding the engagement between Takasegawa Yuzuru and Yukishiro Arisa.

That was the policy agreed upon by both families.

Therefore, it wasn’t something to be carelessly shared.

Though in truth, it wasn’t an absolute secret.

Prominent families like Tachibana, Kaminishi, and Satake—as well as politicians like Kaibara—had likely already heard of it.

It wasn’t about hiding the information.

But those directly involved were not supposed to state it outright.

It was meant to remain an open secret—that was the agreement.

“…I only told one of Arisa’s friends.”

To Taisho, it all seemed ridiculous.

If everyone already knew, what was the point in keeping quiet?

Besides, Kobayashi Shota wasn’t just “some outsider”—he was Arisa’s friend.

That was Taisho’s argument.

“That is precisely what we mean by an outsider.”

Naoki dismissed him without hesitation.

Then, in a firm, measured tone, he continued:

“I told you this engagement is important—for the company, for both families, and for Arisa. What would you have done if your careless actions had caused it to fall through?”

“If it’s so fragile that this could break it, then it shouldn’t exist in the first place!”

Taisho snapped back.

After all, he wanted the engagement to be broken.

Naoki sighed.

“That’s not the only issue. It seems you also fed false information to a boy who has feelings for Arisa. I’ve heard that, because of that, he attempted to harm Arisa and the Takasegawa daughter.”

In reality, the boy had simply been verbally crushed and utterly defeated by Ayumi.

But the possibility of harm couldn’t be denied.

Yuzuru—who had been far angrier than he let on—had reported it to his parents in a way that suggested as much.

As a result, Kobayashi Shota’s reputation had taken a severe hit.

But to Yuzuru—calm, cold, and calculating—a boy like Shota was of no importance.

All that mattered was the safety of his beloved younger sister and the woman he loved.

“Harm? …He’s not that kind of person!”

“I’m not interested in your impression. Did you spread false information or not?”

“I didn’t lie.”

“I’ve heard you described it as though the Takasegawa family used money and power to threaten Arisa, take her away, and force Yuzuru-kun upon her. Is that incorrect?”

“…Because that’s exactly what happened.”

Taisho insisted he had only spoken the truth.

Naoki frowned.

“…It seems you’ve misunderstood. Even before Arisa’s marriage, there were already business dealings and loans involved with the Takasegawa family. The marriage between Yuzuru-kun and Arisa is for the sake of strengthening ties between our families.”

“That’s just a matter of phrasing. The fact remains—Arisa is being used as a sacrifice.”

Taisho believed that Yuzuru was either in love with Arisa—or worse, desired her body—and was using his family’s power to take her.

To him, that was unquestionable truth.

And even if it weren’t, even if Naoki were right and this marriage was for mutual benefit, it didn’t change the fact that Arisa was being offered up.

Hearing that, Naoki’s eyes widened.

It was true that Arisa had endured hardship…

But Taisho’s interpretation was far removed from his own.

“She is not a sacrifice, nor did I intend for her to be one. I considered her happiness as well. The Takasegawa family is one of the most prestigious families in the country. If she marries into that house, her future will be secure. And Arisa herself wishes for this match.”

This time, Taisho looked exasperated.

If Naoki truly believed that, then—at least in Taisho’s eyes—he was gravely mistaken.

“She wants this? There’s no way Arisa would want it.”

“And how would you know that? She told me herself that she wants to marry Yuzuru-kun. Even before that, the matchmaking meetings were arranged because she said she wanted to try.”

Naoki had been working hard to rebuild the Amagi family fortunes.

But their future was far from secure.

Before their dealings with the Takasegawa family, his company had been on the verge of collapse.

Thinking of Arisa’s future, it wasn’t unreasonable to find her a good match early.

So he had suggested it to her.

Would she like to try meeting prospective partners?

That didn’t mean she had to marry anyone.

If she didn’t like them, she could refuse.

If she found no one suitable, that was fine too.

And if she had refused outright, he would have dropped the matter entirely.

In the end, Arisa had seemed willing.

She hadn’t shown any resistance—she had nodded.

After several meetings, when it seemed she hadn’t taken a liking to anyone, he had been ready to stop—

When, at just that moment, the Takasegawa family approached with news that Yuzuru had taken an interest in Arisa.

That was how it happened.

As Naoki finished explaining, Taisho let out a heavy sigh—then slammed his hand on the table.

“You don’t understand Arisa at all!! You haven’t been paying attention to your own child!!”

“That’s not—”

“If you asked her whether she wanted to go to matchmaking meetings, in her position, there’s no way she could say no!!”

Shouting that, Taisho stood abruptly and stormed off to his room.

Naoki sat there in stunned silence for a while.

“…I see. So that’s how it was.”

At last, he muttered quietly, pressing a hand to his head.

“…If that’s the case, then I’ve done something I should apologise for.”


      
        Chapter 5 - The “Fiancée’s” Worries?

        The first day back at school after the New Year holidays.

As usual, Yuzuru was eating lunch with his friends.

“That looks warm.”

Soichiro eyed Yuzuru’s lunchbox with clear envy.

Yuzuru nodded as he sipped his hot consommé soup.

“Yeah. Being able to eat warm food and soup in winter is great.”

The lunchbox Yuzuru used was a thermal one that could hold soup as well.

Naturally, its contents were a homemade lunch prepared by Arisa.

The rice, the side dishes, even the soup—everything was still warm.

Until recently, he’d just used whatever lunchbox he had at home, but he’d replaced it over the winter break.

“Maybe I should get one too… By the way, what about summer? Doesn’t it spoil more easily?”

“Apparently, if it’s kept hot, bacteria don’t grow as much, so it’s actually safe. Letting it cool halfway makes it spoil faster, or so I’ve heard.”

It seemed Arisa used a similar thermal lunchbox.

Her knowledge of cooking really was impeccable.

(So… if I can marry Arisa, I’ll be able to eat like this for the rest of my life.)

Conversely, if he let her go, he’d lose all of this.

Yuzuru renewed his resolve—he would make her his, no matter what. He would make his proposal succeed.

“Why are you grinning like that? It’s kinda creepy…”

“My bad. I was thinking about Arisa.”

When Yuzuru answered so openly, Hijiri made a face as if he’d just eaten sugar cubes soaked in honey.

He took a sip of tea, as if to wash it away.

“My class has P.E. after this…”

He muttered, clearly trying to change the subject.

His expression said it all—he was dreading it.

“Right after lunch, huh…”

“That’s rough. Especially this time of year.”

Yuzuru and Soichiro both sympathised.

The reason it was especially tough at this time of year—

“…The marathon’s such a pain.”

At Yuzuru’s school, a marathon event was held in early February.

Around this time, nearly all P.E. classes were devoted to endurance running in preparation.

“If I remember right… ten kilometres for boys, seven for girls?”

When Yuzuru said that, Soichiro nodded.

“Ten kilometres is longer than it sounds.”

Yuzuru didn’t hate exercise.

He even ran long distances for his health sometimes, so he had a fair amount of stamina.

But that didn’t mean he loved marathons, nor that he trained seriously on a daily basis.

And the same went for Soichiro and Hijiri.

“Well… if you keep thinking about how many kilometres are left, it feels long, but if you just run without thinking, it’ll be over before you know it, right? At least, that’s how it feels.”

“You’ll just get bored that way… Marathons are dull.”

Hijiri sighed.

Whether people liked long-distance running or not varied from person to person.

But at the very least, Hijiri clearly wasn’t a fan.

“Really? I like long-distance running. You can just empty your head and run, and it’s over. It’s easier than sports where you have to think about every move.”

That was Soichiro.

He looked serious at first glance, but in truth, he was surprisingly lazy.

At the same time, he was efficient.

(I could just think about Arisa while I run… no, I’d end up grinning. Better not.)

A guy running with a grin on his face would look, at best, unsettling.

Yuzuru decided to restrain himself.

“Well… just running aimlessly is boring too. How about we make it interesting? Let’s have a competition. Whoever’s slowest treats the other two to a meal. What do you say?”

At Yuzuru’s suggestion, both of them smirked.

They were clearly on board.

“I’m down.”

“Same here… Yeah, having a goal does make it more fun.”

And just like that, their “competition” was set.

Even though he’d been the one to suggest it, Yuzuru resolved to take P.E. a bit more seriously.



After school.

Yuzuru stood alone in front of the school gates.

After waiting a while, a group of girls approached.

They were girls from his class.

And among them, blending in with a polite smile, was one particular girl.

(…Looking at it like this, she doesn’t actually stand out that much.)

Watching Arisa chatting with the others, Yuzuru found himself thinking that.

She was undeniably beautiful—

Yet when she was in a group, she didn’t stand out as much as one might expect.

It was likely intentional.

At first glance, she seemed to be enjoying the conversation, but if you looked closely, she kept herself half a step back, mostly listening.

The smile on her face was clearly a practised one.

It was probably her way of navigating social situations.

With looks like hers, she was bound to attract jealousy or resentment—perhaps even bullying.

If she were the group’s leader, that might be different, but Arisa didn’t seem suited for that.

So instead, she chose not to stand out.

From the other girls’ perspective, having someone as pretty as Arisa remain quiet and positioned slightly “below” them might feel comfortable—

…though perhaps that was reading too much into it.

Having thought that far, Yuzuru pulled out his phone and idly scrolled through it as he waited for Arisa to part ways with the group.

He’d already confirmed that she headed in a different direction from the others.

Soon enough, Arisa saw the other girls off and turned back.

That was when Yuzuru called out to her.

“Arisa.”

“Fweh!? …Yuzuru-san, why are you here?”

Arisa’s eyes widened in surprise.

Suppressing his nerves, Yuzuru spoke as calmly as he could.

“I wanted to walk home with you.”

Originally, he’d considered calling out to her in front of their classmates to make things public by force…

But he decided against it, thinking it might cause her trouble.

Of course, before long, he intended to make it widely known at school that Arisa was—soon to be—his girlfriend.

“…Is that not alright?”

When he asked, Arisa shook her head so vigorously it looked like it might come off.

“N-not at all! It’s completely fine, but…”

Her cheeks were faintly red as she glanced at him uncertainly.

“Then let’s go, Arisa.”

With that, Yuzuru started walking alongside her, matching her pace and making sure she stayed on the safer side of the road.

“Um… Yuzuru-san. Why today, all of a sudden?”

“I just felt like walking home with you… And I was thinking, if our schedules match, I’d like to keep doing this. Is that alright?”

At that, her face flushed even deeper.

She gave a small nod.

“Y-yes… that’s fine. But, um, about our classmates…”

“Got it. I’ll just lie in wait out of sight.”

“…That sounds a bit like a stalker.”

Arisa let out a small laugh.

Yuzuru smiled in return.

Keeping just enough distance for their shoulders to brush, they walked together.

At first, they chatted pleasantly, but as they neared the station, Arisa began to speak less.

Her expression grew distant, as though her thoughts were elsewhere.

“Arisa. Is something bothering you?”

This was Yuzuru’s real reason for walking home with her.

Lately, she’d often seemed absent-minded.

He knew because he’d been watching her during lessons even before the winter break.

She used to take notes diligently, but recently, she often stared blankly into space, lost in thought, before hurriedly copying from the board.

At first, he’d found it fresh—endearing, even.

But now, it seemed more like she had something weighing on her mind.

When she drifted off like that lately, her expression carried a faint shadow.

“Eh? …No, I’m fine.”

Arisa shook her head.

But it wasn’t really a denial—it sounded more like reassurance, meant to put Yuzuru at ease.

“I see.”

To be honest, she didn’t look fine at all.

But he couldn’t just decide that for her.

When she said she was fine, it likely meant she didn’t want him prying too deeply.

Right then, they arrived at the station gates.

Arisa turned to face him and gave a small bow.

“Well then, Yuzuru-san. See you tomorrow.”

“Yeah. …Arisa.”

As she was about to leave, Yuzuru stopped her.

Then he gently placed his hands on her shoulders.

“U-um…”

“I’m on your side. If there’s ever anything I can help with, tell me anytime.”

Arisa’s jade-coloured eyes wavered.

They glistened slightly with emotion.

“Yes, Yuzuru-san. Thank you.”

Then she gave a small nod.


      
        Chapter 6 - The Part-Time Shift

        At a restaurant about ten minutes by train from Yuzuru’s house.

In the staff room, a boy dressed in a waiter’s uniform sat facing a man with an androgynous air.

“So, Yuzuru-kun. What about your shifts this term? Same as before?”

“Right… if possible, I’d appreciate it if you could increase them.”

Yuzuru answered the man—the restaurant’s manager.

He currently juggled about three part-time jobs.

One was working as a private tutor for a child of his father’s acquaintance.

Another was assisting a lawyer—also an acquaintance of his father—with miscellaneous tasks.

And the last was this restaurant job.

Among them, the tutoring paid the most—2,000 yen per hour.

The lawyer’s errands paid 1,500 yen per hour.

That said, both of those were only once a week and didn’t allow for flexible scheduling.

Which made this restaurant job his main source of income.

For reference, it paid about 1,050 yen per hour.

“Is that alright?”

“It helps me, of course—but what about your studies? If your grades drop, I’ll be the one getting scolded by your parents.”

Naturally, the restaurant manager was also acquainted with Yuzuru’s parents.

Though in this case, the connection came through his mother rather than the Takasegawa side.

“I’ll make sure not to cause trouble for Hiromi-san.”

Hasegawa Hiromi—that was his name.

A very kind person, and someone Yuzuru owed a great deal to.

It made sense—his parents trusted him enough to leave Yuzuru in his care.

…Though, if Yuzuru were honest, he would have preferred to find work on his own. That hadn’t been allowed.

There were bad people in the world, after all.

And, if one were being blunt… having connections meant that if Yuzuru ever did cause trouble, it would be easier to smooth things over.

Not that he had any intention of doing so.

“Well, if it’s you, I suppose it’ll be fine. It helps the restaurant too… By the way, can I ask why? You don’t have to answer if you’d rather not.”

“I’m thinking of saving up for White Day.”

At that, Hiromi’s eyes widened.

“Oh? Planning on getting something in return already? Does that mean you’ve got a girlfriend? Now that you mention it, you said you had plans for Christmas too—looks like you’ve been busy, Yuzuru-kun.”

“Well… she’s not my girlfriend. But she’s someone I like.”

Arisa wasn’t his girlfriend.

But he was confident she’d give him chocolates on Valentine’s Day.

If she didn’t… he’d be genuinely crushed.

In any case, if there was a high chance of receiving something, he ought to prepare properly for White Day in advance.

If the Christmas present had been a probing jab, then this time he intended to land a decisive straight punch—to knock Arisa off her feet.

And for that, he needed money.

“I see… Then when she becomes your girlfriend, you’ll have to introduce her to me.”

“Of course.”

Introducing his future wife to someone who had taken care of him was only natural.

“So, is she pretty? Anyone she looks like?”

“Let’s see…”

Yuzuru mentioned the name of a famous foreign actress.

Hiromi tilted his head.

“Is she from overseas?”

“She’s mixed. Though she was born and raised in Japan.”

Answering as asked, Yuzuru spoke about Arisa—carefully avoiding anything too personal.

That she was beautiful, a good cook, intelligent, athletic… an all-around wonderful girl.

Hearing that, Hiromi nodded knowingly.

“You’re completely smitten, aren’t you?”

“Yeah.”

“You’re not even going to deny it?”

“Why would I?”

It was a fact that Yuzuru was deeply taken with Arisa—and not something to be ashamed of.

Of course, being teased about it was a little embarrassing.

But acting embarrassed would only make it worse, so he remained composed.

“I see…”

Hiromi nodded again, as if satisfied.

“Alright. I’ll increase your shifts as much as I can.”

“Thank you very much.”

After leaving the staff room, Hiromi scratched his head, looking slightly troubled.

“…Now, what am I supposed to tell the girls here?”

“What a troublesome boy…”

He muttered quietly, letting out a small sigh.



A few days later, on Saturday.

As a rule, Yuzuru kept Saturdays free as “Arisa’s day.”

Since she was coming over, he was putting extra effort into cleaning his room when—

His phone rang.

It was Arisa.


Hello. What’s wrong, Arisa?




I’m sorry… I can’t come to your house today.



Her voice sounded different from usual.

A little hoarse.


…Are you feeling unwell?



Now that he thought about it, she hadn’t looked very well the day before.

It might be a cold.


Yes… cough, I’ve caught a cold.



As expected.

But the timing wasn’t good.


Weren’t you alone today? I heard your sister’s staying over at a friend’s house, and your mother’s on a trip.



And of course, Naoki was at work.

Taisho had returned to university.

Normally, having no one around might make things easier—but when you’re ill, being alone is hard.


cough, cough… I’ll be fine. I just need to rest.



She sounded composed.

Too composed.

If anything, it made Yuzuru worry more.

It felt like she was forcing herself not to burden him.


Are you really alright?




…I’m fine. You don’t need to worry.



There was a slight pause before she answered.

She was putting on a brave face.

To Yuzuru, it felt like she was quietly asking for help.

(I want to respect her wishes, but… if she’s ill, that’s different.)

Even a mild cold could suddenly worsen.

It could even be the flu.

This wasn’t the time to prioritise distance.

And besides—

(She says she’s fine, but… it feels like she wants help.)

After half a year together, he’d come to understand her a little.


Then I’m coming to check on you.




Eh? No, but—




When I got injured before, you took care of me, didn’t you?



He meant the time he’d fallen from a tree and sprained his ankle.

Looking back, that had been the moment their distance truly closed.


So this time, let me help you.



After he said that—

There was a brief silence.

Then, in a slightly trembling voice—


…Please.




Leave it to me.




      
        Chapter 7 - The “Fiancée’s” Request

        Before heading to Arisa’s house, there was something Yuzuru needed to do first.

He pulled out his phone and called Amagi Naoki.

He apologised for calling during work.

Explained that Arisa had caught a cold.

Asked for permission to enter the house to check on her.

And requested to use part of the kitchen to take care of her.

He conveyed all four points.


It’s fine. …I’m sorry, Yuzuru-kun. Please take care of my daughter.




No, Arisa is my fiancée.




…By the way, Yuzuru-kun.




Yes… what is it?




What do you… think of Arisa?



The sudden question made Yuzuru tilt his head.

What was that about?


I think she’s someone very important to me.




…I see. My apologies—that was a strange thing to ask.



Since Naoki was working, they couldn’t talk for long.

Yuzuru ended the call, planning to update him on Arisa’s condition later.

With permission secured, Yuzuru headed to Arisa’s house.

He rang the intercom and announced his arrival.

After a short while, the door opened slightly.

Standing there was Arisa, dressed in pyjamas with a cardigan thrown over them.

Her usually neat hair was slightly dishevelled.

Half her face was covered by a mask, but it was clear her complexion wasn’t good.

“Morning, Arisa.”

“Good morning… cough, cough”

She coughed.

Thinking the cold air wouldn’t help, Yuzuru quickly closed the door behind him.

“Sorry, did I wake you?”

“No… I’m alright…”

For now, he followed her as she led him to her room.

(She doesn’t look well at all.)

Though she was trying to appear composed, her steps were unsteady.

Yuzuru decided he should stay with her for the day.

“This is my room.”

It was his first time seeing it.

A little small, but neatly arranged, with cute furnishings.

A very girlish room.

If she weren’t ill, he might have taken more time to appreciate it.

“I see. I’ll remember it. For now, get some rest.”

“…Okay.”

It seemed she really was struggling.

She obediently slipped into bed.

“Have you been to the hospital? From how you look, I’m guessing not.”

“…No. cough… My temperature’s around 37 degrees, so I thought I’d be fine.”

Honestly, she didn’t look fine at all.

But at 37 degrees, it wasn’t necessarily urgent enough to rush to a hospital.

“…By the way, have you eaten lunch? If not, I can go buy some instant porridge or canned peaches.”

He couldn’t cook porridge from scratch, but he could at least manage ready-made food.

Though if there was something already in the house, that would be easier.

“…Not yet. I’d appreciate it if you could buy something. We don’t really have that kind of stuff here… I was a bit stuck.”

“Got it. I’ll also grab some throat lozenges and Pocari Sweat. Anything else? Do you have enough medicine?”

“I have some at home, so that’s fine. Um… I’m sorry, but could you also get some cooling sheets? I’ve run out.”

“Alright, leave it to me.”

After telling her to call him if anything happened, Yuzuru headed to a nearby pharmacy and bought everything she needed.

She didn’t contact him while he was out—

But just in case, he jogged back.

“Arisa, I’m back.”

He called out from outside her room.

No response.

He knocked, then stepped inside.

(…Is she asleep?)

Thinking that, he leaned in to look at her face.

Her complexion seemed even worse than before.

“Ugh… Yuzuru-san?”

“Are you alright?”

Sweat beaded on her face, her expression strained as she opened her eyes slightly.

She looked utterly exhausted.

Yuzuru placed a hand on her forehead.

“That’s a high fever… You should check again. Can you do it yourself?”

He picked up a thermometer nearby and handed it to her.

Arisa gave a small nod, then began unbuttoning her pyjama top.

A glimpse of her white, modest underwear came into view.

Yuzuru quickly averted his eyes.

“Done?”

“…Yes.”

He took the thermometer from her.

38.7 degrees.

“With a fever like this, you should go to the hospital. It could be influenza.”

“Uu… but how…”

“I’ll call a taxi.”

He used his phone to arrange one.

Fortunately, there was one nearby, and it arrived quickly.

“Arisa, can you stand?”

After preparing her insurance card and essentials, he asked.

She nodded faintly.

“Yes… I’m alright.”

She tried to stand—

But immediately wavered.

Yuzuru quickly caught her.

“Don’t push yourself. I’ll carry you.”

“Ah—no, wait—”

Ignoring her protests, he scooped her up.

A princess carry.

She looked startled at first, but soon clutched his clothes and went still.

Carrying her like that, he took her outside, placed her into the taxi, and told the driver to head to the hospital.



Fortunately, it wasn’t influenza.

She was prescribed medicine for her runny nose and cough, along with fever reducers, and they returned home.

By the time they got back, it was already midday.

“Arisa, do you have any appetite?”

He asked as he helped her back into bed.

She shook her head weakly.

“Not really…”

“I see…”

Still, the medicine was meant to be taken after meals.

She needed to eat something.

“Could you manage some canned peaches?”

“…Maybe a little.”

He went to the fridge, took out the chilled canned peaches, and transferred them to a dish before bringing them back with a fork.

Helping her sit up, he placed the dish in her hands.

“If it’s too much, you can leave it. Just try one bite.”

“…”

Arisa stared at the dish blankly.

Then her jade eyes shifted to Yuzuru.

“Um…”

“What is it? …Can’t you eat?”

“No, it’s just…”

A faint blush spread across her cheeks.

It didn’t seem to be from the fever.

“What is it?”

For a moment, Yuzuru wondered if she preferred yellow peaches over white ones—

“…Please.”

“Hm?”

“Please… feed me.”

She said it softly, her eyes slightly teary as she looked at him.


      
        Interlude 2.1 - Arisa-chan

        When did I first start to fall for him?

The thought comes to me suddenly, and I look back.



The first time I met him was at the entrance ceremony.

My adoptive father had strictly instructed me, “Do not cause any trouble.”

So from the very beginning, I knew who he was—and I remember my impression of him clearly.

A very quiet, composed person.

That was how he seemed, and I think most of our classmates saw him that way too.

The girls in class described him as handsome, but reserved.

But I didn’t see him as someone quiet.

Looking back now… I think I was afraid of him.

If I had to compare him to something, he was like a great tree—or a dense forest.

Calm. Still.

And yet… holding immense strength.

That’s what I felt.



Even after we ended up in the same class, we barely spoke.

I didn’t want to get involved with boys, and he didn’t seem particularly interested in me either.

So when my adoptive father told me, “He wants a marriage arrangement with you,” I was surprised.

He had clearly been indifferent to me.

Was it really true that he liked me?

Even as I doubted it, I couldn’t refuse the proposal… and I agreed.

And, as it turned out, my adoptive father had misunderstood.

If anything, he didn’t seem particularly keen on the arrangement.

Which made sense.

Marriage—engagement—while still in high school…

It was hard to even imagine.

That’s why, perhaps—

I thought he might agree to my unreasonable request for a fake engagement.

And in the end, he did.

To protect me.

He was kind. Considerate.

That became part of my impression of him.



If you asked me whether I already loved him back then… I don’t know.

At the very least, I don’t think I felt anything that strong at the time.

I can’t say for certain because, when I look back now, his kindness made me so happy, so reassured—and at the same time… it made my chest ache.



After that, due to how things unfolded, I started visiting his house once a week.

I got to learn a lot about him.

And before I realised it, I had told him about myself—about my family situation too.

Most people, when they learn about my circumstances, react in one of two ways.

They either interfere—unhelpfully—or they run away.

No… that might be too convenient a way of putting it.

My stepbrother would sometimes try to “help.”

Even though he couldn’t actually do anything, he would meddle, and it only made my position worse.

That’s why—even though I wanted help—I started saying I didn’t need it.

Because they would try to help without being able to.

And when that happens, it only makes things worse for me.

Since I rejected help, people started to look away… or leave.

I want help.

But I don’t want help.

I want someone to help me, but only in the exact way that suits me.

It’s selfish. Self-serving. Arrogant.

There’s no way a convenient prince on a white horse would exist—someone who could understand the intentions I never voice and act on them perfectly.

There shouldn’t be.

And yet… he is exactly that prince.



He told me he’d be on my side.

He tried to help me as much as he could.

But he never did anything forceful that would worsen my situation.

Maybe I’m romanticising it.

Maybe it was just coincidence.

Even so… he looked at me properly, understood what I couldn’t say, respected my wishes, and did exactly what I needed.

This person would protect me.

That’s how I began to feel.

And that’s why… I felt safe with him.

Safe enough to go on that pool date.



It was there that Ayaka-san and Chiharu-san asked me—

Do you like him?

I don’t know when I started to love him.

But if I had to say when I became aware of it… it was then.

First, I felt relieved.

Relieved that they had someone (though I’m not even sure what to call that relationship—if he’s their boyfriend, then Satake-san would be two-timing, and they both accept that? I truly don’t understand, and it bothers me, but that’s not important right now).

More importantly, I was relieved to confirm that there was nothing between him and them.

And when they asked me whether I liked Yuzuru-san—

I realised it.

I love him.



Then, on the day of the summer festival, it became certain.

He forgave my lie.

I could trust him.

I felt safe with him.

I felt like… I could even entrust my body to him.

When he held me, my heart raced.

When he patted my head, I felt at ease.

And sometimes, I even felt the urge to tease him by patting his head in return.

That’s when I clearly understood—

This is love.



I don’t know if he felt the same way about me.

But he protected me from my mother.

And he was genuinely happy with the small, humble birthday gift I gave him.

That’s why… I felt a bit guilty.

Because I hadn’t given him anything in return.

I only kept being helped—without ever even saying help me.

I was pushing all the responsibility onto him.

It made me feel… ugly.



So I lashed out at him.

I told him I was a terrible person.

That he didn’t really know me.

It was irrational. Selfish. Unfair.

And yet—

He accepted me.

Even knowing that I was “terrible,” he still affirmed me.

I still feel guilty.

But… my heart felt lighter.

At the same time, I realised I had to give something back to him.

I couldn’t just keep receiving—I had to give too.

But… what could I even do for him?

All I could really offer was making him lunch.

Even so, he was happy.

He always told me it was delicious.

At some point, I started thinking—

I wouldn’t mind making lunch for him forever.

I’d even like to cook dinner for him every day.



Then, on Christmas, he told me he wanted me to keep cooking for him.

It felt like a proposal.

Of course, I don’t think he meant it that way.

But even if it had been—

I would have nodded.

Gladly.

At that moment, I thought—

I wouldn’t mind marrying this person.

With him, I could imagine a future.

Getting married. Becoming a family. Having children. Growing old together. Being surrounded by grandchildren.

For the first time, the idea of marrying him—something I’d avoided thinking about—began to feel real.

I found myself staring at the necklace he gave me, imagining our life together.

I had already suspected it, but—

He likes me too.

I could tell just from the necklace.

It was a beautiful, branded piece.

I knew at a glance—

He understood my tastes.

He had listened, remembered what I said when we went to the cinema together.

And it was expensive.

For him, who worked part-time to support himself, it couldn’t have been a small purchase.

You wouldn’t give something like that to someone you didn’t love.

So… he must like me.



Our relationship was a fake engagement.

But that was based on the assumption that we didn’t have feelings for each other—and that once I could stand on my own, we would break it off.

That assumption had already collapsed.

I love him.

He loves me.

In that case, we could just continue like this.

And eventually, we would become a real engaged couple… and get married.

I was naively thinking that—

When suddenly, my adoptive father said—

“You don’t have to marry him if you don’t want to.”


      
        Interlude 2.2 - I Want Him to Confess

        When he said that to me, my first thought was that I had done something wrong.

After all, it was right after we had gone to his family home for New Year’s greetings.

Or… had he grown tired of me?

Uneasy, I asked my adoptive father.

After a moment of thought, he answered.

Originally, it seemed that the engagement had been intended not for me, but for Mei-chan.

However, his family had specifically requested me.

And since I had expressed willingness to meet potential partners, the arrangement was made.

But—

“I began to wonder… if perhaps you never truly wanted this engagement.”

That was what he said.

I didn’t know how to respond.

I could only stand there, stunned.

When I stayed silent, he told me:

“If you don’t want it, you don’t have to marry him. I have no intention of forcing you. If you don’t want it… say so. I’ll wait for your answer.”

It was true that, a while ago, I didn’t want it.

But now… I didn’t feel that way anymore.

Honestly, it was too late for that.

And now, those words felt meaningless.

Why would he suddenly say something like that?

The thought that came to mind was… my adoptive mother.

She dislikes me.

And it seems she isn’t pleased about this engagement either—about me marrying him.

Perhaps she wants to use the excuse that I’m unwilling… to break off our engagement.

And then have him engaged to her real daughter, Mei-chan instead.

Naturally, my adoptive father would care more about his biological daughter.

So perhaps he would prefer that outcome—

…That might be overly paranoid.

But I can’t completely deny the possibility.

Or perhaps… that person said something unnecessary again.

That person is always, always, always—

No… I should stop.

Nothing has been decided yet.

Either way, it was clear that a shadow had fallen over my engagement with him.



And with that… unease began to creep in.

Does he really love me?

Until recently, I had been completely confident—perhaps even a little arrogant—in believing in his feelings for me.

He had always been so kind.

He gave me such a wonderful gift.

And more than anything—

No one would ask, “May I hold you?” unless they had feelings.

We were definitely in love.

I even thought that perhaps he already saw me as his girlfriend, which was why he hadn’t bothered to say it outright.

That’s how certain I had been.

But…

What if it was all just my imagination?

What if I was only seeing what I wanted to see because I loved him?

The thought crossed my mind.

What if he was simply acting as a “fiancée,” nothing more?

What if he only saw me as a female friend?

When I thought about it, he was quite close with his childhood friends—those girls.

Maybe that level of closeness was normal for him—

N-no… that can’t be right.

No one would try to hold or stroke someone they didn’t like.

Even if it wasn’t deep love, he must at least like me a little.

Probably. Surely.

And yet… I couldn’t shake the anxiety.



He’s such a wonderful person.

He doesn’t stand out much at school, but that’s only because he doesn’t style his hair.

When we go on dates, he dresses properly.

And when he does, he’s incredibly handsome.

He’s tall, too.

He’s kind. Gentlemanly. Attentive.

He’s intelligent, cultured, and athletic.

And he can joke—he’s genuinely fun to talk to.

And… though I feel like this might offend him to say—

His family, the Takasegawa, is extremely wealthy.

Half a year ago, I was too ignorant to understand just how much influence and wealth his family had.

But now… I do.

Of course, I didn’t fall in love with him because of money.

Even if his family lost everything, I would never turn away from him.

But…

There will be girls who approach him for that reason.

To put it bluntly—homewreckers.

Of course, he would never cheat.

I trust him.

But I’ve never received a confession from him.

Nor a proposal.

Which means, if you remove the label of “fiancée,” we’re nothing more than friends of the opposite sex.

If he doesn’t love me as much as I love him—

And if some truly attractive woman approached him—

Just imagining it makes me feel sick.



I want certainty.

I want him to say it.

That he loves me.

I want to hear it in words.

And when I think that… I come back to the same question.

Why hasn’t he said it?

He loves me.

He should.

And I’ve shown my feelings through my actions.

It should be about time he told me.

And yet… he hasn’t.

Of course… the same applies to me.

If he won’t say it, then I should.

That would be the logical thing to do.

I know it’s wrong to stay silent, expecting him to understand everything without me saying anything.

Just waiting, wanting, without reaching out—that’s my bad habit.

But still…

Selfish as it is, I want him to be the one to say it.

It might sound like a dream, but—

I want a romantic confession from the person I love.

I don’t think I’m the only one who feels that way.

And besides… this might sound like an excuse, but—

I think he wants to be the one to confess too.

His family is… traditional.

And I feel like that way of thinking has influenced him.

He always walks on the roadside when we’re together.

He offers me his hand when getting out of a car.

I don’t think he believes in outdated ideas about men and women, but—

Perhaps he thinks confessions and proposals are something men should do.

That’s why I want to wait for him.



But back to the point.

For some reason, he hasn’t told me he loves me.

Even though I’m ready to accept it at any time.

And after thinking about it over and over, I arrived at a possibility.

What if he’s…

…incredibly dense?

What if he hasn’t realised that I love him?

What if he doesn’t understand that our feelings are mutual?

Thinking back to New Year’s—

He casually took my hand.

I was so happy.

And at the same time, so embarrassed.

I’m sure it showed on my face.

The way my heart raced—the way I felt—

It must have been obvious that I loved him.

And yet, he looked at me like, “Hm? What’s wrong?”

He’s good at hiding his emotions, so I thought he was just pretending not to notice out of embarrassment.

But maybe…

He genuinely didn’t realise.

Even when he suddenly asked to walk home together, it felt the same.

I was the only one flustered.

If he really is that dense… then it makes sense why he hasn’t confessed.

He’s brave, but even he would hesitate to confess to someone if he didn’t know whether she liked him back.

But at this rate, he’ll never realise.

If he’s truly that oblivious, then the way I’ve been acting so far won’t reach him.

What should I do…?

Perhaps it was because I worried about that so seriously—

That I ended up catching a cold on a precious Saturday.

And at just the time when my adoptive mother and Mei-chan weren’t home.

…Well, maybe it was better that my adoptive mother wasn’t there.

When I told him, he was very worried.

And said he would come to see me.

At first, I felt terribly sorry.

It wasn’t that serious yet, and I didn’t want to risk infecting him.

But…

I was lonely.

And perhaps he could sense that through the phone.

He reminded me of when I had taken care of him before—

Guiding me so that I could accept his help more easily.

That kindness made me so happy.

And at the same time… guilty.

Still, I decided to rely on him.

And that decision turned out to be the right one.

My condition worsened after he arrived.

My fever rose so high that I even lost enough awareness to accidentally show him my underwear.

Having him there was incredibly reassuring.

And… being carried by him like a princess—

I couldn’t help but feel a little lucky.

After that, he took me to the hospital.

And when we got back, he even prepared food for me.

He held out a tray with a bowl and a fork.

And in that moment—

I realised something.

If I keep acting the same way, he’ll never realise how I feel.

And even if I say I’ll wait for his confession, it’s not right for me to remain completely passive.

I have to change too.

I need to be more direct.

I need to make my feelings clear.

So—

“Please… feed me.”

I let myself say something so selfish.


      
        Chapter 8 - The “Fiancée’s” Request — Part 2

        “Please… feed me.”

When Arisa made that request, Yuzuru was slightly surprised.

She had shown vulnerability before—asking him to let her lean on him, for instance—

But this kind of selfish request felt new.

(Well… she’s sick. She must be feeling weak.)

Of course, there was no reason to refuse.

Yuzuru nodded, speared a small piece of peach with the fork, and brought it to her lips.

“Here.”

“Ahh…”

Arisa parted her lips slightly and took the peach into her mouth.

Yuzuru slowly pulled the fork away from her soft lips.

She chewed quietly, then swallowed.

After that, she opened her mouth again, just a little.

“More, please.”

“…Alright.”

Feeling a little strange, Yuzuru fed her another piece.

This was just nursing care.

And yet… for some reason, it felt oddly sensual.

At the same time, it stirred a protective instinct in him—like feeding a baby bird.

Caught between those conflicting feelings, Yuzuru continued feeding Arisa until she finished.

Afterwards, he gave her water along with her medicine.

He also replaced the ice pack and cooling sheet on her forehead.

“Yuzuru-san… um…”

“It’s alright. I’ll stay until evening.”

He assumed she was worried he might leave.

But Arisa shook her head.

“That’s not it…”

“Then what is it?”

“…Please hold my hand. Until I fall asleep.”

Her eyes shimmered slightly as she asked.

It seemed she was mentally worn down as well.

Yuzuru gently took her hand in his.

It was soft, delicate… and warm with fever.

Arisa closed her eyes, looking relieved.

Before long, her breathing steadied as she drifted off to sleep.

Careful not to wake her, Yuzuru slowly released her hand—

And quietly left the room.



“Yuzuru-san… Yuzuru-san…”

Around half past four in the afternoon.

Yuzuru, who had been in the living room looking up how to care for someone with a cold, heard her voice and immediately stood up.

It sounded like a baby bird calling for its parent—soft, lonely, and endearing.

He hurried to her room.

“Yuzuru-san…”

When she saw his face, relief washed over her.

It seemed waking up alone had made her uneasy.

“Sorry. I thought it’d be better not to stay too close, in case I catch it.”

Of course, he wouldn’t mind catching a simple cold.

But he knew she would worry if that happened.

“I understand… I’m just glad you were still here.”

She looked up at him.

Her cheeks were flushed, her eyes slightly teary, the corners softened—

An expression that seemed to be asking for something.

Not quite understanding what she wanted, Yuzuru decided to gently pat her head.

Arisa closed her eyes, relaxing into the touch.

The sight reminded him of the family dog, and he couldn’t help but smile faintly.

“Arisa, do you feel like eating?”

“My appetite…”

Just as she began to answer—

Grrr…

A small sound echoed.

Her face flushed even deeper.

“…I do want to eat.”

“I see. I bought some instant porridge. I’ll heat it up. And you’re probably thirsty too, right? Should I bring you a drink first?”

“Yes, please.”

She nodded slightly.

Yuzuru first retrieved a chilled bottle of Pocari Sweat from the fridge and handed it to her.

After confirming she drank it, he went to the kitchen, transferred the porridge into a dish, and warmed it in the microwave.

Then he brought it back with a spoon.

“Um…”

“You want me to feed you again?”

“…Yes.”

Yuzuru took the spoon, blew on it to cool it, and slowly brought it to her lips.

She accepted it without hesitation.

Perhaps she’d used up a lot of energy—she finished it quickly.

“Do you want more peaches?”

“…Yes, please.”

She still looked a little unsatisfied, so he fed her the remaining peaches from earlier.

After that, he gave her water with her medicine and checked her temperature.

It had gone down to the 37-degree range.

“For now, let’s change your pillow—”

“…Um, before that, I have a request.”

“What is it? If it’s something I can do, I’ll do anything.”

At that, Arisa looked slightly nervous.

Her cheeks, already flushed from the fever, deepened in colour as she spoke.

“I want to wipe my body.”

“Ah… right, that makes sense.”

She had been sweating a lot.

Naturally, she’d want to clean herself and change clothes.

They might even need to change the sheets.

“I’ll get some wet towels.”

“Thank you.”

She nodded, still looking tense.

Yuzuru felt something was slightly off about her, but he went ahead and prepared several damp towels.

“Alright, Arisa. I’ll step out, so wipe yourself down and get changed. Then I’ll change the sheets.”

“…Yes, thank you.”

She took the towels.

After confirming that, Yuzuru turned to leave—

“Wait.”

Her faint voice stopped him.

He turned back.

“What is it—w-wait, what are you doing!?”

Arisa was unbuttoning her pyjama top, one button at a time.

Through the gap, he caught sight of her sweat-damp skin, her chest, and her white, modest underwear.

Once she finished unbuttoning—

She turned her back to him.

Then slowly slid the top off her shoulders, revealing her pale skin.

She glanced back slightly.

Her face was flushed red like a ripe tomato.

“Um… Yuzuru-san…”

Her voice was unusually soft—almost sultry.

Trembling with embarrassment, yet speaking clearly, she said—

“My back… I can’t reach it. Could you wipe it for me?”

With that, she removed the top completely.

Her pale back, flushed and damp with sweat, was fully exposed.

Only the clasp of her white bra remained at the centre.

At her waist, just above her trousers, the edge of her damp underwear peeked out.

“…Please.”

She repeated it, her voice barely above a whisper.

Yuzuru swallowed hard.


      
        Chapter 9 - The “Fiancée’s” Sleep Talk

        “N-no… Arisa. That’s a bit too much…”

Yuzuru said that while desperately holding back the rush of blood threatening to head south.

If they were truly lovers in both name and reality, then perhaps something like this would be fine.

But while they were nominally engaged, in reality they were still just friends.

Of course, in Yuzuru’s mind, it was only a matter of time before that became true in every sense—

But for now, it wasn’t.

He tried to refuse, but—

“…Is it dirty?”

“Hm? No, that’s not—”

“I’m sorry… My sweat must be unpleasant, right?”

Arisa spoke in a small, sorrowful voice, her expression downcast.

“…No, that’s not true.”

The words slipped out before he could stop himself.

Arisa’s face brightened, though she still looked shy.

“Then… will you do it?”

“…Alright. Fine.”

Feeling almost as though he were intoxicated, Yuzuru turned towards her back.

It was damp with sweat…

Yet smooth, beautiful—if anything, the moisture made it seem even more alluring.

Whether from the fever or embarrassment, her pale skin was faintly flushed.

Yuzuru unfolded the damp towel and slowly brought it closer.

His heart pounded, his hands trembling.

“Hyah!”

Arisa let out a soft, almost seductive sound.

Yuzuru’s heart leapt.

“H-hey!”

“S-sorry… I—I was startled…”

He was the one who was startled.

Anyone would be—if the person they liked suddenly made a sound like that, half-dressed like this…

“…I should’ve warned you first. Alright, I’m going to wipe now.”

“Okay… ah… nnh…”

Once again, Yuzuru began wiping her back with the damp towel.

Sweat clung heavily to her skin, and he carefully wiped it away.

Each time the towel moved—

Arisa let out small, breathy sounds.

“Ah… nnh… ahh…”

“…Does it tickle?”

“Y-yes… nnh… I’m sorry…”

Holding her clothes to her front with both hands, Arisa glanced back slightly as she nodded.

Her pale collarbone, her smooth underarm—

And the soft curve leading towards her chest came into view.

Yuzuru felt the blood rush through his entire body.

As she turned forward again, he resumed his task—

But he couldn’t stop thinking about what lay beyond.

Even knowing he shouldn’t—

(Isn’t it her fault for being this defenceless in the first place?)

Making excuses to himself, he leaned in slightly closer.

Then, carefully, he peeked around her shoulder.

He swallowed.

First, her delicate collarbone.

Then below it, a gentle, soft curve.

At the centre of that curve, a faint hollow that tempted him to trace it with his fingers—where beads of sweat had gathered.

Because she was holding her clothes tightly against her chest, the soft fullness was slightly pressed—

But even so, it was unmistakably ample.

The upper and side portions remained visible.

And yet—

The most important part remained hidden.

If only she shifted her hand slightly…

That thought frustrated him more than he cared to admit.

“U-um… Yuzuru-san.”

“Hm? W-what is it?”

Her voice snapped him back to reality.

His heart pounded loudly.

Arisa looked up at him with tearful eyes.

Their faces were very close—

Close enough that he could feel her warm breath.

“When you stare like that… it’s… embarrassing…”

“I—I’m sorry…”

Yuzuru quickly looked away.

It seemed she had noticed what he’d been looking at.

After that, he focused solely on wiping her back—

And somehow managed to finish.

He left the room, waiting outside while she wiped the front herself and changed.

After a while, she gave him permission to come back in.

“I’m sorry for the trouble.”

“N-no… don’t worry about it. I… should apologise too.”

“N-no, it’s fine. Actually… if anything…”

She trailed off, unable to finish her sentence.

Yuzuru was curious what she meant—but he didn’t ask.

In any case, there was nothing more he could do for her now.

It was already late, so he decided it was time to head home.

“For now, I’ll be—”

Just as he was about to say leaving—

“Um… could you stay the night? I feel… a bit uneasy.”

“S-stay the night…?”

“N-no, I don’t mean sleep together! Just… stay nearby…”

“…Is that alright?”

She looked up at him, almost pleading.

There was no way he could refuse.

“…I’ll ask your father for permission. If he agrees, I’ll go home and get a sleeping bag.”

“Okay.”

Not quite sure how to explain it, Yuzuru told Naoki that Arisa’s condition had worsened and that she wanted him nearby.

Though slightly surprised, Naoki agreed.

“Take care of my daughter.”

Yuzuru quickly returned to his flat and brought back a sleeping bag.

“I’m really sorry for the trouble…”

“Don’t worry about it. When you’re sick, you can rely on me as much as you want.”

Arisa bowed her head slightly.

And, perhaps taking his words to heart—

“Um… I can’t sleep… could you hold my hand again?”

“Alright.”

Just like before, Yuzuru gently took her hand.

She closed her eyes, looking at ease.

Yuzuru watched her peaceful sleeping face.

Before long, her soft breathing deepened.

(…She really is beautiful.)

He gazed at her face—

At her soft, glossy lips.

A stray thought crossed his mind.

What if he pressed his lips against hers?

Would she wake up?

(N-no… that’s not right. I shouldn’t betray her trust.)

He reined in his instincts with sheer will.

Then turned to leave the room—

“Yuzuru-san… I love you…”

His heart jolted.

Slowly, he turned back.

Arisa… was still asleep.

“…Just talking in her sleep.”

He let out a quiet sigh of relief.

Carefully, he opened the door so as not to wake her—

And just before leaving, he murmured—

“I love you too, Arisa. Good night.”

With that, he closed the door.

And……—

“Yuzuru-san… you idiot… now I can’t fall asleep…”

Arisa buried her face in her pillow and muttered quietly.


      
        Chapter 10 - A Flutter

        The next day.

“Your fever’s gone down, so that’s a relief.”

“…Yes.”

For some reason, Arisa replied while hiding half her face under the blanket.

She’d been like this all morning.

Most likely… she was embarrassed.

Her ears, after all, were bright red.

As for what she was embarrassed about—

Yuzuru had a pretty good idea.

Arisa had been acting a little strange the other day.

She’d been unusually affectionate with him.

Or perhaps… she was always like that deep down, just usually holding herself back.

“…I’m sorry for the trouble I caused yesterday.”

Still hiding her face, Arisa spoke.

She kept glancing at him, as if checking his reaction.

The gesture was undeniably cute—

But it only made Yuzuru feel self-conscious as well.

“I don’t mind, so don’t worry.”

“…If you say so.”

Even as she said that, she continued to sneak glances at him.

She still seemed bothered by something.

“What is it? …If you need anything, I’ll do it.”

“…Yuzuru-san, you idiot.”

With that, she pulled the blanket over herself completely.

No matter how embarrassed she was, calling him an idiot seemed a bit much.

Yuzuru couldn’t help but smile wryly.



The following Monday.

When Yuzuru arrived at school, Arisa was already in the classroom.

Her fever had gone down by Sunday morning, and thankfully, it hadn’t returned.

For a brief moment, their eyes met.

Arisa gave him a small smile.

Then, as Yuzuru sat down, his phone buzzed.

It was a message from Arisa.


Thank you for the other day—



It read, accompanied by a cute sticker

Since she’d gone to the trouble, Yuzuru replied—


Don’t push yourself, alright?



The reply came almost instantly.


I’ll count on you again if I collapse.



With another cute sticker attached, it seemed like she was joking.


Leave it to me. Should I carry you to the infirmary next time?




If we’re going that far, all the way home, please.




Princess carry?




That’s fine, but do you have the strength for it?




Are you that heavy?




That’s rude.



An angry sticker followed.

Yuzuru nearly laughed and had to cover his mouth.

If he grinned here, he’d just look like some creep smiling at his phone.


I’ll do my best for you.




‘Do my best’ makes it sound like I’m heavy…



Even that answer didn’t seem to satisfy her.

As for Arisa’s weight—she wasn’t heavy at all, but neither was she feather-light.

Without going into specifics, she had just the right amount of softness where it mattered.

And she seemed to stay active, so it wasn’t as though she lacked muscle either.

In other words—she had a healthy, natural weight.


You weren’t heavy.




How would you know?




I carried you the other day, remember?



After that message, there was a pause before her reply came.


Ah…



Yuzuru found himself wondering what kind of expression she had right now.

But if he looked, it might give away that they were messaging each other.

Reluctantly, he held back.


How was it?



The next message was a question—asking for his impression.

How exactly was he supposed to answer that?

He paused to think.

(…Well, she was soft.)

That was the first thing he’d felt when he carried her.

Even if it couldn’t be helped, he’d touched various places—and she’d been unmistakably soft, very much like a girl.

And—

(She was cute…)

The way she clung to his clothes, looking up at him with teary eyes—

It had been adorable. Precious.

She’d been physically and emotionally vulnerable, relying on him completely.

It stirred something in him—a mix of protectiveness and something more possessive.

A desire to protect her.

Arrogant as it might be, that feeling had welled up inside him.

But of course, he couldn’t just say that.

And considering the flow of conversation, she was probably asking about her weight.


I think it was a nice weight.




That’s harassment.



The reply came immediately.

She’d been the one to bring up his strength in the first place—and kept the topic going.

He couldn’t help but feel it was a bit unfair.

So, partly as payback, he decided to turn the question back on her.


And what about you?



If she was asking for his impression, it was only fair she answered too.

As expected, she seemed to hesitate.

The message was marked as read, but no reply came for a while.

Yuzuru waited, feeling slightly restless.

But time passed, and it was almost time for homeroom—

Just as he began to worry he might’ve upset her, a reply finally came.

………


I felt a flutter.



………

Yuzuru felt his own heart skip.

His chest pounded loudly.

He suddenly had the urge to see what expression she’d had while typing that.

Then another message followed.


Could I ask you again sometime? …When I’m sick.



Somehow, it felt like the first part was her true feeling—

And the latter part, just an excuse.

Yuzuru immediately replied.


Anytime. Princess.



………


…Isn’t that embarrassing?




It is, now that you’ve pointed it out. Please stop.




      
        Chapter 11 - The Childhood Friends’ Assistance

        After school, on the day Yuzuru and Arisa had been happily messaging each other—

Yuzuru was summoned to the rooftop by Ayaka and Chiharu.

“What do you want, Ayaka-chan, Chiharu-chan?”

Did they come up with some silly prank again?

Yuzuru asked, thinking something rather rude.

“Can I ask you something straight up, Yudzurun?”

“Go on…”

“Do you actually like Arisa-chan?”

At Ayaka’s question, Yuzuru felt his face grow slightly warm.

Scratching his cheek to hide his embarrassment, he looked away as he answered.

“Well… it’s pretty obvious, isn’t it?”

Objectively speaking, it was clear that Yuzuru liked Arisa.

At least that much, he was fully aware of.

“Then you realise Arisa-san likes you too, right?”

“…Yeah. I think it’s mutual.”

He answered Chiharu calmly.

The other day—though it had been in her sleep—Arisa had clearly said she loved him.

There was no doubt about it.

“Hmm.”

“Oh really…”

Hearing his answer, Ayaka and Chiharu—

“That’s so cold, Yudzurun!”

“We’re your childhood friends—you could’ve talked to us!”

Grinning mischievously, they nudged him.

They were clearly enjoying this.

Which was exactly why he hadn’t wanted to tell them.

“Since when? Was it her birthday present? Did you already like her then?”

“Or was it around the pool? Did you spend Christmas together?”

“Enough already!”

Yuzuru forcefully pushed the two away and sighed.

“You two would just tease me like this… That’s why I didn’t want to say anything.”

“And yet, you didn’t exactly try to hide it.”

“If you’re embarrassed, perhaps you should be a bit more mindful of your surroundings?”

“Yeah, yeah… my bad.”

As Yuzuru replied irritably, the two gave wry smiles.

“Come on, don’t sulk.”

“Have you told Soichiro-san and Ryouzenji-san yet?”

“I have… And well, since I’ve told you, it’d be unfair to keep it from Nagiri-san too, so you can tell her. …But don’t tell anyone else.”

At that, both of them nodded firmly.

“Of course. We can keep secrets.”

“We know what should and shouldn’t be said.”

Whether they were truly tight-lipped or not aside—

They had never betrayed his trust before.

So he decided to believe them.

“So then, why haven’t you confessed yet?”

“Is it something pathetic like you can’t make up your mind? Or is it more like, ‘we’re basically already a couple, so it’s fine’?”

Yuzuru shook his head.

“I am going to confess. …At the right time, in the right way. Remember what Arisa said before—she wants something romantic.”

Don’t tell me you’ve forgotten.

He shot them a look.

After all, the reason he even knew that was thanks to Ayaka’s bizarre command during that king’s game.

“I see… as expected of Yudzurun. Unlike someone else.”

“…”

“…”

Yuzuru and Chiharu immediately understood who she meant—and chose to say nothing.

Realising the awkward atmosphere, Ayaka quickly changed the subject.

“So there’s nothing we can help with, huh?”

“Well… if anything, you could let Arisa know that the reason I haven’t confessed isn’t because I don’t like her—or because I’m indecisive. She’s probably getting impatient.”

If he were in her position, he’d definitely feel uneasy about why the other person hadn’t confessed yet.

Maybe even frustrated.

But Yuzuru wanted to confess himself.

He didn’t want Arisa to beat him to it.

And he certainly didn’t want her to think he was unreliable.

“Got it. I’ll tell her you’re the kind of man who acts when it matters.”

Chiharu nodded.

Then Ayaka, who had been thinking quietly until now, spoke up.

“Hey, if you and Arisa-chan do start dating… what about at school?”

“Hm? Well… probably keep things the same. She doesn’t want people to know.”

As far as everyone else was concerned, Arisa wasn’t interested in romance at all.

So if she suddenly started dating Yuzuru, her “friends” might not take it well.

That was what she was worried about.

“But if you go on dates, people will find out eventually, right?”

“Once you’re actually dating, there’s no need to hide it so strictly, is there?”

“Well… that’s true. But still, going from nothing to suddenly dating—it’d feel abrupt.”

That would imply she’d been deliberately hiding it.

Which, from her perspective, wasn’t ideal.

“Then just make it not abrupt. I’ve got a pretty good idea when you’re planning to confess… so just close the distance at school before then.”

“That makes sense, but… how? We haven’t really interacted much at school before. Wouldn’t suddenly getting closer seem unnatural?”

They needed a natural trigger.

At that, Ayaka puffed out her chest confidently, grinning.

“Leave it to me! I’ve got the perfect plan.”

“A perfect plan? What kind of plan?”

“Well, you see—”

“I see! As expected of Ayaka-san!”

The two of them got excited, leaving Yuzuru behind.

As the person involved, he couldn’t exactly ignore this “perfect plan.”

“…So what is it?”

“You’ll see tomorrow.”

“Just trust us.”

Watching his childhood friends puff their chests out with confidence—

Yuzuru couldn’t help but feel a little uneasy.



The next morning.

“Good morning, Yuzuru-san. Here you go.”

“Ah, Arisa. Morning… thanks.”

As usual, Arisa had come to deliver his lunch.

He accepted it with a smile.

Normally, he would return the cleaned lunchbox along with feedback—

But since she’d just been ill, he’d declined the day before.

“Are you sure you’re not pushing yourself? You could’ve taken today off too… though that sounds a bit strange.”

Arisa narrowed her eyes and smiled.

“I’m fine. Honestly, I wanted to make it yesterday too. …I actually enjoy making your lunches, you know?”

“…I see. Well, if that’s the case.”

It would be rude to reject her kindness.

So Yuzuru relented—but added one thing.

“I just don’t want you overexerting yourself.”

“I understand. I’ll keep it within reason. …If it ever starts feeling like a chore, I’ll let you know.”

She said it lightly, almost teasingly.

Yuzuru smiled.

“Well then, I’ll head to school first.”

With that, she turned away—

Looking just a little reluctant.

Yuzuru felt the same.

“Hey, Arisa.”

“Yes?”

She stopped and turned back.

Her flaxen hair swayed softly.

“…Would it be fine for us to walk to school together?”

“In the morning, it’s different from the afternoon… there are too many people around.”

After school, everyone leaves at different times, so it’s less noticeable.

But in the morning, students arrive around the same time.

It would draw attention.

“I see…”

“I’m sorry…”

“No, it’s fine. Sorry for asking.”

Watching her walk away—

Yuzuru found himself hoping, just a little, for Ayaka and Chiharu’s “perfect plan.”



Then, at lunchtime.

Yuzuru stood up to go eat with Soichiro and the others.

As he stepped out of the classroom—

“Yudzurun, let us join you today.”

Ayaka called out to him.

Behind her, Chiharu waved into the classroom and said—

“Since we’re at it, Arisa-san too. What do you think?”


      
        Chapter 12 - Takasegawa and Uenishi

        The moment he heard those words from Chiharu—

Yuzuru found himself quietly nodding in understanding.

I see.

Ayaka, Chiharu, and Amaka were friends of Arisa.

And by “friends”, that wasn’t just in practice—it was how everyone around them saw it too.

Since the study session, the four of them—though not often, given they were in different classes—had been having lunch together and chatting.

People had noticed.

So it wasn’t strange at all for Ayaka or Chiharu to invite Arisa to eat.

And likewise… it wasn’t strange for Ayaka or Chiharu to invite Yuzuru either.

It was common knowledge that Yuzuru was close with them.

On the surface, Yuzuru and Arisa had no direct connection within the school’s social circles.

But with Ayaka and the others acting as intermediaries, that connection became a strong one.

They’d grown closer through Ayaka, and gradually been drawn to each other.

A perfectly natural progression.

“…Yeah, sure.”

Having resurfaced from his thoughts, Yuzuru gave his answer to Ayaka.

Then he turned his gaze behind him—towards Arisa.

“What about you, Yukishiro-san…?”

That way of addressing her felt nostalgic.

Letting himself indulge in that faint sense of reminiscence, Yuzuru asked.

Meanwhile, Arisa, suddenly addressed, blinked in surprise at first—

But quickly regained herself and smiled.

“I don’t mind either, Takasegawa-san…”

That too sounded just a little nostalgic.



The place they chose for lunch was the cafeteria.

The group consisted of Ayaka, Chiharu, Yuzuru, Arisa, Soichiro, Hijiri, and Amaka.

Though—

“…This is the first time the seven of us have gathered at school.”

Hijiri muttered that under his breath.

The last time all seven had been together was during the study session—and this was the first time they’d all met at school like this.

“That’s true. I suppose this means we’ve finally become ‘official’ friends, in a sense.”

The one who made that rather meaningful remark was Amaka.

Hijiri immediately picked up on it.

“You scheming woman…”

“Oh my, how rude. Wanting to become closer with Ayaka-san, Takasegawa-kun, and Satake-kun… is only natural, isn’t it?”

She declared it openly.

In other words, she had all but admitted that her approach towards Yuzuru, Ayaka, and Soichiro was motivated by their family backgrounds.

…That said, none of the three were particularly shocked.

They’d known her intentions from the start.

For the Nagiri family, it was only natural to want ties with Takasegawa or Tachibana—even if they couldn’t receive their protection outright.

They’d expected she would make contact eventually, and when she did, their reaction had simply been: as expected.

So for Yuzuru and Ayaka, what mattered wasn’t her intent—but the fact that she’d stated it so plainly.

Which meant—

“I look forward to your continued favour, everyone.”

Amaka smiled mischievously, even sticking her tongue out slightly.

(A little devil.)

That was the word that crossed Yuzuru’s mind.

I approached you all for your family backgrounds—and I’d like to think we’ve become close enough that I can admit that openly.

From here on, please treat me well—not just as a friend, but as a business partner too.

That was how Yuzuru interpreted her words.

He couldn’t help but let out a wry smile.

It was a skilful way of putting things—one that didn’t leave a bad impression.

As expected of Nagiri’s heir, a daughter of a religious family.

She was eloquent.

Up to this point, nothing had particularly surprised Yuzuru, but—

“By all means, if the opportunity arises, do let me earn your favour too, alright?”

With a wink and a smile, Amaka said that—and Yuzuru felt his heart leap.

Her gaze drifted towards the lunchboxes of Yuzuru and Arisa.

Yes… the contents of their bento were exactly the same.

Of course, it was already common knowledge among them that Arisa made Yuzuru’s lunches.

So, combined with that earlier glance, the intent behind her deliberately looking at their bento was—

I don’t mind giving you advice on your love life.

I’m rooting for you.

That was the most reasonable way to take it.

(…Ah, so she’s working together with Hijiri.)

At that moment, Yuzuru realised that the flow of the conversation had been carefully orchestrated by Amaka and Hijiri.

…He was grateful for the support, but at the same time, he felt slightly teased.

No—there was definitely an element of teasing in it.

He couldn’t just let that pass, not as a member of the Takasegawa family, nor as himself.

“…Yeah. I’ll be sure to rely on you when the time comes. And Nagiri-san—you’re welcome to rely on me as well. An ally of Ryouzenji is, by extension, an ally of Takasegawa.”

On the surface, it sounded like a detached, almost mechanical statement emphasising ties between families.

But considering the closeness between Hijiri and Amaka, it instantly turned into a jab at their relationship.

And it seemed his intent got through.

Both of them made slightly awkward expressions.

“Now that you mention it—when did you and Amaka-san become acquainted, Ryouzenji-san?”

As if following up, Arisa directed that question at the pair.

She wasn’t foolish—quite the opposite, in fact.

While she hadn’t been trained in this sort of verbal sparring like Yuzuru, Ayaka, or Amaka, she could tell when someone was being teased—and she could push back too.

“Hmm… well, since middle school, I suppose.”

“That’s right. …Our families had ties before that, but we grew closer a few years ago.”

We’re asking about your relationship, not your families.

Just as Yuzuru and Arisa were about to press further—

Hijiri quite blatantly changed the subject.

“The improvement in relations between Takasegawa and Uenishi happened in parallel, didn’t it?”

“That’s right. Takasegawa and Ryouzenji are closely connected, just as Uenishi and Nagiri are… so first Takasegawa and Uenishi repaired their relationship, and then Ryouzenji and Nagiri grew closer.”

The relationship between Takasegawa and Ryouzenji dated back to the post-war period.

Ryouzenji had risen after Takasegawa provided political and financial support to Hijiri’s great-grandfather.

Back then, Ryouzenji had been something like a subordinate organisation to Takasegawa.

Now, they were already independent—but Ryouzenji still hadn’t forgotten that debt.

And Takasegawa remained an important client.

Takasegawa was, for better or worse, “massive”—so an organisation like Ryouzenji, which handled all sorts of matters, was extremely useful.

On the other hand, the relationship between Uenishi and Nagiri was simpler.

Uenishi was, in a sense, the “boss” of the Kansai region.

And since both were religious families, it was only natural for Nagiri to seek guidance from Uenishi.

So long as relations between Takasegawa and Uenishi were bad, Ryouzenji and Nagiri had to tread carefully.

Conversely, once those relations improved, it became easier for them to draw closer.

(Though in reality… it’s probably the other way around.)

If Yuzuru’s memory was correct, Ryouzenji and Nagiri had grown close even earlier—before he was born.

It made more sense that their connection came first, and through them, Takasegawa and Uenishi had gradually bridged the gap.

…Just like how Ayaka and Chiharu had acted as intermediaries between him and Arisa on the surface.

“…Improved? Were your family and Chiharu-san’s not on good terms before?”

Arisa tilted her head.

Come to think of it, Yuzuru realised he’d never explained the relationship between Takasegawa and Uenishi to her.

“Hm, you didn’t know? I thought their bad blood was quite well-known.”

“I’m not very familiar with that sort of thing…”

Arisa shrank slightly as she replied to Soichiro.

Unlike Yuzuru, who’d been educated in such matters as a future head, Arisa seemed to lack that knowledge.

It appeared that Amagi Naoki hadn’t taught her much about it.

Though it was also possible he didn’t know much himself.

“Um… is it like the relationship between your family and Ayaka-san’s?”

“Ahaha, well, Tachibana and Takasegawa do have a bad relationship—but we’re also relatives, so it’s more like staged wrestling. …It’s nowhere near as bad as Takasegawa and Uenishi used to be.”

Ayaka answered with a laugh.

At that, Hijiri and Amaka leaned forward.

“I’ve heard their relationship was once terrible, but I don’t know the details.”

“And since we have the people involved right here, I’d love to hear more.”

There was no lie in their words—

But if anything, it felt less like curiosity and more like consideration for Arisa.

And a way to naturally prompt Yuzuru and Chiharu to explain.

“To put it simply, they clashed during the Meiji Restoration—over land acquisitions and disputes about former privileges.”

“On the political side, things like haibutsu kishaku and State Shinto came into play…”

“Our shrine practises shinbutsu shugou  Syncretism of Shinto and Buddhism, and in the first place, our lineage of belief differs from Ise Jingu  The central Shinto shrine tied to the imperial line. So having those imposed on us would be a problem.”

“Takasegawa supported the imperial faction and was at the forefront of the new government. In contrast—”

“Our side was more neutral, leaning slightly towards the shogunate. That probably made us a target.”

“And so, skirmishes broke out…”

“And from then on, relations were effectively severed.”

“Though things have improved significantly now, so it’s nothing to worry about.”

That was roughly how they explained it to Arisa.

In reality, relations had improved to the point that a marriage proposal between Yuzuru and Chiharu had even been discussed—

But Yuzuru kept that to himself, as it would only invite unnecessary misunderstanding.

“I see… So when you say your line of belief is different, what does that mean exactly?”

Arisa’s curiosity seemed to shift towards Chiharu’s shrine.

Perhaps she thought dwelling too much on the Takasegawa–Uenishi feud wasn’t ideal—or perhaps she was simply interested.

Probably both.

“Our shrine is quite old. According to tradition, it’s existed for over two thousand years…”

Asked about her family, Chiharu replied cheerfully.

Her family was the oldest among them—

…Though that was only based on tradition, so it shouldn’t be taken at face value.

Within the verifiable family records, it went back about a thousand years—but even then, there was no guarantee it had continued strictly through direct maternal lineage.

Claims like that were best taken with a grain of salt, and Chiharu herself likely didn’t fully believe it either.

Even so, it was still by far the oldest.

“Wow… that’s amazing! Are there any other unique features?”

“Yes—the most notable would be that we follow a matrilineal succession. Researchers often visit, you know. Apparently, it’s a valuable remnant of when Japan was a matriarchal society, or so they say.”

Matrilineal succession.

In other words, inheritance—both property and rituals—passed from mother to child.

Which meant Chiharu’s son… and his children, whether sons or daughters, would not inherit the Uenishi lineage.

“That’s fascinating… So does that mean you’ll eventually take a husband into your family, Chiharu-san?”

For a brief moment, Arisa glanced towards Soichiro.

But Chiharu shook her head.

“No, I won’t be taking a husband. As the one who inherits the Uenishi house, I can’t marry. Fufu—it means devoting myself to the gods, after all.”

She placed a hand on her chest as she said it, looking proud.

There wasn’t the slightest hint of anxiety or dissatisfaction about her future.

Meanwhile, Arisa looked slightly confused.

Not being able to marry didn’t sound particularly happy—and more than that, she couldn’t understand how matrilineal succession would work without marriage.

“Um… then, what do you do? About… children, I mean—your successor. Would you adopt?”

“No, of course not. I’ll give birth myself.”

“…?”

Arisa tilted her head in confusion.

Chiharu, on the other hand, wore a mischievous grin.

Then she shot a glance at Yuzuru.

Don’t spoil it.

Yuzuru, Soichiro, Ayaka, and Amaka all understood.

Hijiri, meanwhile, leaned forward slightly—it seemed he wasn’t familiar with Uenishi’s beliefs.

“But… you can’t marry, right? Um… then who with?”

At Arisa’s question, Chiharu answered as if she’d been waiting for it.

“Well, obviously—my father.”

“…!?!?!?!?”

Arisa’s eyes went wide.

Hijiri, for his part, dropped his chopsticks.


      
        Chapter 13 - The Father of Uenishi

        “Fathe—your father? Huh? Your father!?”

“…That’s something else.”

As Arisa kept asking for confirmation, Hijiri let out a quiet murmur of astonishment.

Meanwhile, Chiharu looked thoroughly pleased with Arisa’s reaction.

“Y-your father… which father are you talking about?”

“My father, of course. In the Uenishi family, we conceive a child by our father, and pass that blood down to our daughters.”

At that, Arisa noticed something odd and questioned her.

“…Are you teasing me? That doesn’t make sense. Because… if that were true, your father would have to be two thousand years old, right?”

The Uenishi conceive children by their father.

Which would mean that Chiharu’s “father” would also be her mother’s “father”… and her grandmother’s “father” as well.

There is only one father—

And if the Uenishi history truly spanned two thousand years, then that “father” would be over two thousand years old.

“I am teasing you—but I’m not lying.”

Chiharu grinned.

At her words, Hijiri let out a quiet “Ah…”

It seemed he’d figured it out.

“Well, he is a god. It’s not strange for him to have lived for over two thousand years, is it?”

Only then did Chiharu reveal the trick.

Yes—Uenishi Chiharu was a demigod, a living deity.

For generations, the Uenishi had borne the child of the god they worshipped, weaving their lineage through time.

“Huh? …An actual god?”

“As if. It’s just part of the faith.”

Chiharu said it plainly.

Despite being the daughter of a shrine—and supposedly a living deity—her personal faith was rather thin.

“Well, in practical terms… we receive ‘seed’ from somewhere. The Uenishi family register does not include men. That’s to preserve matrilineal succession.”

Because they bear children with a god, they cannot marry.

That was, in essence, a system the Uenishi devised to prevent a husband from taking over the household.

Of course, children cannot be born without intercourse, so there is effectively a partner—a man who plays the role of a husband.

However, he is not recorded in the family register, nor treated as family.

That was how it worked.

“The Uenishi are a clan made up entirely of women. Interesting, isn’t it?”

“I see… so that’s how it works. It is interesting.”

Arisa’s eyes sparkled slightly.

Seeing that reaction, Chiharu proudly puffed out her ample chest.

It was a bit much to look at.

“Hm? Isn’t that odd? You’d have sons too, wouldn’t you? It’s not like you’re Amazons.”

Hijiri interjected.

Chiharu was, biologically speaking, a perfectly normal human—so naturally, boys would be born as well.

“Ah… these days, yes. But we give them up for adoption—strictly speaking, they’re registered under the father. The ‘practical husband’, that is.”

“…These days?”

“Apparently, in the past, boys weren’t born.”

At that, Hijiri gave her a look that clearly said, what on earth are you talking about—

But then—

“…Ah.”

He fell silent.

“Huh… I guess strange things do happen.”

Arisa, meanwhile, didn’t seem to catch on.

She appeared to genuinely believe that no boys had been born in the past.

“Eh? What’s wrong, everyone?”

“No, it’s nothing, Arisa. Yes… quite mysterious.”

Yuzuru played along, smoothing things over.

There were things she didn’t need to realise.

There was something endearing about Arisa’s innocence.

“Come to think of it, doesn’t that mean Chiharu-chan’s mother is basically her older sister?”

Ayaka said, as if struck by the idea.

If they all shared the same “father”, then all Uenishi women would be sisters.

“Well, that would be the case. Which means I’ll be giving birth to my younger sister.”

“That’s… mythology. No, wait—it is mythology.”

Amaka muttered to herself.

“More importantly, if we go by that ‘setting’, the Uenishi line is essentially reproducing within itself forever… genetically speaking, that would make you and your ‘father’ almost identical, wouldn’t it? Ninety-nine percent, at least.”

“Well, that’s true. As generations pass, the original bloodline would dilute, and the ‘father’s’ would become more dominant.”

As Hijiri and Yuzuru said that, Chiharu puffed out her chest again.

“You may call me God Chiharu.”

“…So in effect, you’re reproducing with yourself.”

Soichiro muttered.

At that, Ayaka’s voice rose slightly, almost excited.

“Then that’s basically mastu—what? Soichiro-kun?”

“We’re eating.”

He cut her off before she could finish.

But then, Chiharu cheerfully declared—

“It’s basically masturbation!”

“You’re really just going to say it…”

Yuzuru couldn’t help but sound exasperated.

Arisa, meanwhile, let out a small, awkward laugh.

“Well… the Kojiki has some rather intense stories too.”

There was no discomfort in her expression or tone—

If anything, she seemed slightly amused.

…Apparently, she could handle this kind of humour.

Then again, thinking about it, Arisa wasn’t inexperienced with men so much as she simply wasn’t used to them.

Jokes, at least, were within her tolerance.

Though if it turned into something more explicit, that might be a different matter.

(…I avoided jokes like that because I didn’t want her to dislike me, but maybe it’s actually fine?)

Perhaps he’d test her limits next time.



That night—


Thank you for today.



Arisa spoke her gratitude over the phone.

The person on the other end was… Tachibana Ayaka.


Don’t worry about it. I just like meddling, that’s all.



Just as Yuzuru was troubled over his feelings for Arisa—

Arisa, too, was struggling with her feelings for him.

And if they were to become a couple, it was only natural she would worry about how others saw her.

Unlike Yuzuru, she would be directly affected.

So her concerns ran deep.


Anyway, if anything comes up, just tell me. I’m sure Chiharu-chan and Amaka-chan will help too.




…Yes. Thank you.



Ayaka’s bright tone was met with a small, polite nod from Arisa.

To be honest, Arisa had begun to feel uncomfortable within her current “group”.

Going along with conversations she didn’t care about, offering empty responses, replying to meaningless messages—

She’d grown tired of it.

It wasn’t that she’d ever liked it much to begin with—

But after growing closer to Ayaka and the others, she’d realised just how little she enjoyed her own group.

Especially the subtle jockeying and restraint around relationships and romance within that group—

She found it rather tiresome.

Back when she didn’t have anyone she liked, it hadn’t bothered her much.

But now, it felt like nothing but an obstacle.

That was why she wanted to distance herself.

…But she was afraid of being bullied.

Even if it didn’t go that far, being talked about behind her back or isolated was still frightening for someone as timid as Arisa.

So when Ayaka and the others offered their support, it gave her reassurance.


From my perspective, earning a favour from the future Takasegawa-sama is a good investment. You can pay me back later.




Ahaha… that’s a bit soon, isn’t it?



Arisa couldn’t help but laugh.

Sometimes, she found herself thinking—

Compared to her, Ayaka and the others were far more mature.

Or perhaps, more detached.

They didn’t engage in vague, surface-level relationships like her group did—

Instead, they were clear about interests and benefits.

At first, it had been confusing.

But once she got used to it, it felt comfortable.

It was easier when things were clearly defined.


…I don’t even know how much Yuzuru-san actually likes me.




…



There was a brief silence.

Then Ayaka spoke.


The scheming family.




…Pardon?




That’s how the Takasegawa family is seen. They’re good at groundwork—laying plans, pulling strings. Their methods can be… quite unpleasant.



Taken at face value, it sounded like criticism.

But her tone didn’t carry malice.


They can suppress their emotions in the moment. Whether that makes them skilful or clumsy, I’m not sure—but they can do it. That’s why they seem cold. Calm, calculating, even ruthless. …They prioritise reason and planning over fleeting feelings. So it might be frustrating, but… be patient with him.




…Yes. I understand.



There was a deep sense of understanding—and trust—in her words about Takasegawa Yuzuru.

Arisa found herself feeling just a little envious of that.

Of course, she already knew there were no romantic feelings between them.


Um, Ayaka-san…




Mm?




Do you think… marriage is too soon?



The question had been on her mind.

Arisa already felt that she wouldn’t mind marrying Yuzuru—no, that she wanted to.

But for a high school student, that was hardly typical.

And yet, Ayaka didn’t seem to find the idea strange at all.


Too soon as in, while you’re still in school? That would be too early.




No, of course not… I’m not thinking of registering a marriage while we’re still students. …At the earliest, after graduation. But even thinking about that while still in high school—I wonder if that’s too soon…



Most high school couples probably didn’t think that far ahead.

…Though some might simply not think at all.


I don’t know about what’s normal, but…



Ayaka answered.


Both I and Yuzuru will have to have children someday—to continue our family lines.




…




I’ve been thinking about that since I was old enough to understand.



That made sense.

At the same time, it was a bit of a culture shock.

Their awareness of “marriage” was fundamentally different.


Ayaka-san… um…




Mm?




Is it… Satake-san?



After a short silence, Ayaka replied.

‘Who knows… Soichiro-kun is the eldest son of the Satake family.’


I see… um, I’m sorry if that was—



‘But he’s more passionate than he looks. He once told me he’d give up his inheritance for my sake.’

That surprised Arisa a little.

To her, Satake Soichiro was… frankly, someone hard to read.


Well, you see… I’m the only daughter of the Tachibana main family. So in the end, I can only hope he’ll be the one to give things up for me…



There was a trace of resignation, acceptance—and perhaps a hint of longing—in her voice.

Then, without waiting for a reply, Ayaka added—


Yuzuru’s in a similar position to me. So Arisa-chan… you should prepare yourself. For a lot of things.



Those words weighed heavily on Arisa’s heart.


      
        Chapter 14 - A Reward After the Marathon

        “The marathon is tomorrow, isn’t it?”

On their way home, Arisa said that to Yuzuru as they walked together.

Yes—tomorrow was the day they’d be made to run long distances—ten kilometres for the boys, seven for the girls.

And for Yuzuru… it was also the day of his “match” against Soichiro and Hijiri.

“Not really your favourite thing, I take it?”

“Well… it’s not that I hate it.”

When he asked, Arisa gave a wry smile.

There are people who are good at long-distance running—but not many who actually like it.

If Yuzuru didn’t have to run, he wouldn’t.

It seemed Arisa felt the same way.

“Running on your own is one thing, but being made to run as a school event… it just feels different.”

“Yeah. …At the very least, you’d want some kind of reward for putting in the effort.”

The marathon day ended at midday, so that alone could count as a reward.

Though… after running ten kilometres, whether one would feel like going out and doing something was another matter.

More likely, you’d just want to go home and rest.

“…A reward, you say.”

“What is it?”

Arisa seemed to be thinking about something.

Her cheeks… looked slightly flushed.

“Well… um, after the marathon tomorrow…”

“Yeah?”

“Would it be alright if I stopped by your house?”

“Of course, I don’t mind at all. I don’t have work that day either.”

Yuzuru was more than happy to agree.

Though… considering how exhausted they’d be, anything too strenuous would be out of the question.

“Like playing games or something?”

“That wouldn’t really count as a reward, would it?”

“Well… fair point.”

It was what they usually did on their days off.

It wasn’t unpleasant—far from it—but whether it would motivate someone to run seven or ten kilometres was debatable.

“Then what do you want to do?”

“Well… um…”

After a brief pause, Arisa spoke in a small voice.

“Maybe… a massage?”

“…A massage?”

Yuzuru couldn’t help but repeat it—and Arisa immediately flushed bright red and hurried to explain.

“N-no, I don’t mean anything strange! It’s just—before, during the sports festival… we did that, didn’t we? And it felt really nice, so…”

“Ah… yeah, we did.”

Yuzuru recalled it.

Back then, Arisa had been… quite alluring.

—Realising he was drifting into dangerous territory, he forcibly pushed that memory out of his mind.

“O-of course, I won’t just make you do it! I mean, I don’t know if I’m any good, but I can at least massage your shoulders a bit too. …What do you think?”

“…Yeah, that sounds good.”

A proper massage could easily cost several thousand yen an hour.

Which meant there was enough demand to justify that price—in other words, it felt that good.

And having someone else massage you felt completely different from doing it yourself.

Besides—

“Yeah, let’s do it. A massage sounds nice.”

It meant he could touch Arisa—legitimately.

And with that thought, his answer came easily.

Yuzuru was, after all, a perfectly healthy high school boy.

Naturally, he wanted to touch the girl he liked.

…Though of course, there were limits—he’d need to keep himself in check.

“I see… I’m glad.”

Arisa looked somewhat relieved.

Yuzuru couldn’t read minds, so he didn’t know what she was thinking—

(…Could it be that Arisa also…?)

Did she perhaps want to touch him—or be touched—just a little?

It didn’t seem like something Arisa would think about.

And yet, even if they hadn’t explicitly confessed their feelings, they were surely mutual.

So it wouldn’t be strange if Arisa felt something similar to the desire Yuzuru had.

(I need to be careful.)

He couldn’t make any mistakes.

At the very least, he had to keep himself in line.

Yuzuru clenched his fist, steeling his resolve.

“Oh, right… would it be alright if I used your bath? I’ll bring a change of clothes and a towel.”

Just as Yuzuru was bracing himself for entirely different reasons, Arisa asked that.

Thinking about it, after running, they’d both be drenched in sweat.

And then to massage each other like that…

(…That works for me.)

Yuzuru, thinking something that would probably earn him a light smack if Arisa heard it, admitted to himself that her scent and sweat wouldn’t bother him at all.

That said, Arisa would probably feel differently.

“Yeah, that’s fine. …It’s better to take a bath before a massage anyway—it helps with circulation.”

Yuzuru said that as if it were the most natural thing in the world.

Arisa nodded, equally composed.

“That’s true. …Oh, I know—what about bath additives? I have some at home, so I could bring them.”

“I don’t have any, so I’d appreciate that.”

Whether they actually worked or not was unclear—

But he didn’t mind them, so if she brought some, all the better.

“A-and also, this is just a suggestion, but…”

“What is it?”

When he asked about her slightly shaky voice, Arisa shook her head.

“…N-never mind. It’s nothing.”

And fell silent.

What had she been about to suggest?

Yuzuru wondered inwardly—but he found himself looking forward to the marathon day.


      
        Chapter 15 - Hee-Hoo Breathing

        The day of the marathon had arrived.

The event didn’t start at the school itself, but at an athletics track some distance away.

From there, the course followed the river, looped around the surrounding area, and returned to the track.

Early in the morning, Yuzuru sat with Arisa, Soichiro, Ayaka, and the others on a picnic sheet spread out over the grass near the edge of the venue, idly chatting.

“Looks like the girls run first, and then the boys.”

Ayaka said that brightly.

She was athletic, so the marathon probably wasn’t much of a burden for her.

“It’s supposed to end in the morning, so it’s basically a half day! Want to go hang out afterwards?”

Chiharu chimed in cheerfully.

She, too, didn’t seem particularly bothered by the marathon.

“Do what you like, but count me out… just let me rest.”

Soichiro sighed.

He was being sandwiched between Ayaka and Chiharu, both of whom were eagerly trying to drag him along.

A few of the boys nearby shot him resentful looks.

That said, Yuzuru—who had known them since childhood—understood that keeping up with Ayaka and Chiharu when they were in high spirits required a great deal of stamina and willpower.

So he didn’t envy him much.

If anything, he felt sorry for him.

That aside… he also reaffirmed that juggling two girls like this still made Soichiro a scumbag.

“Seven kilometres isn’t exactly a short distance. Wouldn’t it be better to rest? …I think that’s why we don’t have classes in the afternoon.”

Arisa said that with a small smile.

“See? Even Yukishiro-san says so,” Soichiro added, using her words to scold Ayaka and Chiharu.

“Speaking of resting, Arisa… how are you feeling?”

Yuzuru asked.

It had been over a week since she’d fully recovered from her cold.

So her condition shouldn’t be bad—

But whether she was ready to run a long distance was another matter.

Her stamina had probably dropped a little.

“Yes, I’m fine. …Thanks to you, Yuzuru-san.”

Arisa said that, her cheeks faintly tinged red.

Seeing that, Yuzuru found himself recalling when he’d nursed her back to health.

Her pale back had been… rather alluring.

“R-right… that’s good to hear.”

A slightly awkward atmosphere settled between them.

Ah, something definitely happened there—

The others watched them with warm, knowing looks.

“I-I’m fine, really… b-but what about Amaka-san? Are you alright?”

Arisa hastily changed the subject, offering Amaka up as a sacrifice.

And the unfortunate target looked… less than well.

“You okay?”

“…Physically, I suppose I’m fine.”

Amaka answered Hijiri, then let out a sigh.

“Mentally, I feel awful, though… I have a request for all of you. Would that be alright?”

When they nodded, she continued—

“Please… don’t cheer for me. No welcoming me at the finish line, no applause.”

Ah, right—there was that custom of applauding the last-place runner.

Yuzuru tilted his head slightly.

What was the reasoning behind that, anyway?

For the person in last place, it would only draw more attention—surely humiliating.

Yuzuru had never come last, but he could imagine that much.

And if he could imagine it, others probably could too.

Of course, not everyone who applauded did so out of malice.

(…Maybe it’s because not cheering the last runner feels cold.)

Silently greeting them would be awkward.

So people clap instead.

It might not be great for the one being greeted—but it makes those doing the greeting feel better.

“Want me to cheer you on with a megaphone?”

“Go ahead. I’ll curse you.”

Amaka shot Hijiri a glare at his teasing.

Given that she was the heir to a religious family, that “curse” felt oddly believable.

“By the way, Yuzuru—you remember our deal, right?”

“Don’t tell me you’ve forgotten.”

Soichiro and Hijiri both looked at him.

Yuzuru tilted his head for a moment.

He remembered the plan to have a massage session with Arisa afterwards—but he definitely hadn’t agreed to anything as disturbing as massaging those two.

“…Ah, the meal.”

Then it clicked.

Whoever came last would treat the other two to a meal.

“Of course I remember. I’m looking forward to it.”

Yuzuru was confident in his stamina.

If it was a competition, he had no intention of losing.

And more than that—he wanted to win, to feel refreshed and satisfied, and then spend time with Arisa in that state.

So he would win.

“Oh?”

“You said it.”

Naturally, Soichiro and Hijiri had no intention of losing either.

Sparks practically flew between the three of them—

And Amaka let out an exaggerated sigh.

“You lot look like you’re having fun… isn’t there some kind of trick to make it easier?”

At that, Chiharu responded.

“I go ‘hee-hoo, hee-hoo’ with my breathing. It kind of makes it feel easier.”

“…Isn’t that for childbirth? Does it even help?”

Arisa looked doubtful.

Chiharu shrugged.

“Who knows? But if it helps with childbirth, a long-distance run should be easy, right?”

“…I’m going to believe you, Chiharu-san.”

Amaka decided to trust her.

Yuzuru thought she really shouldn’t—but Chiharu puffed out her chest confidently and gave a thumbs-up.

“Leave it to me. I am a living deity, you know?”

“All hail Chiharu-sama, god among us.”

Ayaka laughed.

At the very least, she didn’t seem to believe in “God Chiharu”.

Just then, a signal called them to assemble.

They would gather by class, do group warm-ups, and then split into boys and girls for the run.

Yuzuru and Arisa walked side by side towards their classmates.

…Given they had just been with Ayaka and the others, it wasn’t unnatural for them to head over together.

Of course, people would notice how close they’d become—

But for them, this was an important step in preparation.

“…Yuzuru-san.”

“What is it?”

“You remember what comes after this, right?”

After this—

In other words, after the marathon.

Yuzuru gave a firm nod.

“Of course… so let’s both do our best.”

“…Yes.”

They smiled at each other.


      
        Chapter 16 - The Day of the Marathon

        In the marathon, the girls started first, and after some time had passed, the boys began running.

Why it was arranged in that order wasn’t entirely clear—

But it was probably to avoid congestion.

Generally speaking, if you compare boys and girls, the boys are expected to be faster.

And while the distances differed—ten kilometres for the boys and seven for the girls—over that range, the leading group of boys would quickly catch up to the slower group of girls.

So the boys’ start was delayed.

And so, after seeing Arisa and the others off, it was soon Yuzuru’s turn.

At the signal, the boys all started running at once.

Yuzuru set off alongside Soichiro and the others.

(…At the start, no one really pulls ahead. Everyone matches the pace around them.)

Was it a particularly Japanese tendency—to read the room and move with the group?

Or was that just how young people everywhere behaved?

Or simply that everyone starts off slow, so no gaps appear?

He wasn’t sure.

But as always, the runners began in a tightly packed cluster.

And once a few people started breaking away—

Others followed, as if reassured.

Before long, a clear gap had formed between the front and the back.

(Now then, what should I do?)

Ahead of Yuzuru was Soichiro.

Behind him was Hijiri.

Soichiro likely had no intention of letting either of them pass him.

Hijiri, on the other hand, was probably planning to overtake both of them in the latter half.

And of course, Yuzuru had no intention of being overtaken—and every intention of passing Soichiro.

For now, it was still early, so they maintained their distances, feeling each other out.

But once they reached the middle stages, it would become a psychological battle.

(For now, I’ll just hold this position.)

Yuzuru prioritised conserving his stamina.

Since they were running near the front group—

They soon began catching up to the girls’ rear pack.

And among that group… was Amaka.

Despite it still being early, she already looked exhausted.

“You alright?”

“—haah, d-don’t—haah—talk to me…”

That exchange came from behind.

It seemed Hijiri had spoken to her.

But Amaka didn’t have the energy to respond properly.

Moving past her, they entered the middle stretch.

On the opposite side of the course, the leading group of girls—already past their turning point—ran by.

Among them were Ayaka and Chiharu.

True to their personalities, neither of them held back—they must have been pushing hard from the start.

Even so, they looked somewhat strained.

They only managed brief eye contact before passing by.

And after a while—

Yuzuru spotted the middle group of girls approaching their turning point ahead.

(There—)

Among them was a bib bearing the name “Yukishiro”.

Her beautiful flaxen hair, tied behind her, swayed as she ran.

Rounding the cone marking the turn, Arisa faced towards Yuzuru and the others.

Her pale skin was flushed, beads of sweat clinging to it.

She looked a little tired.

…And her chest rose and fell slightly with her breathing.

Her toned white legs showed beneath her short running shorts.

Her gym clothes were damp with sweat, faintly revealing the outline of her camisole beneath.

As Yuzuru found himself staring rather intently at Arisa in this slightly more alluring state—

Even she noticed him.

And for some reason, she smiled in his direction.

(…She’s adorable.)

It felt like strength surged through him.

At the same time, though, a faint unease stirred.

(I don’t want other guys seeing her like this…)

This fairy-like, adorable—and slightly alluring—“fiancée” of his…

He didn’t want anyone else to see her.

A sense of possessiveness welled up inside him.

(No—but at the same time…)

He also wanted to show her off.

Look—my fiancée is this cute. Aren’t you jealous?

(…Ah, this is bad.)

Realising that, Yuzuru quickly covered his mouth.

At some point, his expression had loosened into a grin.

Running while grinning like that…

Objectively, it was pretty unsettling.

He tightened his expression and reached the boys’ turning point.

Since both groups started from the same place, it was only natural their turning points differed.

Yuzuru rounded the cone—

And then noticed.

Hijiri was now running right beside him.

He’d caught up.

Yuzuru immediately picked up his pace to avoid being overtaken—and tried to pass Soichiro as well.

In response, both Soichiro and Hijiri sped up.

“…”

“…!”

“…Haah…”

The three of them fell into a side-by-side deadlock.

(…This was a mistake.)

Only now did Yuzuru realise—

Competing like this just made everything harder.

It would’ve been easier to run at his own pace.

But now, there was a meal on the line.

And in Yuzuru’s case, he also needed to prepare a proper gift for Arisa—

He couldn’t afford to be treating Soichiro and Hijiri to dinner.

So he ran, focusing single-mindedly on Arisa.

That said, if sheer willpower were enough, stamina wouldn’t exist as a concept.

All three—Soichiro, Yuzuru, and Hijiri—were fairly athletic—

But among them, Soichiro stood a step above.

Naturally, he began to pull slightly ahead, with Yuzuru and Hijiri trailing behind.

(This is bad… really bad.)

Hijiri was right on Yuzuru’s heels.

It seemed he’d chosen to surge forward at the very end.

He applied steady pressure, occasionally feinting an acceleration.

And before long—the finish line came into view.

Students who had already finished were gathered nearby, watching from a distance.

“Soichiro-kun, gooo!”

“Just a bit more!”

Those voices belonged to Ayaka and Chiharu.

At once, Soichiro’s pace visibly increased.

Getting fired up from girls cheering him on—

What a simple guy! Yuzuru fumed internally.

Then—

What about the girl he cared about most?

Wasn’t she cheering for him?

He searched for her.

Arisa stood right beside Ayaka and Chiharu.

One hand placed over her chest, she looked his way.

Her delicate lips moved slightly.

Do your best.

He heard it—

Or rather, it felt like she had said it.

(That’s right. I have to do this—for Arisa.)

Yuzuru summoned the last of his strength.

Hijiri made his final push as well—

But Yuzuru didn’t care.

Some guy didn’t matter.

There was only Arisa in his mind.

And then—



“I feel like having hamburg steak in foil for the first time in a while.”

“I’m fine with anything. As long as it’s on you.”

While Soichiro and Yuzuru discussed which family restaurant to go to—

“…You two… using that kind of tactic in a man’s contest… that’s just dirty… drop dead…”

Hijiri muttered bitterly.



Incidentally, Amaka crossed the finish line last—to thunderous applause.

Out of kindness, everyone agreed not to mention it.


      
        Chapter 17 - The Scent of My “Fiancée” – Part 1

        “Well then, excuse me.”

“Yeah, come in.”

After the marathon ended, Yuzuru returned home together with Arisa.

They had already finished their lunchboxes, so that part was taken care of.

“I’m tired…”

Arisa murmured as she sat down on the carpet.

She stretched out her long legs and slumped slightly.

Though it looked more like a pose of exhaustion than genuine fatigue.

“Yeah… same here. Competing like that was a mistake.”

“It was really close at the end.”

“Yeah. Without your support, I might’ve lost.”

At that, Arisa’s eyes widened.

“…You heard me?”

“More like… I felt like you were cheering for me.”

He hadn’t actually heard her voice.

But somehow, he just knew.

Arisa scratched her cheek, blushing slightly.

“I-I see… I actually thought about cheering loudly like Ayaka-san and the others, but… it was a bit embarrassing…”

“I got the message, so it’s fine.”

If Arisa had loudly cheered him on, their classmates would’ve realised how close they were—

That would’ve been a bit too soon.

“A-anyway, Yuzuru-san… um, about the bath…”

Her fair skin flushed a rosy pink, her voice slightly unsteady as she brought it up.

Yuzuru nodded.

“Yeah, it should already be ready. I set the timer before we got back.”

“I-I see…”

For some reason, Arisa kept glancing at him from beneath her lashes.

Like she wanted to say something—but couldn’t bring herself to.

“What’s wrong?”

“N-no, it’s nothing…”

“Do you want to go first? I don’t mind.”

He tilted his head inwardly.

Maybe she wanted the first bath, but felt awkward saying so?

Though that didn’t quite explain why she seemed so embarrassed.

“I-is that okay? Then I’ll go ahead first!!”

Apparently, that was the right answer.

Arisa stood up in a slight hurry.

“I’ll use the bath additive too, alright?”

“Yeah, go ahead.”

She disappeared into the changing room.

Soon, the sound of the shower began.

“…This is oddly nerve-wracking.”

It wasn’t the first time Arisa had used his bath.

And yet, something about it felt different.

Then Yuzuru realised—

She’d gone in without bringing her change of clothes or towel.

With a sigh, he picked up her bag and headed towards the bathroom.

The door was frosted glass—he couldn’t see clearly, though a faint silhouette of skin was visible.

Yuzuru swallowed.

(…It’s not like I’m trying to do anything weird.)

Calming himself, he knocked.

“Hey, Arisa.”

“Fwah!? Y-Yuzuru-san!? N-no, that’s not okay!! That’s definitely not okay!!”

“What are you even talking about…”

As Arisa panicked on the other side, Yuzuru replied calmly.

She seemed to regain her composure, clearing her throat rather deliberately.

“Ahem… um, what is it? If you’re trying to peek, I’ll splash water on you.”

Her tone was cool—almost guarded.

…but it also felt like she was trying to cover something up.

“Not going in. You forgot your clothes and towel, right?”

“…Ah.”

Understanding dawned on her.

“Could you bring them to me?”

“I’ve got your bag. They’re in here, right? Want me to take them out?”

He didn’t know exactly what she’d packed.

But if there were spare undergarments inside, she’d probably be embarrassed if he saw them.

So he asked first.

“Well… yes, I’d rather not rummage through my bag with wet hands, so if you could—”

She cut herself off.

“Ahhhh!!! No, absolutely not!! Please don’t open it!!”

She shouted so suddenly that Yuzuru’s hand froze mid-motion.

“O-okay… got it.”

He obediently placed the bag in front of the door.

“You didn’t look, right?”

“I didn’t.”

“…Don’t. Absolutely don’t look, okay? If you do, I’ll hate you, Yuzuru-san!!”

“…Alright.”

Being told that so strongly stung a little.

Feeling slightly deflated, Yuzuru turned to leave—

And then noticed it.

Arisa’s “shell” lay scattered on the floor.

Perhaps she’d been in a rush—or perhaps she was more careless than she seemed.

Her clothes were strewn about rather messily.

Her tracksuit, her sweat-damp gym clothes.

Her shorts, bra, and camisole lay there as well.

“….”

Arisa smelled nice.

Whether that was because he liked her, or because she naturally smelled good—he didn’t know.

But to Yuzuru, her scent was pleasant.

And today, especially so.

The mix of shampoo, sweat, cooling spray, and that uniquely feminine scent had stirred his instincts all the way home.

And now, right in front of him, were the clothes she’d worn all day.

Soaked enough that her undergarments had nearly shown through—

There was no doubt they carried a strong trace of Arisa’s scent.

After her bath, most of that scent would be gone.

Of course, that was fine too—

But it meant he wouldn’t get to smell it again today.

And that made it feel like such a waste—

To just walk past what was right in front of him.

“…Honestly, what was that about? Saying she’d hate me if I opened her bag…”

That was a bit harsh, wasn’t it?

If she didn’t want him to see, she should’ve been more careful.

Yuzuru felt slightly hurt.

In that case…

Didn’t he have the right to a little payback?

“Actually, this is Arisa’s fault. Yes, entirely her fault. Coming into a guy’s room without caution, leaving her clothes lying around like this… honestly, what kind of upbringing did she have?”

Muttering that, Yuzuru crouched down.

Right in front of him lay Arisa’s discarded clothes.

“…I’m not in the wrong. She is. Really, what a troublesome girl.”

Saying that—

He picked up her gym shirt.

It was still faintly damp.

And then—

He brought it to his nose.



“…What am I even doing…”

Later—

Yuzuru sat slumped on the sofa, overcome with self-loathing.


      
        Chapter 18 - The Scent of My “Fiancée” – Part 2

        “Ahh…”

Letting out a rather unladylike sound, Arisa sank into the bath.

She stretched her limbs out fully.

Whether it was the bath additive meant to relieve fatigue or not, she felt a pleasant sensation, as though the exhaustion was melting away from her body.

Staring vaguely at the bathroom wall, she murmured—

“…Yuzuru-san didn’t look, did he?”

Inside Arisa’s bag—

Along with towels and a change of clothes, there had been… something else.

“…Bringing a school swimsuit was weird, wasn’t it…”

She had brought a school swimsuit.

Just on a whim.

She had briefly—just a tiny bit—considered suggesting they bathe together while wearing swimsuits.

“I’m glad I didn’t go through with it…”

She let out a small sigh of relief.

If they were already a couple, that would be one thing—but they weren’t, not officially.

Even if their feelings were mutual, they hadn’t confirmed it outright.

So getting into the bath together would’ve skipped far too many steps.

(If only he’d just confess already…)

Arisa muttered inwardly.

To be honest, she was growing a little impatient that Yuzuru hadn’t made his feelings clear.

Of course, she didn’t think he was the type to hesitate aimlessly.

And Ayaka—his childhood friend—had told her that Yuzuru was the kind of person who prepared things carefully.

As frustrating as it was, Ayaka had known him far longer.

If Ayaka said he would confess properly, then it was probably true.

Still… that didn’t stop the restlessness.

That was why Arisa had come up with this “massage plan”—to give him a push.

She was aware that her body was attractive to men.

And she knew that Yuzuru found her attractive.

So if they massaged each other—if their bodies touched—

Surely, he would feel a stronger desire for her.

…Of course, she wasn’t hoping for anything improper.

If anything, she believed Yuzuru wouldn’t do anything like that.

Looking back, there had been plenty of moments where she’d been defenceless—

And yet, he’d never made a move on her.

So this time would likely be the same.

His self-control was strong.

“Well… it’s not like I’d necessarily mind… or anything…”

Framing it as “urging him on” sounded nice—

But in the end, what she was doing wasn’t so different from tempting him.

If something did happen, she wouldn’t be able to complain.

Of course, it wasn’t like she wanted that.

And she absolutely, definitely, not even a little bit, didn’t have any kind of perverted desire for him to force himself on her.

She simply thought—

If it was him, and he couldn’t hold back… then it couldn’t be helped.

“I just want him to tell me how he feels already. I just want to stop being stuck in this in-between state. It’s not like I’m hoping he’ll turn into a wolf or anything, and I’m not trying to tempt him. I just… if it happens, I’ll accept it, and forgive him, that’s all. So…”

The protection she’d brought was just in case.

Not because she was expecting anything.

“N-not to mention, we haven’t even kissed yet…”

Her face turned bright red as she sank deeper into the bath.

Just imagining it made her body heat up.

Her chest tightened, her spine tingled, and a strange sensation gathered low in her abdomen.

“I-it’s impossible… this is too embarrassing…”

Even though no one was listening, she muttered that aloud.

Then she stood.

“…I should get out.”

Feeling slightly lightheaded, Arisa left the bath.



“…I’m out of the bath, Yuzuru-san.”

After changing, she called out to him, where he was sitting on the sofa using his phone.

For some reason, he jolted in surprise.

“O-oh… got it.”

He seemed oddly restless.

Then he tilted his head.

“You look… rather lightly dressed.”

“I thought it would be better for the massage. …I brought my winter clothes separately.”

She placed a hand lightly over her chest as she spoke.

She was wearing a thin short-sleeved shirt and short trousers she’d brought to change into.

For a massage, something light and easy to move in made sense.

“…I see.”

She could feel his gaze—

On her chest.

And on her legs, exposed beneath the slightly short hem of her shorts.

…It wasn’t intentional.

It wasn’t like she remembered how he’d occasionally looked at certain parts of her body during the sports festival.

And it wasn’t like she’d deliberately chosen clothes that accentuated her figure, or showed as much of her legs as possible.

She was aware that her chest was attractive to men.

And that her legs would likely be considered “beautiful”.

But she hadn’t chosen this outfit for that reason.

It was purely a coincidence.

Being looked at like that was just embarrassing—

Not pleasing at all.

“…Then I’ll change into something lighter too.”

Yuzuru muttered that.

Yes, as he himself admitted, wearing thin clothing for a massage was perfectly reasonable.

So if he was feeling flustered, that was simply because he was—

Well, a bit hopeless. And perhaps a bit of a pervert.

It had nothing to do with her.

Arisa was completely normal.

Absolutely not the same kind of person as him.

“Alright, I’ll go take a bath.”

“Yes, see you.”

Yuzuru disappeared into the changing room.

Heart pounding, Arisa sat down on the sofa he had just vacated.

“…I might’ve messed up a bit.”

She recalled how she had left her clothes scattered in the changing room.

Her face reddened slightly.

She’d been flustered at the time, too distracted to tidy up.

And she hadn’t expected him to come in—

Hadn’t thought he’d see them.

But because of that carelessness, she’d forgotten her things—

And he might have seen her sweaty clothes… even her underwear.

It was mortifying.

“…H-he probably saw them, didn’t he…”

Maybe that was why he’d been acting so restless.

Yes—that must be it.

And if so—

“N-no way… Yuzuru-san wouldn’t… do anything weird with my clothes, right?”

Thinking back, they might have been slightly out of place…

Or maybe that was just her imagination.

“…It’s not fair if I’m the only one being seen…”

Murmuring that to herself, Arisa stood.

She quietly made her way to the changing room—

And gently opened the door.

Yuzuru was in the bath, the sound of the shower running.

At the very least, he didn’t seem to notice her.

“….”

His clothes were scattered on the floor.

Even his underwear.

“…I’m not doing anything wrong. It’s his fault for leaving them like this.”

After all, he’d seen her clothes first.

…Even if it was technically her fault for leaving them out.

But in Arisa’s mind, Yuzuru was entirely to blame.

He’d done something wrong first.

So it was only fair she got a little payback.

“Yuzuru-san is… probably into smells, isn’t he? Sometimes he tries to catch my scent. Honestly… he’s such a pervert. I can’t believe someone like that is my fiancé. I don’t even know what I like about him… but still, he’s my fiancé, so…”

She had to understand him.

Yes—this was about understanding how he felt.

…Even though she had no actual proof he’d ever sniffed her clothes.

But that didn’t matter.

What mattered was that she had a reason.

Using just her fingertips—as though handling something unpleasant—

Because this wasn’t something she wanted to do, just something she had to do—

She picked up his gym shirt.

It was damp with sweat.

“…”

She swallowed.

Was she about to do something irreversible?

Crossing a line she shouldn’t, as a person—as a girl?

The thought crossed her mind—

But she ignored it.

And brought the shirt to her nose.

Then inhaled deeply.



“…What am I even doing…”

Later—

Arisa sat slumped on the sofa, overcome with self-loathing.


      
        Chapter 19 - Massage (Full Body Course Excluding Certain Areas) – Yuzuru’s Turn

        “Did I keep you waiting, Arisa?”

“N-no… I’m fine.”

Arisa, seated on the sofa, greeted Yuzuru as he came out of the bath.

For some reason, she seemed fidgety, avoiding eye contact.

Perhaps it was just because she’d recently bathed—but her skin looked faintly flushed, tinged pink.

“…Is something wrong?”

“N-no, it’s nothing.”

Yuzuru hesitated slightly as he answered.

Because, to him, Arisa looked… incredibly alluring.

There was a lot of exposed skin.

Not that she was wearing anything like a bikini—just a simple short-sleeved white shirt and shorts, perfectly normal loungewear.

But lately she’d been dressed in winter clothes that concealed her figure—

So comparatively, this felt far more stimulating.

It was about the same level of exposure as gym clothes.

But during the marathon, she’d worn a tracksuit over them except when running.

He’d caught glimpses of her chest moving then, sure—

But he hadn’t really looked at her body in detail.

And besides, what she was wearing now…

…was thinner.

Gym clothes were made of sturdier fabric.

But this looked like soft, casual wear—something meant for relaxing or sleeping.

The fabric was thin, clinging enough that the contours of her body stood out clearly.

He could even faintly see the white camisole underneath.

Her shorts were black, so nothing showed through—but that only made the whiteness of her skin stand out even more.

More than anything, this casual, unguarded look—so different from her usual stylish outfits—

Stirred Yuzuru’s desires.

(…Is she doing this on purpose?)

Coming into a guy’s room, suggesting a massage, dressed like this—

Normally, anyone would assume she was doing it deliberately. That she was inviting him.

But at the same time, Arisa could be a bit airheaded.

So there was a real chance this was completely natural.

“Um, Yuzuru-san? If you keep staring…”

“Ah—sorry.”

Apparently, he’d been staring.

Arisa fidgeted shyly.

Yuzuru quickly apologised and looked away.

(…If she were trying to seduce me, that reaction feels off…)

That wasn’t the kind of shy reaction meant to entice a man—

It was the kind that made him feel guilty.

Like fragile glass—something delicate and easily broken.

Adorable, yes.

But not something you’d want to pounce on.

(…Maybe she picked the outfit intentionally, but now that she’s actually here, she’s embarrassed and regretting it?)

That felt like the most likely answer.

Smart, but a little clumsy—very much like Arisa.

Though, if she was an inexperienced girl, then Yuzuru was just as inexperienced himself.

So who knew.

“…So, how should we do the massage?”

Trying to break the slightly awkward mood, Yuzuru spoke.

Arisa held out her fist.

“Let’s play rock-paper-scissors. Winner goes first.”

“Sounds fair.”

Arisa won.

“Then… excuse me.”

She climbed onto Yuzuru’s bed and lay face down.

In front of him was her slender back, visible through the thin fabric of her shirt.

(…When you think about it, this is a strange situation.)

Then again, their relationship itself was already hard to define.

From an outsider’s perspective, they’d look like a couple.

They were even technically engaged.

And they were almost certainly in love with each other.

Yet they hadn’t said it outright.

“Alright, I’ll start.”

Yuzuru placed his hands on her shoulders.

Even with just a light touch, he could tell they were quite stiff.

After all, running that distance while carrying… extra weight on the chest would strain the shoulders.

“Ah—”

When he pressed slightly harder with his thumbs, Arisa let out a small sound.

It didn’t sound like pain—more like a reflex.

“Is this pressure okay?”

“Mm… a bit stronger, please…”

At her request, he put more weight into it, working her shoulders and back.

Even with firm pressure, it seemed just right for her tense muscles.

“Ah… nn…!”

“…”

Was she doing it on purpose, or not?

Every time he pressed, she let out soft, almost suggestive sounds.

(…More importantly… what’s happening to her chest right now? It’s probably flattened… but doesn’t that hurt?)

Even thinking about something that trivial—

Yuzuru could feel his composure starting to slip.

Still, he held himself together.

If he lost control here, everything would fall apart.

“How is it, Arisa?”

“Y-yes… it feels really good…”

Her voice was soft, almost melting.

She genuinely seemed to be enjoying it.

…So the sounds were probably natural.

(I wish she wouldn’t mix calculated behaviour with pure instinct like this…)

Still, even that was endearing.

Thinking that, Yuzuru took her right arm.

Stretching it slightly, he pressed into the right side of her back.

“Ahh… I like that…”

His heart skipped.

“…Glad you like it.”

Don’t say things like “I like it” so casually.

Thinking that, he switched to her other arm and repeated the motion.

“This area’s pretty tense too.”

“Mm… is it?”

Gradually, his hands moved lower.

As he pressed around her lower back, his gaze dipped slightly.

There—

Was her hips.

For her age, they were quite… full.

The thin fabric of her shorts outlined their shape clearly.

If he looked closely, he could almost—almost—see through to her underwear.

(…Hips are actually pretty nice…)

Maybe he liked them more than her chest.

That thought crossed his mind—

But touching them felt like crossing a line.

So he stopped himself.

Next—

Her legs.

“I’m moving to your legs.”

He looked at her long, pale legs.

They were almost translucent in their fairness—and looked soft.

“Okay—ah!”

The moment he touched the base of her thigh—

Her body jolted.

“…Did that hurt?”

“N-no, it just tickled a bit. I’m fine.”

Since she said she was fine, he continued.

But as he worked—

He realised that beneath the soft layer of fat was firm muscle.

A solid foundation, with a thin softness over it.

That was probably the secret behind her beautiful legs.

He focused on such trivial thoughts—

Because otherwise, he might lose control.

(…Her hips are nice, but her legs are just as good… I can’t choose.)

Thinking like a hopelessly indecisive man, he moved down to her calves.

They felt slightly swollen from fatigue.

“Ah… that feels good…”

“You’ll do this for me later, right?”

“Mm… yes…”

Her voice was drowsy.

But if she fell asleep now, he wouldn’t get his turn.

That would be a problem.

So he moved on to her feet.

Pressing into the arch with his knuckle—

“Eek!!”

A small, startled cry escaped her.

That one must have hurt.

“You okay?”

“Y-yes… I’m fine… ah—”

Each time he pressed, her body trembled.

She gripped the bedsheets tightly.

Watching her like that made him feel a bit sorry for her.

“If it hurts, I can stop—”

“N-no, I’m fine… please continue—ahh!”

Another cry.

Still, if she said she was fine—

He trusted her.

So he continued pressing firmly.

Each time, she trembled.

…It was a little amusing to watch.

Just a little—

It stirred a faint sense of mischief.

“Ah… Yuzuru-san.”

“What is it?”

“…You’d better remember this later.”

She glared at him with slightly teary eyes.

Even that expression was cute, Yuzuru thought to himself.


      
        Chapter 20 - Massage (Full Body Course Excluding Certain Areas) – Arisa’s Turn

        It was now Arisa’s turn to massage Yuzuru.

“…Alright, I’ll start.”

With that, Arisa placed her hands on Yuzuru’s shoulders.

Pressing firmly with her thumbs, she began working into his muscles.

“How is it?”

“Just right…”

(…Ah, this might actually be really good.)

While Yuzuru had been far more interested in giving a massage than receiving one, Arisa’s touch turned out to be unexpectedly pleasant.

Perhaps he’d been more tense than he’d realised.

“You can fall asleep if you like, you know?”

“Yeah…”

That said—

He wasn’t quite relaxed enough to fall asleep.

Because Arisa was sitting on his back.

(…She’s actually kind of… sizeable.)

Yuzuru found himself recalling what he’d seen earlier.

Every time Arisa shifted her body to massage him more thoroughly, her hips moved against his back.

“Next, I’ll do your legs.”

“Alright.”

She lifted herself off him.

Yuzuru felt a faint sense of disappointment.

“They’re quite tense.”

Murmuring that, Arisa began working on his thighs.

Then gradually moved down to his calves.

After a long-distance run, having his slightly swollen legs massaged felt wonderful.

And then—

“Ow!”

Yuzuru’s leg jerked involuntarily.

A sharp pain shot through him as soon as she pressed his foot.

He quickly snapped back to attention.

“Sorry, Arisa… are you alright?”

“I’m fine. I’m the one who should apologise. Did it hurt?”

“Well… yeah.”

Honestly, it hurt quite a bit.

But—

Apparently, painful pressure points meant something was off with your body.

Or so he’d heard.

“Go ahead.”

“Alright… I’ll try to be gentler.”

This time, she pressed more softly.

Still painful—

But just on the edge of being… oddly satisfying.

“Ugh…”

“Are you okay?”

“I-I’m fine… keep going… ah—”

She asked if he was okay—

But showed no mercy.

Yuzuru groaned as he asked—

“…Are you getting back at me for earlier?”

“Of course not. I’m simply returning the favour.”

That sounded suspiciously like she was holding a grudge.

Still, he let her continue.

It was a mild revenge at worst—

And painful as it was, it did feel good too.

Meanwhile, Arisa—

“How about here?”

Perhaps she was starting to enjoy herself—

A faint smile formed on her lips as she searched for particularly sensitive spots on his feet.

Each time she pressed one, Yuzuru’s body twitched.

“Ugh… a bit gentler…”

“Here we go!”

“H-hey, Arisa-san!?”

As he squirmed, she laughed happily.

She seemed to be having such a good time that he couldn’t bring himself to tell her to stop.

Though he did make a mental note to buy a foot massage machine online later.



“…Hm?”

At some point, Yuzuru stirred from a light doze.

His eyes opened slightly, still unfocused.

(…I was getting a massage…)

It seemed he’d fallen asleep midway.

Yawning, he tried to sit up—

But noticed his clothes were being tugged.

“…Ah.”

It was a girl with beautiful flaxen hair.

Peacefully asleep, breathing softly, one hand clutching his shirt.

Yuzuru swallowed.

(…I want to marry her.)

That was the thought that came to mind.

She was—

Like an angel. Or a fairy.

That kind of adorableness.

Almost unconsciously, he reached out and gently stroked her hair.

It was smooth—silky to the touch.

Next, he lightly poked her cheek.

His finger sank softly into her fair skin.

Arisa simply smiled faintly in her sleep, looking blissfully content.

“…”

Slowly—

Yuzuru’s hand moved towards her chest, the soft rise beneath her thin shirt.

Through the fabric, he gently prodded it with a finger.

It felt—

Incredibly soft.

Then his gaze shifted to her long, pale legs.

Carefully—

He traced a finger along her inner thigh.

“Ah…”

A small sound escaped her lips.

Yuzuru’s heart leapt.

…But she didn’t wake.

He let out a quiet breath of relief—

And grew a little bolder, letting his hand roam over her skin.

It was smooth and warm.

Whether naturally or through care—likely both—there wasn’t even a trace of roughness.

He could’ve kept touching her forever.

(So soft…)

Next, he reached for what he’d been curious about all along—

Her hips.

Gently, he squeezed.

Firm muscle beneath soft flesh.

The texture was… excellent.

Still, if he went too far, she might wake.

So he slowly withdrew his hand and looked at her face.

Her skin was faintly flushed.

But she showed no sign of waking.

“…She’s beautiful.”

The words slipped out.

He brushed a strand of hair away from her face.

Then, he touched her lips.

They were soft and slightly moist—perhaps she’d applied lip balm.

His heart pounded loudly in his chest.

Slowly, he leaned closer—

“…That’s probably not a good idea.”

At the very last moment, Yuzuru came back to his senses.


      
        Chapter 21 - The “Fiancée’s” Mischief

        “…Yuzuru-san?”

While giving the massage, Arisa noticed that Yuzuru had gone quiet and called out to him.

But there was no reply.

Which meant—

“…Did he fall asleep?”

She tried asking, but again, no response.

So he really had fallen asleep.

“Yuzuru-saan!”

She called out once more, but still nothing.

So she leaned in to look at his face.

“…”

There he was—completely relaxed, utterly defenceless, fast asleep.

A face that seemed to say there was no way Arisa would do anything to him—she wasn’t a threat at all.

Arisa poked his cheek.

No reaction.

“…Honestly.”

He’d said it was fine to fall asleep, but actually doing so…

What a hopeless person.

Thinking that, she reached out and gently stroked his hair.

Even then, he showed no sign of waking.

“…It’s your fault, Yuzuru-san.”

Her heart beating a little faster, Arisa reached towards his chest.

Even through his thin shirt, she could clearly feel the firmness beneath.

Her fiancé was more muscular than he looked.

“…”

Slowly, she brought her nose closer to his chest.

Sniff, sniff—

A faint scent of soap.

And just a hint of sweat.

“…”

Arisa lay down beside him.

Right in front of her was his face.

For a fleeting moment, a more daring thought crossed her mind—

To play a bolder prank. To kiss him.

But she was too embarrassed to go through with it.

Instead, she grabbed onto his shirt tightly and closed her eyes.

And then—



“…?”

She suddenly felt something strange.

As if someone were gently stroking her head.

It made her feel warm inside.

She let herself sink into that sensation—

Until the touch disappeared.

A small sense of disappointment followed.

At the same time, her thoughts began to clear.

She remembered falling asleep beside Yuzuru.

And realised—

That he was the one stroking her head.

“…!”

She tried to sit up in a hurry—

But couldn’t.

Because—

Yuzuru’s fingers touched her cheek.

Softly.

She felt his fingers press into her skin.

(…If I wake up now, he’ll be surprised…)

He thought she was asleep—that was why he was doing this.

If she woke now, it would startle him.

That would be unfair.

…That was the excuse she gave herself as she stayed still, letting him continue.

After a while, his hand left her cheek.

Maybe now she could wake up—

Just as she thought that—

“—!?!?!?!?”

She nearly let out a sound.

Because suddenly—

Yuzuru touched her chest.

For a moment, she thought it was accidental.

But it wasn’t.

Gradually, deliberately—

He began touching her more clearly, more boldly.

Even through the fabric, there was no mistaking it.

The awareness alone made her mind go blank.

(Yuzuru-san… so after all…)

He was a boy.

It hit her all at once.

The person she loved—

Had desires.

Had a clear interest in her body.

Would, if given the chance, want to claim it.

Her heart pounded violently.

And as if in response, his touch grew bolder.

What began as a single finger became several—

Pressing, feeling against her chest.

Would he go further?

Would he…?

Fear, anticipation, excitement—

All tangled together as her breathing grew unsteady, her body heating up—

“Ah…”

Suddenly, her inner thigh was traced.

A shiver ran through her entire body, goosebumps rising on her skin.

A small sound escaped her.

(N-no…)

She couldn’t let him notice.

If he realised she was awake—

He’d know she’d been accepting this.

And she wanted him to see her as pure, reserved—

Not someone secretly anticipating this.

“…”

Thankfully—

Yuzuru didn’t seem to realise she was awake.

If anything, his movements grew even bolder.

His hands traced along her legs, slowly, deliberately.

(Yuzuru-san… does he like legs…?)

His touch lingered, almost teasingly.

It felt good—

And at the same time, unbearably ticklish.

Especially when he traced her inner thigh—

She nearly let out a voice again.

And then—

“…!”

Suddenly—

He grabbed her hips.

Firmly.

His hand kneaded, as if confirming their shape.

(S-so he likes… this…?)

She knew some men preferred that part of the body.

But she hadn’t imagined—

That he would feel this strongly about hers.

Gently—

He brushed the hair from her face.

And then—

Something touched her lips.

His finger.

Tracing them softly, as if memorising their shape.

It was a gentle gesture—

Yet at the same time, she could feel something else behind it.

A strong desire.

As if he were declaring—

That he would take these lips.

That he would claim them.

(N-no…)

Her heart raced wildly.

Her chest tightened.

Her breathing grew ragged.

Slowly—

She felt his breath, his lips drawing closer.

And then—

“…That’s probably not a good idea.”

He muttered.

The warmth of his breath retreated.

Arisa fainted.


      
        Chapter 22 - Dining Out with My “Fiancée”

        “…Mm.”

Right beside Yuzuru—

The girl who had been quietly sleeping let out a small sound.

When he turned his gaze, her jade-coloured eyes were faintly open.

Still half-asleep, they looked hazy and unfocused.

“You’re awake, Arisa?”

“…Mm.”

Rubbing her eyes sleepily, Arisa slowly pushed herself upright.

Then she stared blankly at Yuzuru.

“Arisa? Are you alright?”

“Mm… why is Yuzuru-san… here…?”

She muttered drowsily.

And then, the next moment—

“Y-Yuzuru-san!? W-why!?”

She scrambled backwards in a panic.

Apparently too confused to realise that if she moved any further, she’d fall off the bed.

“Arisa.”

“Eh?—Ah!”

Yuzuru quickly grabbed her arm and pulled her back.

She avoided falling—but ended up leaning against him instead.

“W-why…?”

“Calm down. This is my room. …You fell asleep in the middle of the massage.”

“…Huh?”

Arisa let out a dumbfounded sound.

She looked around—

And finally seemed to realise she wasn’t in her own room.

Her face turned bright red in an instant.

“I-I’m sorry… for the trouble…”

She shrank slightly.

Seeing her like that, Yuzuru felt a small sense of relief.

(Good… she really was asleep.)

After she’d fallen asleep—

Yuzuru had, in a moment of weakness, indulged in various… mischief.

Things that bordered on harassment—

No, things he wouldn’t be able to excuse if called out.

At the time, he’d thought she’d forgive him.

But thinking back on it, it was the kind of thing that could easily make someone hate him.

…And he didn’t want that.

“Well… it’s understandable. You were probably tired.”

He said it as casually as he could, brushing it off.

Arisa looked at him and asked—

“Um, what time is it now?”

“Just before five.”

More precisely, 4:45.

A reasonable time to start thinking about dinner.

“It’s gotten that late… I’m sorry. Um, shall I make dinner?”

“…Well, I wouldn’t mind having dinner with you.”

But it was a weekday.

Keeping her too long wasn’t ideal—

And more importantly, she must be exhausted from the marathon.

“If you’re alright with it, shall we eat out?”

He suggested.



And so—

The place Yuzuru and Arisa went to was not some famous high-end French restaurant—

But a well-known family restaurant chain nearby.

Yuzuru didn’t have much financial leeway at the moment, and Arisa’s allowance was limited as well.

So their options were naturally constrained.

After ordering their food—

Yuzuru looked at Arisa, who had been fidgeting oddly for a while, and asked—

“…Is there something you want to ask?”

…Did she realise?

A flicker of unease crossed his mind.

Arisa, avoiding his gaze slightly, her cheeks tinged pink, spoke hesitantly.

“Um… while I was asleep…”

“…Yeah.”

His heart pounded.

Did she notice?

“D-did anything… strange happen!?”

It was a strange question.

Normally, nothing would happen while someone was asleep.

So why ask that?

Unless—

She suspected that something had happened.

In other words—

She was asking—did you do anything to me while I was asleep?

(…Calm down.)

For a moment, the possibility crossed his mind—

That she had been awake all along.

But if she had been, would she really have stayed still like that?

And if she hadn’t been asleep—

Then when exactly had she been awake?

No—

She must have truly been asleep.

Not pretending.

She was probably just suspicious.

Trying to test him.

Yes—that had to be it.

Reaching that conclusion, Yuzuru answered as calmly as possible—

“…No, nothing in particular happened.”

What are you even worried about?

He played it off.

“Did something feel off?”

After a brief pause, Arisa replied—

“No… I slept very soundly. Yes… I was asleep.”

There was something oddly suggestive about the way she said it.

But probing further felt like opening a can of worms—for both of them.

Just then, their food arrived.

Yuzuru had ordered soup pasta.

Arisa had a hamburg steak.

The delicious aroma filled the air.

“Shall we eat?”

“Yes.”

They picked up their utensils and began eating.

Chain restaurants like this were reliably good.

Of course, Yuzuru knew far better places.

And Arisa’s cooking was on another level entirely.

But that was beside the point.

This was still enjoyable.

“…Hey, Arisa.”

“You want to try mine?”

“You caught on quick.”

“Fufu… well, this isn’t the first time.”

Smiling, Arisa cut into her hamburg steak.

Then—

Using the same fork she’d been eating with, she picked up a piece.

Carefully lifting it so the sauce wouldn’t drip, she cupped her hand beneath it.

She gently blew on it to cool it down.

Then leaned forward.

“Here.”

“…Alright.”

Yuzuru opened his mouth.

Without hesitation, Arisa fed him.

He closed his mouth slowly, the fork still inside.

The rich taste of meat juices and demi-glace spread across his tongue—

But he was too tense to properly taste it.

Arisa slowly withdrew the fork.

It glistened slightly, having passed his lips.

“How is it?”

“…It’s good.”

Managing to answer, Yuzuru asked—

“Want to try mine too?”

“…Yes.”

Arisa nodded shyly.

Yuzuru twirled some pasta neatly around his fork.

As he leaned forward, Arisa parted her lips.

Her white teeth and pink tongue visible—

He gently guided the fork into her mouth.

Heat rushed through his body.

His heart pounded.

Arisa closed her mouth without hesitation.

“Mm…”

She narrowed her eyes slightly.

Yuzuru slowly pulled the fork away from her lips.

After she finished chewing, he asked—

“How is it?”

“Yes… it’s very delicious.”

She smiled.

To Yuzuru, that smile looked—

Strangely alluring.



After that, the two of them continued feeding each other from time to time.


      
        Interlude 3 - Broken Engagement

        “I’m home.”

Evening.

After the sun had set, Arisa returned home.

There was no reply.

Though that didn’t mean no one was there.

With slightly heavy steps, Arisa made her way to the dining kitchen.

Her adoptive mother—Amagi Emi—was at the sink, washing dishes.

“I’m back… Emi-san.”

Normally, Arisa was the one who prepared dinner.

It wasn’t a strict rule, but it had become routine.

However, today she’d eaten with Yuzuru, so she was late.

And so, unusually, Emi had made dinner instead.

Of course, Arisa had informed her beforehand—

But even so, she felt a bit uneasy.

Meanwhile, without turning around, Emi replied as she continued washing dishes.

“Oh, welcome back. …You’re quite late, aren’t you?”

There it was—a jab right away.

What a hassle, Arisa thought inwardly, as she responded.

“Yes… I apologise for the inconvenience.”

“Oh, I don’t think it’s an inconvenience at all. …You’ve been quite busy, haven’t you? In various ways.”

“…Yes.”

A loaded way of speaking.

But Arisa had long since learned that responding seriously or arguing would only make things worse.

So she let it pass.

“Then… I’ll head upstairs.”

She tried to leave quickly and retreat to her room.

But Emi called out again.

“Oh, right… make sure you wash that dirty body of yours properly before bed. And those ‘dirty undergarments’ too… I’d rather not have them in the same washing machine.”

Not “clothes”—but specifically “undergarments.”

The implication was obvious.

Emi thought Arisa had slept with Yuzuru.

“…Understood.”

Whether she truly believed it or was just being spiteful didn’t matter.

Correcting her would be pointless.

Besides—

(…There’s not much point correcting her anyway.)

If it were completely false, Arisa might have denied it.

But it wasn’t entirely wrong either.

As told, Arisa went to the bathroom and took a shower.

“…She’s gotten quieter.”

Honestly, Emi’s remark felt underwhelming.

Before, she would’ve said far worse.

The sharpness of her “verbal knives” had clearly dulled.

Most likely, it was because things between Arisa and Yuzuru were going well.

Yuzuru himself probably wasn’t exerting direct pressure—

But his family name was undoubtedly acting as a shield.

(…I’m always being helped. I feel bad.)

Thinking back, she’d received a very expensive Christmas gift.

And she couldn’t confidently say she’d returned something of equal value.

Of course, Yuzuru would probably say it didn’t matter—

But—

(As a person… I don’t want to become complacent.)

If she kept relying on him and only receiving—

She’d surely become dependent.

She didn’t want to be someone whose only merit was “having a wonderful boyfriend.”



After her shower, Arisa dried off quickly, changed into her nightwear, and dried her hair.

Leaving the dressing room, she headed to her bedroom.

Her room had originally been a storage space.

Not so much because she was mistreated—

But because she’d been an unexpected “third child.”

The Amagi household was above average financially, but not wealthy enough to simply add another room.

Still, the room itself was properly insulated and equipped, so Arisa had no real complaints.

As she walked down the hallway—

“Arisa… you’re back.”

“Yes. Just a little while ago.”

She ran into her cousin, Amagi Hiroto.

He was home for spring break from university.

(…Can’t he go back already?)

She hadn’t had a great impression of him to begin with—

And after learning he’d been behind a past incident involving her former classmates, that impression had plummeted.

Hurry up and go back to your flat, she often thought.

Of course, she never said it aloud.

“I heard today was the marathon… you’re quite late.”

“Yes. Is there a problem?”

Her reply was cold.

Even Hiroto seemed to notice her irritation and flinched.

“N-no… sorry. That was insensitive.”

“…”

Arisa frowned slightly.

It seemed he’d misunderstood something.

That irritated her.

“It’s not like anything happened between me and Yuzuru-san.”

“I-I see… that’s good, then…”

It didn’t seem like the misunderstanding had been cleared up.

Feeling it was pointless, Arisa tried to end the conversation and return to her room—

But—

“Arisa! …I’ll help however I can!”

He grabbed her arm.

“…What are you talking about?”

“I mean… that. The engagement. You don’t have to just go along with what that guy says—”

In that instant, Arisa felt her blood boil.

“Could you not speak badly about Yuzuru-san?”

Her voice came out louder than intended.

Seeing Hiroto stunned, she realised what she’d done.

“…Sorry.”

She bowed slightly and hurried off.

Then—

“Arguing is rare for you.”

A girl stood in front of her room.

Her cousin—effectively her younger sister.

Amagi Mei.

“Ah… Mei-chan. Did I disturb your studying?”

“No, I was just playing on my phone. …Please don’t tell Mother.”

Games were limited to one hour a day.

That was Emi’s rule.

She disliked games.

That was why Arisa herself had little experience with them.

But while consoles could be controlled, phone games were harder to monitor.

Mei, being clever, played them in secret.

She’d even managed to get small in-app purchases approved by their father.

It was a kind of cleverness Arisa didn’t have.

“Also, I wanted to talk to you.”

“…To me?”

“Yes. About the engagement.”

Arisa’s expression stiffened.

Ignoring that, Mei continued calmly.

“Father asked me… if your engagement with Takasegawa-san were to fall through, would I be willing to step in? Something like that. …Of course, he phrased it more delicately.”

Arisa’s mind went blank.

Still, she forced out words.

“T-that means… what exactly?”

“It’s just a hypothetical. If either you or Takasegawa-san—or both—were to lose interest and the engagement became uncertain. A backup plan, essentially.”

Hearing that, Arisa let out a small breath of relief.

So it hadn’t already been broken.

(…Come to think of it…)

She remembered her adoptive father, Naoki, asking if she truly disliked the engagement.

She hadn’t been able to answer clearly.

She hadn’t understood his intent.

She’d wanted to say no immediately—

But what if he wanted her to say yes?

That uncertainty had frightened her.

So she’d avoided answering.

He’d said she could tell him later—

But she never had the chance.

“…I see. Then… Mei-chan, what about you?”

“I don’t particularly want to marry him. I’ve never even met him. …And I’d like to inherit Father’s business.”

Unlike Hiroto, who had little interest in the family business—

Mei seemed to have some.

Though she was still only in her final year of primary school.

“That… makes sense.”

Arisa felt a small sense of relief.

As long as Mei wasn’t interested, Arisa remained the only option.

“Well, even if I married Takasegawa-san, it wouldn’t mean I couldn’t take over the company.”

“…Eh?”

“I haven’t met him, but from his photo… he seems quite handsome. And his personality doesn’t seem bad either—despite what my brother says.”

Then Mei smiled faintly.

“And he’s wealthy. If you don’t want him, Arisa-san… I wouldn’t mind. Of course, after meeting him first.”

Then she asked—

“So, Arisa-san… how do you really feel about marrying Takasegawa-san?”

Arisa couldn’t answer.

If Mei was willing—

And if Naoki thought Mei was more suitable—

Then…

At the very least, Arisa didn’t have the courage to refuse.

“U-um… what about you, Mei-chan?”

Unable to say yes or no—

She deflected.

“I already told you my stance.”

Mei sighed.

“Well, that’s fine. Marriage is still far off. There’s no need to decide now.”

But—

“You should at least be clear about how you feel. Unless you truly don’t mind either way.”

With that, Mei left.

Arisa stood there in silence, then entered her room and closed the door.

“…Yuzuru-san.”

Leaning her back against it—

She softly spoke the name of the one she loved, as if asking for help.


      
        Chapter 23 - Boys’ Gathering – Part 1

        A few days later—

Yuzuru, Soichiro, and Hijiri were having a meal at a family restaurant.

Naturally…

It was on Hijiri’s tab.

And when three guys get together—

There’s one thing that inevitably comes up.

Yes, dirty talk.

“You know, lately I’ve started thinking… hips are pretty great.”

Yuzuru said, sipping from his glass of grape juice.

His face was faintly flushed.

“Well, for primates, hips are the primary sexual signal.”

Soichiro replied calmly.

Encouraged, Yuzuru nodded exaggeratedly.

“Right? I mean, breasts are nice too, but… hips feel more authentic.”

“But that doesn’t mean the artificial can’t surpass the original.”

As he spoke, Soichiro poured more grape juice from a decanter into his glass.

Then, with a serious expression, he continued—

“We may be apes, but we’re also human. The difference between apes and humans lies in the chest. Therefore, shouldn’t we value breasts?”

While the two of them debated—

Hijiri, poking at a mussel, sighed.

“You two don’t get it…”

Both Yuzuru and Soichiro turned to him.

“It’s legs. Slender legs are more artistic than just big breasts or hips.”

Breasts and hips might be sexual—

But legs, he argued, possessed an artistic kind of eros that surpassed them.

“Well… in the end, it’s all of it, isn’t it?”

“That kind of ends the discussion.”

“It’s more about balance, really. And proportions.”

In the end, they reached the conclusion that everything had its merits.

Then, the topic shifted.

“Yuzuru, what do you usually watch?”

“What do you mean?”

“Genre, obviously.”

“Oh… genre, huh.”

Yuzuru thought for a moment.

“Just normal stuff.”

“NTR?”  Slang for the Japanese term netorare (寝取られ), which translates to “being stolen” or “having one’s partner taken away”.

“That’s not normal.”

“But isn’t it the most popular genre?”

“No way.”

Whether it was the most popular or not, Yuzuru had no interest in it.

Still, he realised “normal” had been a poor answer.

“Recently… I watched massage-type stuff.”

“Oh, like those ‘improving lymph flow’ ones?”

“Yeah, those.”

As he spoke, Yuzuru recalled his recent “massage” with Arisa.

Of course, he hadn’t exactly been improving her lymph flow…

But in many ways, it had been enjoyable.

“So what about you?” he asked.

“Lately, I’ve been into VR.”

“I’ve never tried it. Is it good?”

“The immersion is insane.”

“Do you really need immersion?”

“You’ll understand if you try it.”

That did make it sound tempting.

Though at the moment, Yuzuru had no spare money—he was saving for a gift for Arisa.

“And you, Soichiro?”

“Yuri.”  Yuri is a genre of Japanese media that focuses on lesbian relationships.

“You never change…”

Hijiri asked, and Soichiro answered instantly.

Yuzuru let out a wry smile.

“If it’s not yuri, I can’t get off.”

“So any yuri works?”

“If there’s a male insert character, it doesn’t work.”

“That’s a disgrace you’ll carry for generations…”

“Soichiro is the last generation.”

For the record, “disgrace for generations” technically meant a disgrace even into the afterlife—

And all three of them knew that.

“By the way… are you actually marrying into the Tachibana family?”

Yuzuru brought up something he’d heard.

“Most likely.”

“Then what about the Satake family headship?”

“I’ll step down.”

The Tachibana and Satake families weren’t on bad terms—

But Satake wouldn’t want to fall under Tachibana’s control.

A man marrying into Tachibana couldn’t very well become head of Satake.

So it was only natural that Soichiro would give up his position as heir.

“Well, we’ve got plenty of siblings. Unlike them, it doesn’t have to be me. It’s only right I step aside.”

With that, Soichiro stood up.

“Going to the bathroom.”

After he left, Hijiri turned to Yuzuru.

“…I don’t know as much as you about their situation, but—”

“What is it?”

“I’ve always wondered… Tachibana and Uenishi, are they really like that?”

“Well… they’ve always been ‘close.’”

Yuzuru answered vaguely, sipping his drink.

Hijiri nodded.

“I see… so he gave up the Satake inheritance so the three of them could be happy together.”

“That’s about right.”

“He’s more of a romantic than I thought…”

The Satake family were major landowners in eastern Japan, with strong political and construction ties.

Giving up that position wasn’t something done lightly.

“And… I heard from Amaka that he’s the one providing ‘seed’ to Uenishi, right? But Uenishi is in Kyoto, and Tachibana is in Tokyo. What’s he going to do?”

“Probably a visiting marriage. Especially with the maglev line opening.”

He’d likely travel back and forth between the two households.

Though given how “close” Ayaka and Chiharu were, they’d probably stay over at each other’s places often anyway.

“…Man, that’s rough. He’s basically losing his home.”

There was sympathy in Hijiri’s voice—

And a bit of respect for a man choosing love over family.

“Yeah.”

Yuzuru agreed—

Then added—

“Though honestly, Tachibana and Uenishi are richer than Satake anyway.”

“You really are a piece of work.”

Hijiri said—

Just as Soichiro returned.

“That’s the first thing you say to a man coming back from the toilet? At least go with something like ‘crap.’”

“That’s not what I meant. What are you, a primary school kid?”

“Cut the gross jokes. You’re ruining my—ahem—juice.”

Dirty jokes ruined the appetite—

Not helped it.

And with that, Yuzuru scolded the two of them.


      
        Chapter 24 - Boys’ Gathering – Part 2

        “…I wonder if Arisa will accept my confession…”

Yuzuru suddenly muttered something uncharacteristically weak.

Soichiro and Hijiri responded with half-hearted encouragement.

“From the way she looks at you, Yukishiro-san clearly likes you.”

“From my perspective, she’s completely head over heels.”

“Yeah… I mean, I know that, but…”

Twisting his aglio e olio around his fork, Yuzuru let out a sigh.

“But that means she’d be properly engaged to me… and eventually, we’d get married, right?”

In other words, she’d be marrying into the Takasegawa family.

And that family was anything but ordinary.

“…Wouldn’t that seem like a hassle?”

“Well, it does sound like a lot of pressure…”

“Yeah, but there’s money, isn’t there? She’d be thrilled.”

Soichiro acknowledged Yuzuru’s concern.

Hijiri dismissed it.

From Arisa’s perspective, it would be a classic “marrying up” situation—hard to refuse.

“More importantly… is marriage a given? You could just date without jumping straight to that.”

To that, Yuzuru answered firmly—

“I want to marry Arisa… no, I will.”

“Then what’s the problem?”

“What are you even worried about?”

“…I’m not really worried about anything.”

No matter what, Yuzuru intended to marry Arisa.

If she ever said, “I’d rather not take the Takasegawa name…” he’d simply persuade her until she agreed.

So no, he wasn’t troubled.

Just… uneasy.

“If you want to marry her that badly… worst case, you could just leave your family like Soichiro.”

“…Mm.”

Yuzuru hesitated.

Right now, between inheriting the Takasegawa family and marrying Arisa—

He would choose Arisa.

But—

“I was born and raised to be the heir.”

It wasn’t about wanting the inheritance.

But he had been raised for that purpose.

It was his role. His life.

He couldn’t simply walk away from it.

That’s why he wanted to experience as much freedom as possible while he still could—during high school and university.

That was also why he hadn’t wanted to be engaged this early.

Because if he met someone he loved, it would complicate things.

“Though, to be fair… it’s because I’m the heir that I can marry Arisa.”

“Oh right—you two are technically ‘engaged’ already.”

“The outer and inner defences are already secured.”

All that remained was to capture the main keep.

All Arisa had to do was say yes.

“Honestly, I’m glad I was born the eldest son of the Takasegawa family… otherwise, Arisa would’ve been completely out of reach.”

Though—

Even if he were just a normal high school boy,

He’d still pursue her relentlessly.

And if she already had a fiancé, he’d steal her away.

“That girl… Arisa is just… cute.”

“You’ve said that.”

“If she praises me, I’d do anything.”

“Didn’t you climb a tree and fall because of that once?”

“Shut up. I’ll kill you.”

Yuzuru snapped, dredging up an embarrassing memory.

Soichiro and Hijiri burst out laughing.

“Well, you’ll be fine. You’re decent-looking, not a complete scumbag like someone, and you’ve got money.”

“From a girl’s perspective, you’re a solid catch.”

Hijiri nodded.

Soichiro agreed.

“I’m curious who that ‘someone’ is supposed to be… but Yuzuru’s a good man. If I were a woman, I’d marry him.”

“That’s disgusting.”

“Hey! Rude, don’t you think!?”

It was all in jest, of course.

“By the way… are you going to inherit your family business?”

Soichiro turned to Hijiri.

Meaning—would he take over the Ryozenji family?

“…Well, I don’t dislike the idea of inheriting it.”

“But?”

“I’m backing my cousin.”

Hijiri, technically, was considered the heir.

But it wasn’t a fixed decision.

There were other candidates.

“I see. Well… from the Takasegawa side, I’ll just say—please don’t let it turn into a split.”

“Good to hear. We don’t want internal conflict either.”

Families usually fell apart due to internal disputes.

Succession battles, branch conflicts—

Even clashes between generations.

(…In that sense, my father can’t afford to upset me.)

For the current head of the Takasegawa family, Takasegawa Kazuya—

His greatest threat wasn’t rival families or political enemies.

It was his own son.

Only Yuzuru had the potential to challenge his position.

And likewise, Yuzuru couldn’t openly oppose his father either.

(As for Arisa… I’m not giving her up. Not even a little.)

There were only two people in the world who could interfere with their relationship—

His father, Kazuya, and his grandfather, Sougen.

Still—

Yuzuru had no intention of rebelling.

And Kazuya trusted his son to a certain extent.

Strip away the titles of head and heir—

And they were simply a close father and son.

“If your cousin takes over, what will you do?”

“No idea. Probably get a job in an affiliated company, like most people.”

“That’s vague.”

Compared to Yuzuru and Soichiro, whose futures were decided—

Hijiri’s seemed uncertain.

“Honestly… that’s normal.”

Hijiri bit into a chicken wing.

Then, matter-of-factly, he lectured his two out-of-touch friends.

“Most people don’t decide their career, marriage partner, and entire future at fifteen or sixteen.”

“…Fair point.”

“Can’t argue with that.”

Yuzuru and Soichiro accepted it.

At fifteen, most people didn’t have their future set.

At best, they had vague dreams.

Compared to that, the two of them were moving far too fast.

“Well, unlike your families, ours doesn’t have that long of a history. It doesn’t have to be me. …Though it would be the smoothest option.”

Then, suddenly, Hijiri changed the subject.

“Anyway—Monday’s Valentine’s Day.”

“Ah, right.”

“Valentine’s, huh…”

Up until last year, the only people who gave Yuzuru chocolate were—

His mother, his younger sister, and Ayaka from middle school.

All obligatory, of course.

This year, his mother and sister probably wouldn’t.

Ayaka likely would, as usual.

Chiharu might give him one too.

Amaka… hard to say, but she might at least give him store-bought chocolate.

But more importantly—

(What kind of chocolate will Arisa give me…?)

Just a little—

Yuzuru found himself looking forward to chocolate from his talented fiancée.


      
        Chapter 25 - Sweet and Bitter

        “Morning, Arisa.”

“Good morning, Yuzuru-san.”

That day as well, Arisa came to Yuzuru’s house to deliver his lunch.

Yuzuru gratefully accepted the insulated lunchbox—and returned the one he had carefully washed.

“This one was delicious too… thank you, as always.”

“No, I’m just happy that you enjoyed it, Yuzuru-san.”

It was the same exchange as always.

Normally, this was where they parted ways.

Arisa would head to school first, and after getting ready, Yuzuru would follow.

That was their usual routine.

But… today, something felt different.

Yuzuru was a little restless.

And Arisa seemed just as fidgety.

The reason… was obvious.

It was Valentine’s Day.

“…Um, Yuzuru-san.”

Arisa’s pale cheeks were faintly flushed.

Her voice trembled with nerves.

Yuzuru felt his heart pounding.

“Th-that is…”

“…Arisa?”

“I-it’s nothing actually!”

With that, Arisa turned and ran off.

Yuzuru stood there, mouth slightly open.

“…Huh?”

Wasn’t this exactly the moment she shouldn’t chicken out?

He tilted his head, completely ignoring his own tendencies.



After that, Yuzuru went to school feeling slightly unsettled.

Once he arrived, the atmosphere was… a bit different.

There was a clear divide.

Among the boys, some looked happy, some restless, some radiated negativity—and others seemed completely unchanged.

Meanwhile, the girls were generally lively and cheerful.

Since they exchanged chocolates among themselves, they had plenty to celebrate regardless of romance.

(Maybe there’s chocolate in my shoe locker…?)

If she was too shy to hand it over directly, leaving it there would make sense.

Something Arisa might do.

With that hope, he opened it—

…Only to find his indoor shoes.

“Haah…”

“Yuzuruuun!”

“Gah!?”

Someone suddenly smacked his back, making him yelp.

Though, there were only a few people who would do that.

“A-Ayaka-chan… that hurt.”

“Oops, sorry. Hit you a bit too hard.”

She didn’t look very apologetic.

Grinning, Ayaka stood there—

With another familiar face behind her.

“Good morning, Yuzuru-san.”

“Morning, Chiharu-chan…”

They didn’t usually come to school together, so they must’ve just run into each other.

And, carried by that momentum, decided to ambush him.

Typical behaviour—Yuzuru understood them well.

“So, Yuzurun—did you get anything from Arisa-chan?”

Ayaka asked with a teasing grin.

Chiharu added with a smile of her own—

“We all made them together—you know, me, Ayaka-san, Arisa-san, and Amaka-san.”

They knew Arisa had met Yuzuru that morning.

Naturally, they assumed he’d received chocolate then.

Yuzuru would’ve thought the same.

“…Actually, I didn’t.”

“Huh? Really?”

“Arisa-san… folding at the crucial moment.”

Both of them looked exasperated.

Still, from what they said, at least Arisa had prepared something.

That was reassuring.

(If she was about to say, “S-sorry… I forgot,” that would’ve been… troubling. For multiple reasons.)

Yuzuru let out a quiet breath.

Though it wasn’t guaranteed yet.

There was still a chance she might fail to give it to him at all.

“Oh, right. Here—this is for you, Yuzurun.”

“Here you go, Yuzuru-san.”

“Thanks.”

He accepted the neatly wrapped chocolates from both of them.

Naturally, they were obligation chocolates.

“Triple the return gift, okay?”

“And don’t forget to include labour and our affection.”

“Yeah, yeah. I’ll get you something decent for White Day… though…”

Yuzuru scratched his head.

It was a bit embarrassing to admit, but—

“I’m a bit short on cash right now… can I make up the difference with sincerity?”

“Huh? I heard you make decent money from your part-time job.”

“Did you buy something?”

“Not yet. But I’m planning to… for Arisa.”

At that, both Ayaka and Chiharu widened their eyes.

“…Keep it a secret from her, okay?”

“Of course! My lips are sealed!”

“Well, that explains the lack of funds. A Black Thunder will do for White Day.”

“I’ll at least get you something better than that…”

Even if they were obligation chocolates, returning them with cheap sweets felt wrong.



After wrapping up their conversation, they headed to their classrooms.

When Yuzuru entered his—

The girls were in the middle of exchanging chocolates.

Arisa was among them.

When he looked her way—

Their eyes met.

But only for a moment.

She quickly looked down, flustered.

(…Am I not getting one after all…?)

Feeling slightly deflated, Yuzuru sat down.

…Then noticed something.

“Hm?”

There was something inside his desk.

With a faint sense of anticipation, he pulled it out—

A small, neatly wrapped box.

“…”

At that instant—

He could feel the entire class tense up.

(…Could it be Arisa?)

Pretty bold of her.

He glanced towards her—

(…No, it’s not.)

She looked completely frozen.

Like the world had just ended.

There was no way the sender would look like that.

(No name… huh.)

“…What am I supposed to do with this…”

Yuzuru let out a long sigh.


      
        Chapter 26 - Please Open It

        “Good morning, Takasegawa-kun.”

“Whoa—!”

Just as Yuzuru let out a sigh, someone suddenly spoke to him, making his body jolt in surprise.

“…There’s no need to be that startled.”

“S-sorry… good morning, Nagiri-san.”

The one who called out to him was a tall, slender beauty—

Nagiri Amaka.

“Here. Since you’re always helping me out. It’s just giri, though.”

“Ah, thanks.”

It seemed she had come to give him obligation chocolate.

Yuzuru accepted it gratefully.

“…That one—who’s it from? Not Arisa-san, right?”

Amaka glanced at the neatly wrapped box still sitting on his desk.

From what Ayaka had said, the girls had all made chocolates together—so they would recognise each other’s packaging.

Which meant—

She had instantly realised this wasn’t from any of them.

“No idea. It was in my desk… no name on it.”

There might be something inside the wrapping, but at least outwardly, there was no note or message.

“Chocolate from an unknown sender, huh… If it’s not store-bought, what will you do?”

“…No comment.”

“Yeah, fair enough. Safety first.”

Picking up on his implication, Amaka lightly patted his shoulder in consolation.

“Being popular sounds rough.”

“Not compared to you. I imagine plenty of guys would want chocolate from you.”

Needless to say, Amaka was also extremely beautiful—on par with Arisa, Ayaka, and Chiharu.

(Of course, in Yuzuru’s mind, Arisa was leagues above.)

There were surely many boys hoping for chocolate from her.

…In fact, some of the boys nearby were already casting sharp looks his way.

“…I’m not exactly great at cooking. Honestly, compared to Ayaka-san and the others, mine’s not that impressive.”

“I think what matters isn’t the chocolate itself, but who it’s from—and why.”

In that sense, an anonymous chocolate was rather troublesome.

For now, Yuzuru put both the unknown chocolate and Amaka’s into his bag.

Then he asked—

“Have you given one to Hijiri yet?”

“Eh? …W-why are you bringing up Hijiri-kun?”

“No particular reason.”

At that, Amaka turned her face away with a huff.

“I-it’s almost time for class.”

“Right. Good luck.”

“…There’s nothing to ‘try hard’ about.”

With that, she briskly left the classroom, almost as if fleeing.



Later, during lunch break—

After finishing his meal with Soichiro and the others, Yuzuru returned to the classroom.

At that moment, his phone vibrated.

He checked—

It was a message from Arisa.


Was the lunch tasty?



Yuzuru immediately sensed her intent.

Normally, Arisa didn’t ask for feedback during lunch.

Usually, after eating, Yuzuru would message her himself, and then thank her properly in person the next morning.

So—

This wasn’t about the lunch.

It was just an opening.


It was great as always. Especially the white fish.




That’s good to hear. It’s the first time I’ve put that in a lunchbox… I used herbs—was the smell alright?




Yeah, it didn’t bother me at all.



Normally, that would be the end of it.

But today—

The exchange dragged on.

It was obvious she was trying to keep the conversation going.

And then, after a while—


That chocolate—who is it from?



She finally got to the point.

It was just a simple sentence.

No emojis, no stickers.

And yet—

There was a pressure behind it.

Like she wouldn’t accept any evasion.

“…”

Yuzuru glanced up at her seat.

Arisa was gripping her phone with both hands—

Staring at the screen, expressionless.

…Terrifying.


No idea. There wasn’t a name.



The reply came instantly.


Really?



Why was he being interrogated?

He hadn’t done anything wrong.

And yet, he felt oddly accused.


Really.




Have you opened it?




Not yet.




Please open it.



Just three words.

Yet there was no room for refusal.

Before he could even process it—

Another message came.


Please open it.



The exact same line.

Yuzuru instinctively looked up—

Their eyes met.

Her face was blank.

Completely blank.

Panicking, he typed back—


I’ll go open it in the bathroom now.



Then he shot up from his seat, grabbed his bag, and hurried out towards the toilets.


      
        Chapter 27 - It’s Nothing Special

        (Scary, scary…)

Feeling a slight sense of fear towards Arisa, Yuzuru hurried into the bathroom.

He felt like a husband who’d just been caught cheating by his wife.

Of course, he hadn’t cheated—this wasn’t even his fault.

Taking the box out of his bag, he carefully unwrapped it and looked inside.

(As expected… handmade chocolate.)

It was a heart-shaped, very typical homemade chocolate.

He checked the inside of the box—

No letter, no message.

“Still no sender, huh…”

After confirming there was nothing to identify the giver, Yuzuru looked at his phone.

There were already two messages—

No, three, as another arrived just as he checked.


Did you open it?




What was inside?




Do you know who it’s from?




…What exactly do you plan to do if you find out who gave it to me?



Surely Arisa wouldn’t do anything to the girl.

…At least, he wanted to believe that.

But judging by how strongly she reacted to the idea of a “mystery love chocolate,” he couldn’t be entirely certain.


…Though, this side of her is kind of cute.



That level of jealousy just meant she liked him that much.

And honestly, he understood the feeling.

If Arisa received a love letter from someone, he wouldn’t be able to ignore it either.


I still don’t know who it’s from.



For now, he sent a message to reassure her.

The reply came instantly.


Could you show me a photo?



In other words, Her Highness Arisa wished for visual confirmation.

Yuzuru had nothing to hide, and there was nothing inappropriate inside—

(Though, what kind of gift would even be a problem to show?)

So he simply took a photo and sent it.

After a short while, a reply came.


It’s handmade.



Then another, almost immediately.


I think that’s dangerous.




You shouldn’t eat something if you don’t know who made it.




There’s no guarantee it’s hygienic.



On the surface, she sounded concerned for his safety—

But it was obvious she was telling him not to eat it out of jealousy and possessiveness.

(So she’s like this too…)

No—

This was probably her true self.

A girl with strong jealousy and possessiveness, usually kept in check.


I understand. Don’t worry.



Yuzuru replied.

If it had been store-bought, he would’ve eaten it—wasting food felt wrong.

If he knew the sender and trusted them, he would’ve eaten homemade too.

And if there had been a letter confessing feelings, he would’ve met the girl and given a proper response.

Even if Arisa told him not to.

Because he believed—

You accept what you’re given, and you respond properly.

That was basic courtesy.

But—

Anonymous, homemade chocolate was different.

As Arisa said, there were hygiene concerns.

And more importantly—

He didn’t know what might be inside.

In fact, his parents had strictly told him—

“Never eat something if you don’t know who made it.”

The Takasegawa family, for better or worse, held significant power.

Which meant they had enemies.

Some might hold grudges.

Others might benefit from their downfall.

And if Yuzuru died, the position of heir would open up.

There might be people who wanted that.

…Of course, it wasn’t like his life was constantly in danger.

And no one would likely attempt something so careless.

Still—

It was better to be cautious.

Anonymous food was risky.

So, though he felt bad for whoever made it—

He couldn’t eat it.

Whether Arisa wanted him to or not.


I’ve been told by my parents not to eat things when I don’t know who made them.




I see. That’s a relief.



Arisa seemed reassured.

Yuzuru let out a breath too.

…And once he relaxed, a bit of irritation crept in.

He hadn’t done anything wrong.

So why did he feel like he’d been scolded?

Her jealousy was cute—

But there were limits.


After all, gifts are best given in person.



Feeling a slight urge to push back, Yuzuru sent that message.

Of course, he meant to nudge her about her Valentine’s chocolate.

But—

“…Huh?”

Five minutes passed.

No reply.

She’d read it—

And ignored him.

(…Did I make her angry?)

Anxiety crept in.

The rest of lunch passed in a haze.

No reply.

No chocolate.

Before he knew it, homeroom had ended.

(…No way I go the whole day without getting anything.)

He’d been certain Arisa would give him something.

Not getting it stung.

And more importantly—

No chocolate meant no natural way to return the favour on White Day.

Which meant reworking his entire plan.

“…Well, it can’t be helped.”

After homeroom, Yuzuru stood and muttered to himself.

No use staying down.

Even if he didn’t get it at school, he might later.

It was too early to give up.

At the very least, he knew she had prepared something.

Worst case—

He could just ask her for it himself.

Thinking that, he picked up his bag and moved to leave—

“Yuzuru-san!!!”

A clear, beautiful voice called out.

Turning around—

There she was.

The girl he loved.

Yukishiro Arisa.

She stood there, clutching something to her chest, head lowered.

“…Arisa?”

When he called out to her, she slowly raised her face.

It was bright red.

“Here… please take this. It’s nothing special, but—please accept it!!”

In one motion, she thrust the small, neatly wrapped package she’d been holding into his hands.

“Th-then… goodbye!!”

Before he could even thank her, she turned and ran.

Her figure quickly grew distant—

And vanished from sight.

“…Well, this is awkward.”

Now under the full attention of the class—

Yuzuru scratched his cheek, his own face burning red.


      
        Chapter 28 - “Fiancée” and “Lovers”

        About two weeks had passed since Valentine’s Day—early morning.

“Good morning, Yuzuru-san.”

“Morning, Arisa.”

As usual, Arisa came to Yuzuru’s flat.

She handed him his lunch, and he returned the empty box.

Then Yuzuru shared his thoughts on her cooking, and Arisa smiled happily.

And then—

“Well then… shall we go?”

“Yeah.”

The two of them left the building together and headed for school.



“…It’s almost spring, isn’t it? Though it’s still cold.”

“Yeah. Lately it feels like spring and autumn barely exist—just summer and winter.”

“At this rate, it’s not four seasons, but two.”

Chatting about such trivial things,

Yuzuru and Arisa walked side by side.

For some time now, they had started going to school together.

Before, they had avoided it—since mornings meant more eyes from other students.

But since Valentine’s Day, things had changed.

Within the school, they were now seen as a couple.

Which, honestly, wasn’t surprising.

After all—

In the classroom, Arisa had boldly handed over what was unmistakably a honmei chocolate  A chocolate given to someone you romantically like,

With an expression that practically said, “I like you”,

Then fled as if thinking, “I just confessed—how embarrassing!”

Anyone watching would naturally assume—

That Yukishiro Arisa had confessed to Takasegawa Yuzuru.

And leading up to that, the two of them had already built a foundation—

Eating lunch together with Ayaka and the others,

Spending time together,

Showing they were close.

So there was every reason to believe Yuzuru would accept her feelings.

And since their distance hadn’t changed afterwards—

No one thought she’d been rejected.

Which meant—

He had accepted her.

That was the natural conclusion.

On top of that, some students had already seen them walking home together before.

Rumours that they were “a thing” had already existed.

In other words—

The groundwork for them being seen as a couple was already there.

…Though, in truth, that groundwork had been quietly built by the two of them.

At this point, their closeness was common knowledge.

So—

There was no longer any need to avoid walking to school together.

And so, naturally, they began going together.



“…It really is cold.”

Saying that, Arisa blew warm breath into her pale hands.

…If Yuzuru remembered correctly, she did own gloves.

Yet for some reason, she wasn’t wearing them today.

With slightly flushed cheeks and moist eyes, she glanced at him.

Silently, Yuzuru removed one of his gloves.

“…Yuzuru-san?”

She tilted her head, as if to say, “Why did you take it off?”

…Yuzuru felt like teasing her a little.

“Here, you can have one.”

“…Thank you.”

That’s not what I wanted…

Yuzuru-san, you’re so dense…

That was the kind of expression she made as she accepted the glove.

She put it on the hand farther from him—

Then, very deliberately, blew on her other hand.

Shivering a little.

Very deliberately.

Holding back a laugh—barely managing a smile instead—

Yuzuru extended his bare hand.

“I’m cold too. So… could you make do with this hand?”

He opened his hand towards her.

Arisa’s emerald eyes widened.

She looked up at him, her face blooming like a flower—

And without hesitation, she took his hand.

Her hand was cold.

Yuzuru gently squeezed it.

Arisa’s face turned bright red, all the way to her ears, as she looked down.

“Th-thank you. Actually… I forgot my gloves. Sorry for the trouble.”

She spoke quickly, sneaking glances at him.

Like a pet trying to get attention—

Pretending, just a little.

It was so transparent.

And yet, she probably thought she was doing it well.

That part of her—

“Is adorable.”

“Eh? W-what are you saying all of a sudden!?”

Her voice jumped.

Apparently, he’d said it out loud.

“…Sorry.”

“…Are you teasing me?”

“Honestly, you’re awful!”

She turned away with a huff.

Putting on a show of being upset—

Yet making no attempt to let go of his hand.

Which made it obvious—

It was all an act.

(…We don’t need a ‘confession’ anymore.)

They were already lovers.

Of course, neither had clearly said “I like you.”

When she gave him the chocolate, Arisa hadn’t said “I love you” or “I like you.”

So Yuzuru had only commented on the taste—

He hadn’t given any kind of “answer.”

After all, she hadn’t asked.

But they didn’t need to ask.

They didn’t need to say it.

Their feelings were already conveyed—

Through the warmth of their hands.

Yuzuru already thought of Arisa as his girlfriend.

Even without saying it outright,

He showed it through his actions.

And Arisa did the same.

So—

A “confession” wasn’t necessary.

If anything, it might even be crude.

Of course…

Saying “I love you” or “I like you” still mattered.

But at least—

There was no need to formally say, “Let’s be a couple.”

However—

A proposal was different.



“…?”

Noticing Yuzuru had gone quiet, Arisa looked uneasy.

Forgetting her act, she kept glancing at him.

Maybe she thought she’d upset him.

But in reality—

Yuzuru had seen through her from the start.

He found it endearing, not irritating.

Her worry was unnecessary.

When Yuzuru stopped walking,

Her expression grew even more anxious.

“U-um, Yuzuru-sa—”

“It’s almost White Day.”

He cut her off.

“Y-yes!”

For some reason, she straightened her posture.

Clearly nervous.

Though—

Yuzuru’s own heart was pounding just as hard.

“I want to give you something in return for Valentine’s.”

“Yes.”

“So… after school, would you like to go on a date? There’s a restaurant with a great night view.”

At his words, Arisa gave a small nod.

“Yes… that would be fine. Um… how much does it cost?”

“I’ll cover it. Don’t worry about it.”

“Eh? N-no, but…”

“Just for that day.”

He cut her off firmly.

And gently tightened his grip on her hand.

“Will you let me show off a little?”

Silence fell between them.

His heart pounded loudly.

“…Yes.”

Arisa nodded softly.


      
        Chapter 29 - White Day

        White Day—at last.

After school, Yuzuru and Arisa returned home once to get ready, then agreed to meet later.

Arriving early, Yuzuru waited at the meeting spot, nervously checking his watch again and again.

(…I’ve been building up to this. As long as I don’t mess up badly, it should be fine.)

Repeating that to himself—

His phone rang.

He checked the message.


I’m behind you.



Turning around—

“Yuzuru-san, thank you for today.”

A breathtakingly beautiful girl stood there.

Her lightly made-up skin was a soft milky white, her lips glossy and elegant.

Her amber hair was styled in a mature chignon.

Her blue dress had lace sleeves, faintly revealing her pale skin.

A pearl necklace at her chest accentuated her beauty.

Arisa lowered her emerald eyes shyly and spoke.

“U-um… Yuzuru-san?”

“…Ah, sorry. You looked so beautiful, I got lost staring.”

She truly was stunning.

He could feel the gazes of those around them drawn to her.

A sense of pride swelled in him—

That she was his.

“Thank you. I don’t usually get to wear something like this… so I’m glad.”

She smiled softly.

Then, with a faint blush, looked up at him.

“Yuzuru-san, you look very nice too… it feels fresh. The tie.”

The restaurant they were going to didn’t strictly require formal wear—

But Yuzuru had put on a tie to show his seriousness.

Since their school uniform didn’t include one, this was Arisa’s first time seeing him like this.

“You look… very grown-up. And handsome.”

“Thanks.”

He felt a little embarrassed.

But today—

Was important.

He couldn’t afford to get carried away.

“Shall we go, Arisa?”

He extended his hand.

She nodded softly and placed her hand in his.

“Yes.”



The restaurant Yuzuru had reserved was a French restaurant inside a well-known hotel.

They were guided to a private room.

“Wow… it’s beautiful.”

Arisa gazed out the window, her voice filled with wonder.

The city lights sparkled like jewels in the night.

Relieved that she liked it, Yuzuru let out a quiet breath.

“…Um, Yuzuru-san.”

“What is it?”

But her expression soon turned uneasy.

“This place… isn’t it quite expensive?”

“No, not really.”

At least, by Takasegawa standards, it was on the cheaper side.

…Though for Yuzuru’s part-time earnings, it was definitely a splurge.

“Think of it as my White Day gift. You always make me lunch and take care of me.”

“…Alright.”

Realising that worrying too much might be rude, Arisa nodded.

Just then, a waiter approached to take their drink order.

“What would you like, Arisa?”

“Um… I’m not sure…”

“I see.”

After a moment’s thought, Yuzuru spoke.

“I’ll have something that pairs well with the meal… ah, non-alcoholic, please.”

He almost ordered alcohol out of habit, then corrected himself.

“Cocktails can be non-alcoholic too?”

“Yeah. Basically, they’re just juice.”

Truthfully, Yuzuru wasn’t all that knowledgeable either.

Even if he was more used to places like this than Arisa, he was still just sixteen.

Better to leave it to the professionals.



Soon, the dishes arrived.

They began with amuse-bouche.

“Well then, Arisa.”

“…Yes.”

They raised their glasses and lightly clinked them.

Then, as they admired the view, they enjoyed the meal.

Not quite the absolute finest—

But still undeniably high-end.

“It’s… really delicious.”

Arisa smiled, her expression softening completely.

Relaxed, content—

Adorable.

“I’ve never been here before, but yeah… it’s great. Just like the reviews said. Or maybe…”

“…Maybe?”

“Maybe it just tastes better because I’m with you.”

At that, Arisa smiled happily.

“You’re quite smooth.”

Though Yuzuru hadn’t meant it as flattery.



They continued chatting as they ate.

Eventually, dessert was served—

Followed by coffee.

“But still… professionals really are amazing.”

Arisa murmured as she sipped her coffee.

Compared to casual places, her cooking might win—

But against high-end French cuisine, it was another level.

“Yeah. But… I still prefer your cooking.”

“Oh, now you’re just flattering me…”

“No, I mean it. You couldn’t eat this kind of food every day anyway—it’d be too heavy.”

Fancy food was best enjoyed occasionally.

Home cooking had its own charm.

“…That’s true.”

Arisa smiled.

“Then… I’ll keep doing my best.”

“…Yeah. I’m counting on you.”



Yuzuru took a deep breath.

Straightened his back.

And looked at her.

Sensing his sudden seriousness, Arisa tilted her head.

“Yuzuru-san?”

“…Arisa. I want to talk about something important. Is that alright?”

Her expression stiffened.

She straightened her posture nervously.

“Y-yes… what is it?”

“You and I… we’re ‘engaged,’ right? A fake one.”

“…Yes. You’ve helped me a lot.”

She nodded, tension visible in her face.

…Dragging this out would only make her more anxious.

Yuzuru made up his mind.

He stood up.

Walked over to her.

“U-um…”

“Arisa. I want to end… this false engagement we’ve had.”

Her eyes widened.

Then—

Yuzuru knelt on one knee.

And took out a small box from his pocket.

A red box.

He opened it quietly in front of her.

“And instead… I want us to be properly engaged. For real.”

Looking straight into her stunned, jewel-like eyes—

Yuzuru declared it.


      
        Chapter 30 - Fiancée

        That moment—

To Yuzuru, it felt like eternity.

Silence took hold of the room.

It was as though time itself had stopped.

Only the sound of their heartbeats marked its passage.

“…Yes.”

A small voice broke the stillness.

Arisa moved her lips and gave Yuzuru a clear answer to his feelings.

“With pleasure!”

The instant she said it, Arisa collapsed from her chair and threw herself into Yuzuru’s arms.

Startled, he hurried to catch her.

His “fiancée”—no, his fiancée’s body was soft, and warm.

“You’re late… Yuzuru-san.”

“I’m sorry. …I wanted to make you happy. Can you forgive me?”

“Yes. …I’ll forgive you. It really was the best proposal.”

Saying that, Arisa pulled back slightly and showed him her face.

Tears shimmered in her jade-coloured eyes.

“Yuzuru-san, I love you.”

“I know. …I love you, Arisa.”

“Yes. I know… I love you too.”

For the first time,

they put their feelings into words and confirmed them.

Then they embraced again.

So they could feel each other’s warmth and softness more deeply.

As if to reassure themselves of their feelings, their affection, their love.

As if binding each other, never to let go.

They pulled each other close, tightly, tightly, with both arms.

It was a moment as sweet and melting as sugar water.

They wanted to remain immersed in that sweetness forever.

If possible, in a world of just the two of them… forever.

…But that wasn’t possible.

“Arisa, can you stand?”

“…Yes.”

Yuzuru stood first and gently took his fiancée’s hand.

Arisa accepted the hand offered by her fiancé and slowly rose.

Their faces were flushed, as if intoxicated by heat.

“Um, Yuzuru-san… could I ask you something?”

Saying that, Arisa held out her left hand.

Yuzuru took it.

And onto her pale, slender, beautiful ring finger… he slipped the ring.

“…Let’s get married, Arisa. I’ll make you happy. I swear it.”

Once more, Yuzuru said it to her.

Arisa smiled brightly and nodded.

“Yes! I’m in your care!!”

Arisa accepted Yuzuru’s feelings.



On the way home.

As usual, Yuzuru walked Arisa back to her house.

The only difference from before was that their relationship had changed from fake “fiancés” to real ones.

“I had a feeling something might happen… but I never imagined you’d propose.”

With a light, almost bouncing step, Arisa spoke cheerfully.

Her excitement hadn’t faded yet—her pale skin was still faintly flushed.

“I’m just glad you’re happy. …You said before, didn’t you? That you wanted a romantic confession… I did my best, but what did you think?”

“It was perfect.”

Arisa clasped her hands behind her back and turned to him as she spoke.

Her smile was in full bloom.

(…Ah. This is what I wanted to see.)

It had been worth the effort.

Yuzuru felt his expression soften naturally.

“…By the way, Yuzuru-san.”

“What is it, Arisa?”

“How much did you spend?”

With a serious look,

Arisa leaned in, peering up at his face as she asked.

Yuzuru noticed the subtle shift in her tone.

“Huh? No, it’s not something you need to worry about—”

“I’m your fiancée, you know?”

She stepped closer as she said it.

“I have the right to know what you spent, and how much. Especially… if it concerns me. Don’t you think?”

“…You’re right.”

Scratching his cheek,

Yuzuru told her the price.

“Uh—about — ten thousand yen?”

“…”

“No, don’t worry. I paid for it properly with my part-time job—”

“Yuzuru-san…”

Bonk.

Arisa lightly tapped him on the head.

She looked exasperated.

“That’s not the kind of money a high schooler should be spending… what were you thinking?”

“Well, engagement rings were more expensive than I expected…”

“I mean… I really am happy, that’s true, but there were other options. Like roses… you didn’t have to buy a diamond engagement ring…”

Still exasperated, Arisa said this.

Yuzuru tried to justify himself.

“Well, you said before… something about the five great jewellers, didn’t you?”

“Y-you took that seriously? I mean… I’m happy you remembered, but…”

Fiddling with her hair, Arisa spoke bashfully.

She seemed embarrassed about her rather worldly fondness for luxury brands.

“More importantly… was that really enough for — ten thousand yen?”

“Well, if you go for a cheaper one… though I think the quality’s still good.”

“I can tell just by looking. …Thank you, truly.”

Smiling, Arisa looked at the ring on her finger.

Her lips loosened slightly—frankly, she was grinning.

At the end of the day, she was clearly delighted to receive a branded item.

“But, Yuzuru-san.”

However, Arisa quickly composed herself.

Hands on her hips, she leaned in with an unmistakably stern expression.

“Please don’t overdo it anymore, alright?”

“If it’s for you—”

“I appreciate the sentiment, but if I allow that, you’ll go overboard!”

Indeed, when it came to Arisa, he hadn’t hesitated at all to spend hundreds of thousands of yen.

If anything, it had felt cheap.

“I’m happy about your feelings, but… money is finite. And more importantly… I feel like I’d end up spoiling myself…”

“Well, that’s true. If you asked me for something, I wouldn’t be able to refuse.”

“That’s exactly it! Please refuse!! …You might think I’m sensible, or the frugal type, but if I let my guard down, I’m definitely the kind who loosens the purse strings…”

Looking down shyly, Arisa admitted it.

That said, Yuzuru did think of her as sensible—but not particularly frugal.

Because…

“Well, you do like brands and expensive things.”

“Ugh… p-please don’t say it so bluntly…”

“It’s nothing to be embarrassed about. My little sister and my mother love brand goods too.”

The Takasegawa family—what people would call “wealthy”—were, accordingly, spendthrifts.

They didn’t spend much on things that didn’t interest them, but when it came to what they liked, they didn’t even look at the price tags—at least, that was true for his sister and mother.

Even his father, who complained about their spending, bought foreign cars he barely drove.

Yuzuru himself thought a simple wagon was enough—yet he still asked for a proper watch on his birthday.

Their four dogs were also quite the money sink.

His childhood friends Ayaka and Chiharu also spent heavily on clothes and accessories.

So, to Yuzuru, Arisa’s love of brands was actually rather “cute”.

If anything, it felt like a natural desire.

“P-please don’t… Honestly, that’s my one concern about married life with you. Having money available whenever I want to spend it is genuinely dangerous.”

“…Well, if you say so. Though even at the earliest, marriage would be after we graduate high school… it’s still a while away.”

Getting married while still in high school wouldn’t look good socially.

By common standards, it would be after graduation—possibly even after university.

“That’s true. …I got a bit ahead of myself.”

Arisa laughed shyly.

Yuzuru smiled too.

Hand in hand, they walked down the night road.

If only this time together could last forever.

They both thought so—yet with every step forward, the moment of parting drew closer.

“Yuzuru-san. About our engagement… may I tell my adoptive father?”

In front of her house,

Arisa asked him that.

Yuzuru nodded firmly.

“Of course. Tell him that I truly love you, and that I want to marry you… I’ll tell my father as well.”

Until now, officially, they had been treated as provisional fiancés.

But Yuzuru intended to have their relationship elevated to a formal engagement.

That would mean introducing Arisa to the Takasegawa family’s relatives and business associates more actively…

And whenever Yuzuru appeared in public, Arisa would be invited as his partner.

In both name and reality, they would become fiancés.

“Understood. Then, Yuzuru-san… see you tomorrow. At school.”

“Yeah. See you.”

Finally, as if reluctant to part, they embraced once more.

They etched each other’s warmth and feelings firmly into themselves.

Just because they had become engaged didn’t mean their relationship would change dramatically.

All that had changed was that their fake “engagement” had become real.

Most likely, their days would continue much the same.

Even so—

their relationship had taken a great step forward.


      
        Chapter 31 - Those Who Sleep on Their Rights Are Not Worth Protecting

        “I’m home.”

Still slightly giddy after parting with Yuzuru, Arisa opened the door and stepped inside.

Not long ago, coming home had felt somewhat depressing…

But now, it wasn’t so bad.

The violence from her adoptive mother had stopped, and the number of barbed remarks had decreased.

Most likely, she feared upsetting Yuzuru—or more precisely, the Takasegawa family.

Her adoptive mother didn’t like Arisa’s engagement to Yuzuru, but rationally understood that it was necessary for her husband’s work.

Which meant, if there was anything unpleasant for Arisa now…

“Welcome back, Arisa!”

“…Yes.”

The man who rushed over first in response to her return—

was Amagi Hiroto.

At the moment, he was back home because his university was on spring break.

“Did he do anything to you?”

What exactly was he misunderstanding?

This cousin of hers seemed convinced that Arisa disliked Yuzuru and didn’t want to marry him.

…It was true that Arisa hadn’t wanted marriage—an arranged one, at least.

She wouldn’t deny that.

But that was in the past. Now, she held strong feelings for Yuzuru and genuinely wanted to marry him.

So his concern was completely off the mark.

Even so… no matter how many times she explained it, he refused to listen.

So Arisa had already given up.

“It was just… a normal meal.”

Did he do anything?

Well—he had.

He proposed.

Suppressing the smile threatening to creep onto her lips, Arisa replied coldly.

There was no point telling Hiroto about Yuzuru’s proposal.

The person she truly needed to tell was her adoptive father, Amagi Naoki.

(I wonder if he’s home today…)

Thinking that, Arisa slipped off her shoes and stepped inside.

And then—

“You’re back, Arisa.”

“Yes… I’m home.”

Naoki was there to greet her.

As Arisa found that unusual—

“…Arisa. I have something to discuss with you.”

A bad feeling crept over her.

It was the same feeling she’d had when Naoki once asked her, “Would you be interested in an arranged meeting?”

“…Yes. I understand.”

But she couldn’t refuse.

Arisa gave a small nod.

In the living room, her adoptive mother and her cousin Mei were already seated.

The two of them sat around the table, drinking tea.

It seemed this discussion would involve them as well.

(What is this about… everyone’s here…?)

An indescribable unease gripped Arisa.

She clenched the ring on her left ring finger tightly.

“Now that Arisa is here, let’s get to the point… It’s about your engagement to Yuzuru-kun.”

Her heart jolted.

She felt cold sweat trickle down her back.

“Arisa.”

At the sound of her name, Arisa straightened her posture.

“…Yes. What is it?”

“As I’ve said before… I have no intention of forcing you into marriage. So if you don’t want this, we can annul the engagement.”

Why—

why bring that up now?

One unpleasant thought after another flooded Arisa’s mind.

Could it be… that Naoki had changed his stance and now opposed her marriage to Yuzuru?

That, as his adopted daughter, she was no longer his choice—and he now wanted his real daughter, Mei, to marry him instead?

“…I don’t dislike it. And if we annul it… wouldn’t that cause trouble for Yuzuru-san and the Takasegawa family? And for you as well, Naoki-san…”

“It wouldn’t be ideal, but we can still manage. It’s not a formal engagement yet—only a provisional one. And…”

Naoki turned his gaze to his daughter—Mei, Arisa’s cousin.

The sixth-year primary school girl gave a small nod.

“If Arisa-san finds it difficult, then I can take her place.”

Mei said it plainly.

And as if agreeing with her, Amagi Emi—Arisa’s adoptive mother—clapped her hands with a faintly pleased expression.

“From the Takasegawa family’s perspective as well, Mei would be more convenient than an adopted daughter like Arisa.”

She looked straight at Arisa as she said it.

The hostility in her gaze made Arisa flinch.

“Arisa. If you don’t want it, you can say so,”

Hiroto said in a gentle, coaxing tone.

But Arisa couldn’t hear him.

(W-what is this… what’s going on?)

From the peak of happiness—

to the depths of despair.

That was how it felt, like being thrown straight down.

She couldn’t make sense of the situation at all.

The only thing she understood… was that at this rate, she wouldn’t be able to marry Yuzuru.

“…N-no, really, it’s fine. And besides… annulling an engagement that’s lasted a year would cause trouble. A-and more importantly, it wouldn’t be right for Mei-chan to take my place…”

Desperately, Arisa searched for reasons why their engagement shouldn’t be annulled.

She insisted that Mei shouldn’t be made to sacrifice herself.

But—

“I don’t mind.”

Mei said it clearly.

Arisa fell silent.

If Mei herself didn’t mind, then there was little reason it had to be Arisa who married Yuzuru.

“I’ve only seen him in photos, but Takasegawa-san seems very handsome. And… I hear he’s wealthy, so I have no complaints. Of course, if Arisa-san likes him and truly wants to marry him, that’s a different matter. I have no intention of taking the person you love.”

Mei cast a glance at Arisa as she spoke.

Do you like him or not? Do you want to marry him or not?

Make it clear already.

That was the message.

“B-but… Yuzuru-san seems to like me. So… I don’t think anyone else can take my place!”

It was Yuzuru Takasegawa who had chosen her.

He was completely devoted to her—he wanted to marry her.

Arisa clung to her strongest advantage.

That Mei couldn’t replace her.

But—

“That’s a ridiculous reason!”

The one who raised his voice was Hiroto.

“Just because he—Yuzuru-kun—likes you doesn’t mean you have to go along with it or marry him! …It’s not like it has to be Arisa, right, Father?”

Naoki nodded at Hiroto’s question.

“That’s right. …At the very least, from the Takasegawa family’s perspective, there’s no reason it has to be Arisa. I feel sorry for Yuzuru-kun, of course, but if Arisa says she doesn’t want this, we can’t force her. …At the very least, I have no intention of making her do something against her will. I’m sure they’ll understand… and I intend to persuade them to.”

Bit by bit—

like pieces in a checkmate puzzle—

Arisa felt her escape routes, her future happiness with Yuzuru, being sealed off.

“I… I…”

She had to say something.

If she didn’t, Yuzuru would truly be taken from her by her cousin.

Her face turned pale, her body trembling as she tried to speak—

“Arisa, don’t worry. It’s alright… no one is going to force you into marriage. Just be honest.”

Hiroto cut her off.

Not knowing what to do, Arisa lowered her gaze in silence.

“…Then we’ll proceed on that basis. Understood?”

As if confirming it, Naoki asked her.

Her mind had gone blank—she couldn’t answer.

“Then that settles it.”

With that, Naoki stood.

That was the signal—

Emi rose with a satisfied look, Hiroto with visible relief, and Mei… with an exasperated expression.

Only Arisa remained seated, head lowered—

“……I don’t want this…”

Somehow, she forced the words out.

Naoki, who had been about to leave, stopped in his tracks.


      
        Chapter 32 - Heaven Helps Those Who Help Themselves

        “……I don’t want this…”

The moment she forced those words out, every gaze in the room pierced into Arisa.

She instinctively shrank back, fear tightening her chest—

—but then—

(Yuzuru-san…!)

She clenched the engagement ring tightly.

A tangible proof of his love, right there in her hand.

“You don’t want it… right, Arisa? Marriage is—”

“That’s not what I meant.”

Arisa cut Hiroto off.

Then, in a clear, unwavering voice, she declared—

“I don’t want to annul my engagement with Yuzuru-san!!”

Each person reacted differently.

Emi’s face twisted with irritation, Mei gave a faint smile, Naoki’s eyes widened in surprise, and Hiroto—

“A-Arisa? What are you saying…? You don’t have to force yourself—”

“Be quiet! …Anyone not involved should stay out of this.”

“N-not involved—”

Ignoring Hiroto, who reeled from her sharp words, Arisa turned to face Naoki.

Tears filled her jade-coloured eyes as she spoke firmly.

“I want to marry Yuzuru-san. …Even if you say no, I will still marry him, no matter what!!”

Suppressing her fear, she laid her feelings bare.

Speaking up to Naoki terrified her.

But even more terrifying… was being torn away from Yuzuru.

“This child… even now, she’s still being selfish!”

Voice trembling with anger, Emi stepped towards Arisa.

Arisa—teary-eyed—glared straight back at her.

Caught off guard by that unexpected defiance, Emi stopped in her tracks.

The Arisa she knew would have lowered her head and silently endured it.

“W-what is with that look…?”

“Enough.”

As if snapping back to his senses, Naoki quickly intervened.

He grabbed Emi’s arm firmly and shot her a sharp glare.

“How many times have I told you not to take it out on Arisa? Do you not understand?”

“…No, I’m sorry.”

“Say that to Arisa.”

Emi’s expression twisted with displeasure.

But unable to defy her husband, she turned to Arisa.

“…I lost my temper. I’m sorry.”

“…It’s fine.”

Arisa brushed off the utterly insincere apology.

She didn’t have time to deal with her right now.

“Naoki-san… I love Yuzuru-san. I truly do. I want to marry him, from the bottom of my heart.”

Saying that, Arisa raised her left hand.

The engagement ring gleamed on her finger.

Naoki’s eyes widened again in shock.

Not just him—

Emi covered her mouth.

And Hiroto… stood frozen, as if turned to stone.

“Yuzuru-san gave this to me today. He formally proposed, asking to make our engagement real. I… accepted.”

Arisa’s cheeks flushed slightly.

A smile threatened to break across her face—but this wasn’t the time to get carried away.

“It’s true… I didn’t want the arranged meeting. That much is true. I couldn’t refuse, so I went along with it reluctantly. My engagement to Yuzuru-san started the same way. But that’s not how it is now. As I spent time with him… I grew drawn to him. I fell in love. I want to marry Yuzuru-san. …Please. I’m asking you. Allow our marriage.”

With that, Arisa bowed her head deeply.

Naoki said nothing.

What if he refused?

What if he got angry?

An indescribable anxiety gripped her.

Her heart pounded so hard it felt like it might burst.

“…It’s been a while.”

Arisa slowly raised her head.

Naoki’s expression… was far gentler than she had expected.

He even looked—somewhat pleased.

“Um… what do you mean…?”

“No, forgive me. …I was just surprised. It’s been a while since you’ve spoken your mind so clearly.”

After saying that, Naoki slowly bent forward.

At first, Arisa didn’t understand what he was doing.

But then she realised—

Naoki was bowing to her.

“I’m sorry. I didn’t realise I was forcing you into that arrangement.”

“W-what!? Um—p-please stop… p-please raise your head!”

Arisa was utterly flustered by this completely uncharacteristic behaviour.

To her, Naoki had always been an authoritative figure—the absolute head of the household, for better or worse.

“We should have talked more. I was a fool. Please forgive me.”

“O-okay… I forgive you, so…”

“Please, raise your head,” she urged.

Slowly, Naoki straightened.

“I have no desire to force you into marriage. With that in mind, let me ask you again… do you truly wish to marry Yuzuru-kun?”

“Yes.”

Arisa answered without hesitation.

She met his gaze head-on.

“…I see.”

Naoki nodded quietly.

“Very well. Then… as your father, I will support your love.”

At those words, Arisa’s cheeks flushed, and she instinctively looked away.

Only now did she feel embarrassed for declaring her love for Yuzuru so openly.

“L-love…?”

“Hm? …Is it not?”

“I-it is!”

Face burning red, she shouted back at him.

Then, once more, she clearly stated her will.

“Please inform the Takasegawa family—and Takasegawa-san—that I want to formally proceed with my engagement to Yuzuru-san.”

Naoki gave a firm nod.

And so—

Arisa and Yuzuru’s engagement was officially recognised by the Amagi family.

“Huh. So you are lovey-dovey after all, Arisa-san. Honestly, you could’ve just said so from the start. …Wishing you both a long, explosive future together.”

“S-stop it, Mei-chan! Don’t tease me!”


      
        Chapter 33 - Father and Son

        Spring break.

Yuzuru had returned to his family home.

Dressed in Japanese loungewear in place of pyjamas, he walked along the engawa—

“Moon-viewing drink, Father?”

“Indeed. The moon is particularly beautiful tonight.”

Holding up his glass as he replied was Yuzuru’s father,

Takasegawa Kazuya.

Inside the glass, clear ice clinked against amber liquor.

Though he was of mixed heritage, the sight of him in traditional clothing, seated on the engawa with a drink in hand…

suited him strangely well.

“If it’s moon-viewing sake, shouldn’t it be nihonshu?”  Nihonshu means Japanese sake.

Yuzuru sat down beside him as he said that.

Kazuya replied with a slightly sulky tone.

“Come on, I prefer this.”

He poured a drink into another prepared glass

and handed it to Yuzuru.

“You prefer this too, don’t you? …If I recall, you like it neat.”

“Offering alcohol to your son who’s about to become a second-year in high school… you’re a terrible father.”

Yuzuru said it half-jokingly—

and took a sip.

Then he picked up his chopsticks and sampled the simmered dish in front of him.

After chewing and swallowing a piece of taro, he gave a wry smile.

“Simmered vegetables as a whisky snack, huh.”

“I was told to finish the leftovers if I was going to drink…”

“Haha…”

He could easily picture his mother pushing the leftovers onto his father.

It wasn’t that Kazuya was dominated by his wife, Ayu—

if anything, she respected him.

But in moments like this, he seemed unable to argue.

“I hear you gave Arisa-san an engagement ring. Amagi-san told me.”

Kazuya smiled faintly.

“And quite a fine one, at that. …It must have been hard on you?”

“Well… if I was going to give her an engagement ring, I thought it should be something proper.”

“Hmm. Well… what matters most is the sentiment, but the quality and effort of a gift are also indicators of that sentiment.”

Kazuya narrowed his eyes slightly.

Then he asked—

“Just to confirm… you do understand that, as the Takasegawa family, we’ll be purchasing a proper engagement ring, don’t you?”

“Of course. Arisa would want to choose one herself too. That one… I meant it as a proposal ring.”

Kazuya nodded, satisfied.

“As long as you understand. …After all, it wouldn’t reflect well if the heir to the Takasegawa family gave his fiancée an off-the-shelf item—even if it’s from a famous brand.”

The ring Yuzuru had given Arisa was by no means cheap.

In fact, for a high school student to buy it with part-time wages, it was absurdly expensive.

But for the “Takasegawa family”—

it was considered inexpensive.

“That kind of thinking is… how should I put it…”

“Dissatisfying?”

“Not exactly… but it’s not like expensive automatically means better.”

At that, Kazuya began speaking in a gently instructive tone.

“When it comes to something as important as an engagement ring for your most important partner—”

“A man who gives a cheap ring—would people really believe he’d fund them? Invest in them? They’d think the future heir is unbearably stingy. That’s the issue, right? I understand.”

Cutting him off, Yuzuru spoke first.

Kazuya’s lips curled upward, pleased.

“You understand well. When the money dries up, so do relationships. No one follows or helps someone who brings no tangible benefit.”

“Are there not relationships in this world that can’t be bought with money?”

Half in jest, half in defiance, Yuzuru said that.

Kazuya shrugged theatrically.

“I’m surprised. Do you intend to build deep love and friendship with politicians, investors, media figures, and bureaucrats? Well, I won’t stop you.”

“N-no… with those people, a purely financial relationship is fine.”

Yuzuru laughed awkwardly.

Kazuya, in high spirits, slapped his back.

“That’s for the best. Precisely because love and friendship aren’t severed by money, they’re valuable—and reliable when it matters. Treasure them.”

“I will, whether you say it or not.”

Yuzuru replied shortly and took another sip.

As the whisky rolled across his tongue…

Arisa came to mind.

“Speaking of the most important person—that would be Arisa.”

“That’s sudden. Feeling sentimental?”

“How much did you know?”

Lowering his tone slightly, Yuzuru asked.

Kazuya’s smile remained—but his eyes turned sharp.

“What do you mean, ‘how much’?”

“About Arisa’s home situation.”

For a moment—

the air grew taut.

“Her home life isn’t good. She’s being abused by her aunt.”

“…I see. And that’s true?”

“Don’t play dumb. There’s no way something I can figure out would escape you.”

Yuzuru replied coolly.

“She’s the one chosen for the heir to the Takasegawa family. Of course you investigated everything thoroughly beforehand. With Ryouzenji, it would be easy.”

There couldn’t be any “problems” with the future wife of the heir.

Height, weight, measurements, medical history, education, personality, beliefs, religion, past, relationships—

everything would have been investigated.

There was no way Kazuya—or his grandfather Sougen—had missed something even Yuzuru could notice.

“You knew… and said nothing. Did nothing.”

Yuzuru’s tone carried accusation.

Kazuya responded plainly—

“I assumed you’d figure it out without being told.”

He admitted it without hesitation, then gave a faint smile.

“Even without an investigation, it was obvious from her expression and behaviour. That she disliked the marriage. That she feared her guardians. It was clear at a glance… it would be stranger not to notice.”

Even Yuzuru, with his limited life experience, had seen it.

There was no way Kazuya hadn’t.

“You always told me to communicate properly.”

“Well, yes. …But I thought it might hurt you. We brought you a girl close to your preferences—even if not perfect—and to hear that she didn’t want to marry you…”

It was a parent’s concern, perhaps.

But still—wasn’t her abusive environment something that should have been shared?

Just as Yuzuru was about to press the point—

“Besides, I didn’t consider it particularly important.”

Kazuya said it casually, without guilt.

“What matters is that she’s Amagi’s daughter. …No, in truth, we don’t even need to insist on that. It’s not as though our dealings would collapse without this marriage.”

Kazuya personally liked Arisa.

As a person—and as his son’s fiancée.

But the value he saw in her lay in her connection to Amagi Naoki—

and in how closely she matched his son’s unreasonable demands.

“Not important… huh.”

“Of course, it would be a problem if Amagi-san himself disliked her or didn’t care about her. …At the very start of negotiations, when he suggested the daughter closer in age to my son, I thought he was underestimating us. As if he intended to push the ‘unwanted one’ onto us.”

From Kazuya’s perspective, Mei—the biological daughter—would have been more advantageous than Arisa, who wasn’t blood-related.

That was why he had initially requested Mei.

…Though Yuzuru’s specific preference had led to Arisa instead.

“But, astonishingly… he seems to believe he loves both equally. In a way, he’s rather clumsy. Still, it works in our favour. If it’s a one-sided ‘affection’ from Amagi towards Arisa… then we hold the advantage.”

Arisa was both a bridge—and a chain—between the families.

In such political marriages, both sides were usually bound.

But if Amagi cared deeply for Arisa—

while she held little attachment to him—

then it was highly advantageous for the Takasegawa family.

Because it reduced the chance of her acting in Amagi’s interest.

“Well, that’s my honest confession. So… are you angry?”

In response—

Yuzuru gave a slow nod.

“Is there anyone who wouldn’t be angry when someone they care about is treated like a tool? Even if it’s their own father.”

“…You’re right. I was entirely in the wrong. I understand how you feel. When my father treated Ayu like a tool, I was furious too.”

It was an apology—

but also, in a way, a statement—

You’re no different from me.

Yuzuru let out a quiet sigh.

“What matters isn’t apologising for the past. It’s the future. Let’s talk constructively, Father.”

“Hmm. And what would that be?”

“Arisa is the most important person to me.”

Yuzuru declared it clearly.

“I mean that in two ways. I never want to lose her—and I want to make her happy. With my own hands.”

“Hmm… go on.”

“The Takasegawa name comes second. Or it’s simply a means.”

Yuzuru met his father’s gaze.

Once, he had looked up at him—

now, he looked slightly down.

“So if you try to take Arisa from me, or make her unhappy—I’ll oppose you with everything I have.”

“Oppose me, hm… and how, exactly?”

“I’ll split the family.”

The smile vanished from Kazuya’s face.

They stared—no, glared—at each other.

“That would be a problem… a very serious one. A family conflict involving branch houses would be disastrous.”

“Exactly. There’s nothing more foolish or unproductive than internal strife.”

Kazuya nodded in agreement.

Then, touching his chin, he allowed a slight smile.

“Hmm… but conversely, as long as Arisa-san is here, you can’t oppose me either.”

“That’s right. And if you don’t want me as your enemy, then you’ll have to treat Arisa as family—and value her accordingly.”

Silence filled the space between them.

The tension stretched tight—

“…Heh… hah… ahahahaha!”

“—hah… ahahaha!”

Then, all at once, it broke into laughter.

Still laughing, Kazuya spoke.

“Yuzuru, let me say this. I’m not some heartless man. I want my son to be happy—to be with the person he loves. I’ll support your love. And if she’s my son’s fiancée, then of course I’ll respect her.”

Yuzuru, barely holding back his laughter, replied—

“Of course. I understand that well. …I respect you, Father. More than anyone in the world.”

Then, the two raised their glasses.

“To the prosperity of Takasegawa—”

“And to the eternal bond between father and son.”

Clink.

Glass met glass.

““Cheers.””


      




