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        Chapter 1 - My Fiancée and Our First…

        It was the first day back at school after summer break.

“…Morning, Arisa.”

Having arrived, Yuzuru called out to a girl in his class.

Flaxen hair, jade-green eyes, and a figure with soft, feminine curves—

A truly beautiful girl.

Yukishiro Arisa.

His fiancée—and his girlfriend.

“Ah, Yuzuru-san… good morning.”

She reacted with slight surprise.

The tension in Yuzuru’s stiff expression eased a little—

But then Arisa suddenly seemed to realise something.

Her brows knit—

“…That didn’t count.”

And she turned her face away.

“Um, Arisa…”

“…I don’t care.”

“Come on, don’t say that…”

“…No. Don’t talk to me.”

Even as she said that, she kept glancing at him.

As if waiting for something.

That’s how it looked.

And Yuzuru—

“…Ah, I see. Fine then.”

He turned on his heel.

Arisa’s eyes widened, and a faint sadness crossed her face.

Her lips parted, as if to call out to him—

“…I don’t care.”

But instead, she turned away again.

They sat at their desks, elbows resting, faces turned in opposite directions.

Occasionally sneaking glances at each other—

Only to quickly look away when their eyes met.

Watching this awkward exchange, their friends—Satake Soichiro and Tachibana Ayaka—looked at each other.

“…Don’t tell me—”

“They’re fighting?”

Yes—

Yuzuru and Arisa were, without a doubt, in the middle of a fight.

Lunch break.

(…Bread from the shop again.)

Yuzuru sighed inwardly as he bit into his lunch.

The reason—

His fiancée, Arisa, still hadn’t forgiven him.

Usually, she’d come over—on holidays, even on weekdays—

They’d spend time together, she’d cook for him.

On school days, she’d even come pick him up.

She made him lunch, too.

“Hey, Yu—”

“What?”

Yuzuru snapped back irritably.

The one who spoke to him was his friend, Soichiro—

“Well, someone’s in a mood.”

—and Hijiri Ryozenji.

Seeing their wry smiles, Yuzuru grimaced.

He regretted letting his irritation show.

“Come eat with us.”

“Just the guys.”

“…Not in the mood.”

He replied coldly.

But the two ignored him, dragged over chairs, and started setting up their lunches at his desk anyway.

Yuzuru frowned, but he wasn’t about to knock their food onto the floor—

So he stayed silent.

“So, why’d you fight with Arisa?”

Soichiro asked bluntly.

Yuzuru’s eyes widened.

“…How did you know?”

“It’d be weirder not to.”

Hijiri chuckled.

The two who were always so lovey-dovey—

Not walking to school together.

Barely speaking.

And Yuzuru eating convenience bread instead of a homemade lunch.

You didn’t need to be a detective.

“…I’m not in the wrong.”

Yuzuru said defensively.

She was the one overreacting.

He hadn’t said anything wrong.

He wasn’t at fault.

Even if he was, just a little—

She was more at fault.

…So he had no intention of apologising first.

“Yeah, figures.”

“I get it… girls can be unreasonable.”

Soichiro and Hijiri nodded in agreement.

They didn’t know what had happened.

Couldn’t even guess.

But they trusted Yuzuru.

If there was a problem—

Surely Arisa was the one at fault.

…After all, they’d known Yuzuru longer.

“But you can’t keep this up forever.”

“Even if you think you’re not wrong, sometimes a guy’s gotta apologise. Right?”

At their words, Yuzuru’s expression faltered.

He knew.

If he didn’t apologise first, it wouldn’t end.

They’d stay like this.

And if it dragged on—

Their relationship might fade.

…That, he absolutely didn’t want.

“But… I was thinking about what’s best for her—”

“Alright, then tell us.”

“Yeah, lay it out. We’ll judge.”

They grinned.

And somehow, Yuzuru felt a little lighter.

—Friendship and love aren’t bound by money.

That’s why they matter, and why you can rely on them when it counts.

He felt like he could hear his father’s words.

“Actually…”


      
        Chapter 2 - My Fiancée and Our First Fight

        (…If Yuzuru-san would just apologise, I’d forgive him straight away.)

Yukishiro Arisa was feeling frustrated with her fiancé, Takasegawa Yuzuru.

It had been a few days since they’d argued over a certain incident.

Since then, they hadn’t had a proper conversation.

(Honestly, being so stubborn…)

Arisa believed she wasn’t at fault.

The one in the wrong was Yuzuru—for saying something awful, for trying to make her do something awful.

At least, that’s what she believed.

So she had no intention of apologising first.

But if he apologised, she would forgive him.

She was sure he would apologise soon.

Sure he would understand.

(…No, but maybe I should—)

Still, the fact that he hadn’t apologised yet was unexpected.

Arisa was growing restless.

Even though it had only been a few days, not being with him felt unbearably lonely.

And alongside that—

An uneasy anxiety crept in.

…What if, while things stayed like this, he ended up falling for another girl?

(B-but…)

Even so, admitting fault this time was incredibly difficult for her.

Because doing so would mean admitting that Yuzuru was right.

And that would mean she’d have to do something she absolutely didn’t want to do.

That, she wanted to avoid at all costs.

Even weighing it against making up with him—

She still hesitated.

(I mean, even if I don’t apologise, we could at least eat lunch together…)

In fact, Arisa had brought a lunch for him.

Finally making up her mind, she stood up—

Just as she was about to call out to him—

“A-ri-sa-chan!”

“Let’s hang out!”

Suddenly, someone grabbed her chest.

“Kyah!”

A small scream escaped her lips.

Turning around, she found her friends—Tachibana Ayaka and Uenishi Chiharu.

“W-what are you doing!?”

Blushing, she protested.

Another girl answered—

“We thought we’d have lunch together.”

Tenka gently pulled Ayaka and Chiharu away from her as she spoke.

After a brief pause—

“…Alright. Sure.”

Arisa nodded.

“Wow, I’m confident in my cooking, but Arisa-chan, you’re pretty amazing.”

“I can’t beat this kind of Japanese food.”

“This simmered taro is delicious.”

The three of them praised her lunch as they ate.

It had originally been made for Yuzuru—

In case he apologised, she’d planned to give it to him.

Not wanting it to go to waste, she’d shared it with them instead.

“Oh, it’s nothing…”

She couldn’t help but smile slightly at the compliments—

But then—

“Yuzurun’s lucky, getting to eat something this good every day.”

“…”

At Ayaka’s words, Arisa’s expression darkened.

Seeing that obvious reaction, the three exchanged glances.

“Arisa-san… why did you fight?”

Chiharu asked bluntly.

“Huh!? W-what are you talking about? Y-Yuzuru-san and I aren’t fighting or anything!?”

Her reaction was painfully obvious.

Tenka gave a wry smile.

“…No one said you were fighting with Yuzuru-kun, though?”

Caught, Arisa’s shoulders slumped.

“…What happened, Arisa-chan?”

Ayaka asked gently.

After a moment’s hesitation—

“…Will you listen?”

Looking up at them, she asked.

All three answered at once—

“““Of course.”””

Arisa felt a little lighter.

“It’s something small, really…”

“Mm-hm.”

“Most fights start like that.”

“Go on, go on.”

After hesitating slightly, Arisa spoke.

“It’s just… there’s something I don’t want to do, but Yuzuru-san wants me to…”

At that—

All three girls pressed their hands to their foreheads and looked up at the sky.

—That idiot finally did it, huh…—

Their expressions said it all.

“Yuzuru-kun, really… I thought he was more of a gentleman…”

“Well, he’s still a guy, at the end of the day.”

“Maybe he’s just gotten a bit too comfortable… in a bad way.”

Tenka, Ayaka, and Chiharu came to their conclusions.

Arisa nodded.

“Yes, and… I told him I didn’t want to, but he kept insisting… even teasing me about it… and that’s how we ended up fighting…”

As she explained, her expression grew more pained.

Tears welled in her eyes.

“Sniff… I really didn’t want to…”

“…What did Yuzurun ask you to do?”

Ayaka asked, clearly annoyed.

How dare he make such a cute girl cry?

“Th-that is…”

Arisa opened her mouth—

And by pure coincidence—

At the exact same time, Yuzuru—who was eating lunch with his friends—said:

“He told me to get a flu shot before the season starts…”

“She says she doesn’t want to get a flu vaccine!”

“““““…Huh?”””””

“So yeah, an injection. A shot!”

“She says she’s scared of needles! At her age!”


      
        Chapter 3

        Chapter 6 — Episode 3

A few days earlier—

“Arisa’s cooking really is the best.”

Yuzuru muttered as he ate somen.

Arisa gave a small, wry smile.

“…I don’t think there’s much difference when it comes to somen.”

“It’s not the somen—it’s the broth you make.”

The noodles were store-bought, but the dipping sauce was homemade—

Made from katsuobushi and kombu.

Compared to the diluted bottled kind, the flavour and aroma were just a little richer.

That subtle difference made all the difference.

“I’m glad to hear that.”

Arisa’s expression softened.

Normally, most people would just use something ready-made.

But she had gone out of her way to make it herself—

And being praised for that clearly meant a lot to her.

“But… I guess somen season’s almost over.”

“September’s nearly here, after all.”

She nodded in agreement.

Though in reality, September was still far too hot to feel like autumn.

It would be at least another month before the season truly changed.

“And before we know it, it’ll be winter.”

“I’m looking forward to hot pot.”

“…That’s a bit early, isn’t it?”

Talking about hot pot while cicadas were still buzzing was certainly jumping the gun.

“But… I’m looking forward to spending winter with you, Yuzuru-san.”

“Oh? Why’s that?”

“…It’ll be our first winter as a couple.”

They had only started dating that spring.

So things like Christmas—

Those “couple events”—would all be new to them.

“And we’ve got the school trip too.”

“Ah, the school trip… hope we end up in the same group.”

If possible, he’d prefer the same room—

But that was obviously impossible.

No point hoping.

“There’s so much to look forward to!”

Arisa smiled brightly.

Seeing that made Yuzuru happy too.

She used to say she disliked winter.

Now that was in the past.

And knowing he’d helped change that—

That he’d made her happy—

Filled him with quiet satisfaction.

“But we’ll need to watch out for colds.”

“Then I’ll take care of you next time.”

“…If I asked you to wipe my sweat, would you?”

“Eh? Th-that… of course…”

She nodded, cheeks slightly red.

Maybe remembering something she’d done before—

Or imagining Yuzuru half-naked.

Probably both.

“Still, best not to get sick at all.”

“Y-yes, exactly!”

“I definitely don’t want the flu. I’ll have to get vaccinated.”

He said it casually—

And Arisa’s expression stiffened ever so slightly.

“Vaccinated…?”

“Yeah. You get it every year too, right?”

“No… I don’t, actually.”

Yuzuru blinked in surprise.

Of course, he knew some people skipped it—

But he’d assumed most didn’t.

“Why not? Do you feel unwell after injections?”

He himself got a bit dizzy sometimes—

Nothing serious, but unpleasant.

“N-no… I’m not sure. I haven’t had one in a while…”

“…Why not?”

“B-because… they’re scary.”

She said it, slightly embarrassed.

At her age…?

That thought slipped into Yuzuru’s mind.

Though, to be fair, she was afraid of the dark, hated wasabi—

She had her childish sides.

And those were part of her charm.

Yuzuru chuckled.

“…What are you laughing at?”

“Just thinking you’re cute.”

That didn’t seem to go over well.

She puffed her cheeks slightly.

Still cute—but—

“…I’d rather you got it, though.”

“…Huh? W-why!?”

She looked genuinely shaken.

“Well… if you catch it, I might too.”

“I-if we’re careful, we’ll be fine!”

“Maybe, but sometimes you just catch it anyway. And next year’s entrance exams, right?”

Getting ill during such an important time would be disastrous.

Even recovering from it would take time.

“I-I know, but…”

“Why not just try it once?”

“N-no! I can’t!”

“…They don’t hurt much these days.”

“That’s a lie! Of course it hurts if they stick a needle in you!”

“I could take you somewhere good.”

“Absolutely not!”

“You’re in high school now—you could at least get over a simple injection—”

“Lalalala, I can’t hear you! I don’t care!!”

She covered her ears and ran off.

Yuzuru chased after her, trying to persuade her—

And that—

Was how their fight began.

“And that’s basically it.”

“That’s what happened.”

Having heard both sides at nearly the same time—

Their friends all muttered in unison—

““““““This is ridiculously trivial…””””””


      
        Chapter 4

        ““T-this is way too trivial…””

Soichiro and Hijiri both looked utterly exasperated.

In response, Yuzuru hurried to defend himself.

“N-no, I mean… yeah, I know it’s trivial. That’s exactly why—don’t you think Arisa’s the weird one for being this stubborn over something so small?”

“You’re just as stubborn, you know…”

“…If she doesn’t want it, she doesn’t want it. Even if you get the shot, you can still catch it anyway.”

At their words, Yuzuru’s expression faltered slightly.

Then, as if making excuses—

“I didn’t force her or anything. I just suggested it. I even said if she didn’t want to get it, she didn’t have to. But when I said that, she got even more upset…”

What do you mean by that!?

He could still picture Arisa’s sulking expression.

“Hm… is that so? If you didn’t force her, then you’re not at fault…”

Hijiri nodded, showing some sympathy.

Meanwhile, Soichiro let out a deep sigh.

“…You really don’t get it.”

“…Get what?”

“A girl’s feelings.”

““…””

We’re guys, though.

That was clearly written all over Yuzuru and Hijiri’s faces.

“Girls want empathy. In this case, Arisa-san wanted you to understand that she’s scared of injections. If you say something like, ‘Well, if that’s how you feel, do whatever, I don’t care,’ of course she’s going to get upset. Honestly, it’d have been better if you’d just pushed her a bit.”

Encouraging her to get the shot—

Could be seen as caring about her health.

But saying, ‘Do whatever you want’—

Came across as ‘I don’t really care about you.’

That was Soichiro’s point.

“I… see. That’s… deep.”

Now that he thought about it, maybe he had sounded dismissive.

Maybe he’d hurt her.

Yuzuru began to reflect.

“…So, what should I do?”

“Apologise first. Then explain you were worried about her, and make it clear you won’t force her.”

“No, that’s not what I mean…”

Soichiro frowned.

“Then what are you asking?”

“…How do I even start the conversation with her?”

Yuzuru scratched his cheek awkwardly.

Wanting to apologise but not being able to—

That was the hardest part for him.

“…Figure that out yourself.”

Soichiro answered flatly.

There wasn’t really a technique to apologising—

You just said sorry.

“C-come on… Hijiri, what do you think?”

“Eh? Ah… hmm…”

Put on the spot, Hijiri thought for a moment.

He was, frankly, in the same category as Yuzuru—

Someone who didn’t understand girls very well.

And he didn’t have much experience either.

But that was exactly why he understood Yuzuru’s struggle.

“If saying it face-to-face is hard… what about sending a message?”

“A message…? Wouldn’t that seem insincere?”

“Hmm… then how about texting that you want to talk? If you send that, you won’t be able to back out of apologising, right?”

“…That’s true.”

It was like a do-or-die strategy.

But considering Yuzuru’s biggest problem was lack of resolve—

It might actually be the best option.

“Alright, then it’s decided. Send it.”

“Yeah… got it. …Wait, now?”

“If you don’t do it now, you never will.”

“I-I mean, I need to mentally prepare—”

“Just do it.”

Pressed by Hijiri, Yuzuru looked to Soichiro for help.

But—

“If you don’t want to text, go apologise in person right now.”

He shut him down immediately.

“…Fine.”

Resigned, Yuzuru pulled out his phone.

He typed a message to Arisa—

Rewrote it again and again—

And after five minutes, showed it to them.

“What do you think?”


I want to talk after school today.



For something he’d agonised over, it was remarkably simple.

Soichiro and Hijiri both nodded.

“Looks fine.”

“Send it already.”

“…Alright.”

Yuzuru hit send.

Staring at the screen—

“Waaah!”

“…What now?”

“What happened!?”

“I-it’s been read…”

Yuzuru swallowed hard.

If it had been read, then she’d already seen it.

There was no backing out now.

“…”

But even after it was read—

No reply came.

A cold sweat ran down his back.

What if she’s had enough of me?

That thought crept in.

“H-hey… do you think I’ve been dumped?”

“It’s been less than a minute.”

“She’s probably thinking about how to reply. Just wait.”

And so—

About five minutes of anxious waiting later—

“Waaah!!”

“…What now?”

“What happened!?”

Yuzuru answered in a trembling voice.

“…She replied.”


Understood.



A short message appeared on the screen.


      
        Chapter 5

        ““T-this is way too trivial…””

The three girls—Ayaka, Chiharu, and Amaka—said in unison.

The cause of the fight was trivial, and the way it played out was just as trivial.

They all felt like they’d wasted their time taking it seriously.

“T-trivial!? I-I’m being serious!!”

Arisa protested desperately, but Ayaka just shrugged.

“Just get the shot in winter. Problem solved.”

“I told you I don’t want to!”

At Arisa’s insistence, Chiharu tilted her head.

“Are you, like, anti-vaccine or something, Arisa-san?”

“N-no, it’s not like that…”

Then Amaka asked:

“Then what do you dislike about it?”

“W-well… i-it hurts…”

All three of them expected that answer.

They themselves didn’t love injections either, even if they could handle them.

They understood that some people were just bad with them.

“Well, it’s not like you’ll die if you don’t get it, and it’s not like you’re guaranteed not to get sick if you do. Whether to get it or not is your choice, Arisa-chan… but did Yuzuru force you?”

The way Arisa described it made it sound like he had pressured her.

But from what Ayaka knew as his childhood friend, Yuzuru wasn’t that kind of person.

He might try to sneakily grope Arisa’s chest—but forcing her to get a shot? That didn’t sound like him.

…Though, to be fair, Ayaka only thought that because she herself kind of wanted to grope them.

“N-no… it wasn’t like that either…”

“Then what happened?”

Chiharu asked, puzzled.

“He sighed and said, ‘If you don’t want to, then don’t get it.’ And… I don’t know, it just felt… off somehow…”

“Ahh… yeah, that would annoy me a bit.”

Amaka nodded in agreement.

It wasn’t that he understood her fear—

He just gave up on her.

That kind of attitude would definitely sting.

…Though honestly, Amaka still didn’t really understand getting into a fight over being scared of a shot.

“When I said I was scared of the dark, he stayed and slept next to me…”

“You’re casually bragging now, huh?”

Chiharu sighed at the sudden lovey-dovey comment.

If you’re that close, just make up already, she thought.

“We get how you feel, Arisa-chan. But I don’t think Yuzuru gets it.”

“…Do you think he really doesn’t understand?”

“He’s a guy. If you don’t say it out loud, assume only about ten percent gets through.”

Ayaka shrugged.

Arisa, meanwhile, lowered her shoulders.

“T-then… what should I do…?”

“You’ll have to tell him, won’t you?”

Amaka said simply.

But Arisa shook her head.

“I-it’s too late… I can’t.”

“There’s no such thing as ‘too late.’ If you don’t say it, he won’t understand. I think you should tell him…”

“…What if he thinks I’m a troublesome girl?”

You already are.

The three of them thought it—but didn’t say it.

Not everything needed to be said out loud in relationships.

Still, sometimes things are understood even without words—

“…I really am troublesome, aren’t I?”

“““……”””

They said nothing.

Their silence was confirmation.

Arisa let out a small sigh—

And at that moment, her phone chimed.

“Not now—ah!”

She let out a startled sound.

When the others asked what was wrong, Arisa silently showed them her screen, her face stiff.


I want to talk after school today.—



It was a message from Yuzuru.

“See? That’s good, Arisa-chan. He’s probably going to apologise.”

Ayaka said, recalling that Soichiro and Hijiri were with him.

There was a high chance they’d figured things out and nudged him.

“D-do you think so…?”

“What else would it be?”

Amaka asked.

Arisa hesitated, then spoke with visible anxiety.

“…It could also be… a breakup.”

“Highly unlikely. But if you don’t want that, you should hear him out. You should reply quickly.”

“Ah—y-yes!”

Chiharu’s advice snapped Arisa back to reality.

With trembling hands, she typed a reply—

Deleted it—

Typed again—

Over and over.

And finally—


Understood.



“D-do you think this is okay…?”

“Looks fine.”

“Th-then I’ll send it…?”

“Just send it.”

“Should I write a bit more…?”

“Wouldn’t replying quickly matter more? Unless you’re fine being seen as leaving him on read…”

“I-I’ll send it!!”

And with that—

Arisa sent her reply to Yuzuru.


      
        Chapter 6

        Now then—after school…

“A-ah, um… Arisa.”

After homeroom, Yuzuru hesitated for a moment before speaking to Arisa.

“…Yes.”

She gave a short reply and looked up at him.

Realising she was prompting him to continue, Yuzuru faltered slightly.

(…I didn’t think about what to say after this.)

“Um… do you want to walk home together? …I can’t really talk about it here.”

There were still people in the classroom. Yuzuru didn’t have the courage to apologise or explain himself in front of everyone.

And he figured Arisa wouldn’t want others overhearing a private argument either.

“…”

After a brief silence—

“Alright.”

Arisa nodded.

The two of them started walking side by side.

They left the school gates and followed their usual route home for a while…

(W-what do I do after this…)

Yuzuru desperately tried to think.

A public pavement didn’t feel like the right place to apologise.

…If Soichiro or Ayaka were here, they’d probably tell him to stop messing about and just say sorry.

In other words, Yuzuru still hadn’t steeled himself.

“…”

He glanced at Arisa’s expression.

But she’d been looking down the whole time, and he couldn’t see her face.

Next, he looked around—and spotted a café nearby.

“…Arisa.”

“Yes?”

When he called out, she immediately lifted her head.

Her face was tense, clearly nervous. Yuzuru pointed at the café as he spoke.

“Shall we go in there?”



(…I’ve finished eating.)

After finishing his cake and sipping his after-meal coffee, Yuzuru muttered that to himself.

From the moment they entered until they finished eating, they hadn’t exchanged a single word.

(I can’t keep running away forever…)

With that thought, he set his cup down and turned to Arisa.

Their eyes met.

His heart jolted.

Still, swallowing his nerves, Yuzuru opened his mouth—

““U-um…””

They both spoke at the same time.

Startled, they both clamped their mouths shut.

After a short pause—

“What is it…?”

“What is it…?”

They spoke in unison again.

“A-Arisa, you go—”

“No… Yuzuru-san, please. You’re the one who called me out, aren’t you?”

“…That’s true.”

Yuzuru nodded.

He looked up at the ceiling for a moment, then faced Arisa properly again—

“Sorry. I didn’t properly consider how you felt.”

He apologised.

“I mean… it’s not like I was trying to force you or anything. I really do think that if you’re scared, you don’t have to push yourself… um, it was more like a light suggestion, or a recommendation…”

All the carefully prepared apology lines had already vanished from his head.

Instead, he ended up rambling—half excuse, half explanation, mixed with his own thoughts…

And his desire to make up with Arisa.

In response—

“No, I… I’m sorry too.”

Arisa bowed her head.

“Um… even though I’m in high school… being scared of injections is kind of embarrassing… I guess I felt like I was being made fun of, all on my own. I’m really sorry. Sulking over something so trivial… it’s childish, isn’t it?”

She said it shyly.

Yuzuru shook his head.

“That’s not true.”

“…Do you really think that?”

“Well, uh… I mean, I wouldn’t say I don’t think that at all…”

His eyes darted slightly.

“But, you know… that side of you is kind of cute too…”

“…So you are making fun of me?”

“N-no, that’s not what I meant—”

“Fufu…”

As Yuzuru hurried to defend himself, Arisa covered her mouth and laughed softly.

Realising he’d been teased, Yuzuru frowned a little.

“…Well, still, being scared of injections when you’re in high school is a bit questionable.”

“I don’t want to hear that from someone who can’t even tidy up after himself.”

“H-hey… I’ve been doing better lately, alright!?”

“You’re such a liar. Right before I come over, you just shove everything into the closet, don’t you?”

“T-that’s not—”

Yuzuru’s method of cleaning was simple—cram all the clutter into the closet, then run the vacuum over the visible areas.

It looked clean on the surface, so he thought he’d been getting away with it…

Apparently not.

“Yuzuru-san, it seems you’re hopeless without me.”

“Well, I won’t deny that… but I do think I’ve improved compared to before…”

“Then shall we go check right now?”

“Huh? R-right now…?”

“Is that a problem?”

“Not a problem, but… um, give me ten minutes…”

“…The way you said that makes it obvious it’s still messy.”

“N-no, it’s not like that…”

And just like that, the two of them made up.


      
        Chapter 7 - The Fiancée’s Child

        Some time after Yuzuru and Arisa had “made up”—during a lunch break.

Arisa was eating with Ayaka and the others.

“So, you managed to make up, at least?”

At Ayaka’s question, Arisa nodded.

“Yes. …I’m sorry for making you worry.”

As Arisa bowed her head, Amaka and Chiharu both nodded emphatically, as if to say exactly.

“Honestly… when people who usually get along start acting awkward, it makes things uncomfortable for the rest of us too.”

“I’ve already been thinking about various things on the assumption you two would get married, you see. Well, I’m relieved. I’m glad it didn’t end in a broken engagement.”

“Broken engagement.”

At Chiharu’s words, Arisa gave a small shudder.

“I’m really glad… that Yuzuru-san is such a kind person…”

She murmured that, her face turning pale.

At the time, she’d been stubborn—but looking back calmly, it wouldn’t have been strange if he’d come to dislike her.

If Yuzuru had said something like, “It’s fine. Let’s just end this”—

The shock might have killed her.

“Well… if something this trivial had caused it to fall apart, I’d have laughed at you forever, though.”

Ayaka burst out laughing. Arisa puffed up her cheeks.

“…It’s not trivial. It’s important.”

“No, I meant the reason—the injection thing—”

“It’s not trivial.”

Arisa said it with a serious expression.

Ayaka couldn’t tell whether she was joking in her own way, or genuinely didn’t think it was trivial.

“…So, are you going to get it? Or not?”

Not trivial, she insisted—so Amaka asked her that.

Arisa promptly looked away.

“N-no, well… um, it’s still a bit early anyway, so I thought I’d decide gradually…”

She’d made up with Yuzuru, but her fear of injections hadn’t changed.

It seemed she still didn’t want it.

The three of them exchanged wry smiles.

That said, it wasn’t particularly important to them, so they didn’t press the matter further.

“…By the way, what did you mean earlier about thinking of various things regarding my marriage with Yuzuru-san?”

Not wanting to dwell on the injection topic any longer, Arisa changed the subject—and decided to ask about the part of Chiharu’s earlier comment that had caught her attention.

Was she planning some sort of surprise after their wedding…?

Surely not—no matter what, that would be far too soon.

“Hm? Ah… well, the Takasegawa family is quite a prominent house. Naturally, as the Uenishi family, we’re interested in what sort of person their future heir’s partner will be.”

Then she smiled brightly.

“Personally, I’d like for our families to stay on good terms. Naturally… it would be much easier if it were a girl I already get along with.”

If a friend’s marriage partner had an awful personality, Arisa would hate that.

On the other hand, if it were someone she knew, it would be reassuring…

That was how Arisa interpreted it, and she nodded firmly.

“I see. In that case, I look forward to getting along with you from now on as well.”

At Arisa’s reply, Chiharu formed a small smile.

“Oh? Really? Then… would you be open to a more intimate, family-level relationship?”

“Yes… I don’t particularly mind—”

“Arisa-chan… you probably shouldn’t agree to things like that so readily.”

As Arisa was about to nod, Ayaka cut in—smiling wryly, but a little forcefully.

“…You’re not planning to treat that as a verbal agreement just now, are you?”

“That’s rather cruel. There’s no way I’d pull something borderline fraudulent on a friend. It was a joke, a joke.”

“No, I’d still call that a scam…”

“It’s not a scam. I made a proper preface, after all.”

At the exchange between Ayaka and Chiharu—

Arisa and Amaka tilted their heads in confusion.

“Um… what are you talking about?”

When Arisa asked, Chiharu beamed.

“Oh, I meant exactly what I said. Not just between individuals, but if our families could grow closer as well…”

“You’re proposing a political marriage, aren’t you?”

Ayaka cut her off with an exasperated look.

Meanwhile, Chiharu gave a small shrug.

“I didn’t go that far.”

“You didn’t say it outright, but you implied it, didn’t you?”

“Well… interpretation is up to the individual, I suppose.”

She neither confirmed nor denied Ayaka’s point.

Which, in itself, was an answer.

“…Wait, don’t tell me—you were suggesting marrying Arisa-san’s child to your own?”

Catching on, Amaka spoke with a fed-up expression.

Counting chickens before they hatch would be an understatement.

“Yes, something like that. The exact form doesn’t matter—but I thought it would be nice if the Uenishi and Takasegawa families could form an even deeper bond…”

As she said that, Chiharu glanced at Arisa to gauge her reaction.

And as for Arisa herself—

“M-my and Y-Yuzuru-san’s c-child…?! Th-that’s…!!”

She froze, her face turning bright red.

Then she shook her head vigorously.

“N-no… no way!! That’s not okay!! We’re still in high school… th-that’s indecent!!”

At her flustered reaction—

Ayaka and Chiharu exchanged looks, then grinned.

“Well, who knows? Yuzurun might be…”

“He could already be secretly preparing, you know?”

“N-no, that’s not… th-things like that should come after going through the proper steps…”

“Steps? …What kind of steps are you thinking of, Arisa-chan?”

“What exactly would you like him to do to you?”

The two of them began teasing her.

Arisa flailed in panic.

Watching the three of them, Amaka let out a sigh.

“…Could you not do this at school?”


      
        Chapter 8 - Birthday With My Fiancée

        Some time had passed since Arisa started her part-time job…

It was early October.

“How is it, Arisa?”

“Yes… I managed to withdraw it properly.”

Holding an envelope, Arisa smiled happily.

That’s right—today was payday for both Yuzuru and Arisa.

“By the way… including what you’ve earned so far, what have you been using it for? Saving it?”

Yuzuru asked.

Money didn’t mean much if you never used it.

Of course, saving was an option…

But the amount a high schooler could earn from a part-time job wasn’t exactly significant.

Considering you could earn far more as an adult, Yuzuru thought it was better to spend it rather than save it.

“Hm? Ah… no, not really anything in particular right now…”

Arisa replied hesitantly.

To Yuzuru, it sounded like she was lying.

(…Could it be?)

A thought crossed his mind about what she might be spending her money on.

That said, if he was right, pointing it out would be rather tactless.

“…You should buy something you like. Or treat yourself to something nice to eat.”

“Y-yes! I will!”

Arisa nodded eagerly—

And looked somewhat relieved.

Seeing that reaction, Yuzuru grew more certain.



About a week later, in mid-October.

That day was Yuzuru’s birthday.

“Yuzuru-san, you’re free after school today… right?”

On their way home, Arisa asked.

Yuzuru nodded.

“Of course. I kept it open.”

Originally, Arisa had asked him, “I want to go on a date for your birthday, so please keep your schedule free if you can.”

There was no one Yuzuru would prioritise over her, so he had done exactly that.

“It’s fair to assume you’ve planned the date, right, Arisa?”

Yuzuru himself hadn’t planned anything in particular.

He wasn’t at an age where he’d get especially excited about birthdays, and thinking about how he wanted to be celebrated felt a bit odd to him.

So when Arisa said she wanted to go on a date, he naturally assumed she had something in mind.

“Yes, of course. For now, here…”

Arisa pulled a single ticket from her pocket.

It was for a film that had recently been making the rounds online—for all sorts of reasons.

“I see, starting with a film.”

A classic date plan.

However—

(Of all things… a shark film? …Not that I mind, but still.)

As Yuzuru chuckled inwardly, Arisa shook her head.

“Ah, no—that’s not it.”

“…Huh?”

“Please use that to pass the time.”

“…Sorry?”

“Go to the cinema by yourself. While you’re there… I’ll be preparing things. May I borrow your kitchen?”

“I-I see…”

Apparently, the actual “date” would take place at his room.

She was probably planning to cook and bake a cake to treat him.

“Then I’ll head to your place first, Yuzuru-san. You watch the film and come back afterwards. Oh, and don’t eat any popcorn, alright?”

“A-alright… got it.”

Once she saw him nod, Arisa hurried off ahead.

“…Do I really have to watch this?”

Left alone, Yuzuru muttered to himself as he looked at the ticket.



“…That wasn’t as bad as I expected.”

After finishing a film about aliens riding zombie sharks invading Earth, Yuzuru left the cinema with that impression.

He couldn’t exactly call it good—

But it wasn’t boring either.

Though he definitely didn’t feel like watching it a second time.

“Right, time to head back. Still… what is Arisa preparing?”

Yuzuru tilted his head.

If she was just making food and a cake to welcome him, there’d be no need to go as far as getting a cinema ticket just to send him away.

(I figured she started working part-time to buy me a present… at least.)

Yuzuru had given Arisa various gifts before, all bought with money he’d earned himself.

So it wasn’t hard to imagine that Arisa, given her personality, would think she should do the same—buy something with money she’d earned.

That alone would already be a surprise, and more than enough to make him happy…

But was she planning something on top of that?

What could it be?

Lost in thought, Yuzuru eventually arrived at his front door.

“Right, she said to message before going in, didn’t she?”

He took out his phone and typed a short message—I’m at the door now.

It was read immediately, and a reply came back—You can come in.

“…I’m home.”

Yuzuru slowly opened the door.

And what greeted his eyes was—

A beautiful girl with flaxen hair, dressed in a monochrome apron dress.

She lightly lifted the hem of her slightly short skirt and gave a graceful bow—

“Welcome home, Master.”

Arisa, clad in what was unmistakably a maid outfit, said so to Yuzuru.


      
        Chapter 9

        “A-Arisa…!? What on earth is this…?”

“Please, do come in.”

Arisa smiled sweetly as she spoke.

It was slightly different from her usual smile—more like the polished, customer-service smile she’d honed at her part-time job.

Yuzuru had seen that “smile” many times while she was working—

But this was the first time it had been directed at him.

(S-so cute…)

It was so devastatingly effective that Yuzuru felt dizzy.

He liked Arisa’s natural smile, of course—but this kind of crafted smile… wasn’t bad either.

“I’ll take your coat.”

“A-ah… yeah.”

Before he realised it, Arisa had already slipped off his coat and school jacket.

After neatly folding them, she guided him into the living room.

The living room…

(Ah, this part hasn’t really changed.)

There weren’t any special decorations.

With only the duration of a film to prepare, she probably hadn’t had time to go that far.

“Please, have a seat.”

“Alright.”

Yuzuru sat down on a cushion as instructed.

“I’ll bring you something to drink.”

With that, Arisa disappeared into the kitchen, returning with a bottle and glasses.

She set a glass on the table and poured the drink.

Naturally, Yuzuru’s gaze drifted—

Not to the drink,

But to her chest.

From the neckline of her maid outfit, a glimpse of pale cleavage peeked through, and he couldn’t help but stare.

“This is champagne… well, a non-alcoholic version. I’ll bring the food now.”

Once she finished pouring, Arisa stood up and carried dishes in from the kitchen.

“This is smoked salmon marinade.”

“Th-thanks…”

A small portion was elegantly arranged in a glass dish.

It looked beautiful, and even the green sauce seemed carefully prepared.

“…Thanks for the meal.”

Yuzuru lifted a forkful to his mouth.

Arisa watched him closely with her emerald eyes.

“How is it?”

“Yeah, it’s delicious… as expected of you.”

At his praise, Arisa smiled happily.

(But… is this an amuse-bouche?)

If it were home cooking, it could easily pass as a main dish—

But the portion size suggested otherwise.

As a starter, though, it made perfect sense.

“…Next is the appetiser?”

He asked experimentally.

Arisa gave a gentle smile.

“Yes, of course.”

“I-I see…”

So tonight’s dinner was a course meal.

Even Yuzuru couldn’t hide his surprise at that.

“By the way, aren’t you going to eat too, Arisa?”

“I was thinking of focusing on serving you, M—Master, today…”

Serve.

That word made him momentarily lightheaded, but he pressed on.

“Didn’t you make anything for yourself?”

“I did, but… um, would you rather I join you?”

“Anything is more enjoyable when I’m with you.”

After going to this much effort, having him eat alone felt a bit wrong—even to Yuzuru.

Of course, he understood this was Arisa’s way of hosting—and part of their “maid and master” roleplay…

But he wanted to share moments like this with her.

“…Honestly, I thought you might say that.”

With that, Arisa stood and returned with what looked like the appetiser.

This time, it was for two people.

She also brought her own glass—and the earlier dish.

“I’ll pour your drink.”

“Huh? Ah, no, I—”

Right now, Arisa was the maid, and Yuzuru the master.

From that perspective, it might not be proper for him to pour for her.

But sticking too rigidly to roles wouldn’t be very fun either.

“…Are you going to reject your master’s goodwill?”

“I-I wouldn’t dream of it… thank you.”

Startled, Arisa accepted the drink from him.

Once she had her glass, Yuzuru gently raised his.

“Well then… cheers.”

“…Cheers.”

Their glasses clinked softly.



From the amuse-bouche and appetiser onward—

Soup, fish, palate cleanser, meat dish…

Arisa brought each course one after another.

Needless to say, every single dish had been carefully prepared.

Yuzuru had expected a course meal—

But even he hadn’t imagined a full course.

All he could do was marvel.

“…Wasn’t this a lot of work?”

After finishing the meat dish, he asked.

Arisa nodded lightly.

“Well… it was, to an extent. Though honestly, I didn’t plan to make this much at first…”

“…What do you mean?”

“Um… I guess I got carried away while cooking. I kept thinking, maybe I’ll make this too, and that as well…”

“I-I see…”

It seemed Arisa herself had enjoyed the process.

That made Yuzuru feel a little relieved.

After all, having someone do all this just for him felt a bit much.

“Well then… shall I bring out today’s true main event—the dessert?”

At her words, Yuzuru nodded.

That’s right—today was his birthday.

And when it came to birthdays—

“Master, happy birthday.”

Of course—

A birthday cake.


      
        Chapter 10

        “…I’ll ask just in case, but is this homemade too?”

“Of course it is.”

Arisa puffed out her chest and nodded proudly.

What she brought over was a strawberry shortcake.

On top of the white cream, “Happy Birthday” had been written in strawberry jam.

“You can have as much as you like, you know?”

“That’s great… but, um, I’m not confident I can cut it neatly…”

“Yes, I know. Just tell me how much you’d like.”

Arisa cut the cake into portions as requested—

Then, for some reason, stood up and sat down beside Yuzuru.

“U-um… Arisa?”

“…Excuse me.”

Taking a fork, Arisa cut off a small piece of cake.

Then slowly brought it towards Yuzuru’s mouth.

“Here—say ahh…”

“A-ahh…”

As instructed, Yuzuru opened his mouth.

Sweetness spread across his tongue.

“How is it?”

“Y-yeah… it’s good.”

“I’m glad.”

Smiling brightly, Arisa continued feeding him bite after bite.

Though he felt a bit embarrassed, Yuzuru accepted it obediently.

That said, he couldn’t let this go on forever.

“…Arisa, you can give me the fork back now.”

“Ah, yes…”

Looking slightly reluctant, Arisa handed it over.

Yuzuru took the fork and cut a piece of cake—

“Arisa, say ahh.”

“Huh?”

“Come on… don’t want any?”

“I-I do!”

She exclaimed and opened her mouth wide.

Yuzuru brought the cake to her lips.

“Well?”

“…I think I did a pretty good job myself.”

Arisa smiled bashfully.

After that, the two of them continued feeding each other cake.



After the meal…

(…That went well.)

Arisa let out a quiet sigh of relief.

She hadn’t given him the present yet, but—

There was no doubt his birthday celebration had been a success.

(…Yuzuru-san seems happy too. It was worth wearing this.)

She murmured while glancing down at her maid outfit.

The slightly loose neckline, the short skirt—

Wearing something like this had been a bold and embarrassing challenge for her.

But judging from Yuzuru’s reactions, he didn’t seem to find it strange at all.

At that moment, she realised—

She still hadn’t heard his thoughts.

“…Master.”

Calling out to him, Arisa—

Pressed herself against his chest, hugging him.

“W-wait… Arisa?”

Ignoring his confusion, she spoke.

“I haven’t heard your thoughts yet.”

“Y-your thoughts…? Ah—right!! S-sorry… you look cute. It suits you a lot.”

“I see.”

For now, that was enough.

Having him go into detail about how it suited her would just be more embarrassing.

Besides, from his behaviour alone, she could tell he liked it.

(…I’ll forgive him for glancing at my chest.)

Honestly, he was hopeless.

She thought that—conveniently ignoring the fact she’d chosen an outfit that showed it off.

“Can I take a closer look?”

“That’s fine, but… what should I do exactly?”

“For now, stand up.”

As told, Arisa stood.

“Like this?”

“Can you do a little spin?”

“Um… like this?”

She pivoted on one foot and turned her body.

Her skirt fluttered up lightly.

Flustered, Arisa quickly held it down.

She felt her face grow warm.

Glaring at Yuzuru, she asked—

“…Did you do that on purpose?”

Her voice dropped slightly.

Yuzuru shook his head frantically.

“N-no! I wasn’t trying to look!!”

…If he were lying, he wouldn’t be this panicked.

Besides, she’d spun a bit too energetically herself.

Still—there was one thing she had to confirm.

“…So you did see?”

“W-well… yeah…”

So he had.

Heat rushed through her body.

(…I suppose I’ll count this as a small blessing.)

Fortunately, today’s underwear—

Was one of her favourites, and new besides.

“…So, what did you think?”

“W-what do you mean?”

“Since you’ve seen it, I thought I might as well hear your opinion.”

Since it had already happened, Arisa decided to own it.

Yuzuru hesitated, then—

“…I think black suits you.”

“I-is that so?”

“And the garter belt… do you usually wear that?”

“N-no… I bought it to match the outfit.”

As she said that, Arisa lifted her skirt slightly.

She’d bought it together with the maid outfit, just to try.

It was her first time wearing one, but surprisingly, it wasn’t uncomfortable.

“…You bought it with the outfit?”

“Yes.”

It was one of the ways she’d spent her wages.

She received an allowance for normal clothes—

So she decided to buy something a bit… out of the ordinary.

“Speaking of buying things… Yu—Master! I have a present for you.”

Arisa went to the kitchen and brought back his gift.

It was wrapped neatly with stylish paper and a ribbon.

“Here… please open it.”

“Yeah, thanks.”

Yuzuru thanked her softly—

Then carefully untied the ribbon, unwrapped the paper, and opened the box.

“This is… lotion?”

“I thought about a lot of things, but for a birthday present, something practical and consumable would be best. You can use it after shaving or after a bath.”

At first, she’d considered accessories—

But those depended heavily on personal taste.

If he didn’t like it, it might just become a burden.

And items that lasted forever required care to store.

Since they’d be exchanging gifts every year, she decided consumables were better.

That’s why she chose lotion—

Something she could confidently judge the quality of.

“I see… Well, this is a good opportunity. I’ll start using it.”

With that, Yuzuru carefully put it back in the box.

He likely intended to use it just as she suggested.

“By the way… Arisa. I’d like to thank you properly—would that be alright?”

“…Thank me?”

“Yeah. Come here—sit down.”

As told, Arisa sat in front of him.

Yuzuru gently placed his hands on her shoulders.

A shiver ran through her.

“Is this okay?”

“Y-yes…”

Slowly, he pulled her closer.

His hands moved to her back and the back of her head.

Arisa quietly closed her eyes—

Then felt something soft.

A tingling sensation spread through her.

(Just a little more…!)

She wanted it to last longer.

Something deeper—

That’s what she wished for.

But—

Slowly, Yuzuru pulled away.

“Thank you, Arisa.”

“…Yes. You’re welcome.”

Arisa smiled—

Even as she felt just a little disappointed.


      
        Chapter 11

        “Is there… anything else you’d like me to do?”

Arisa asked Yuzuru that.

But being put on the spot like that, nothing immediately came to mind.

“U-um…”

“…Anything is fine, you know? Today, I’m your personal maid.”

As she said that, Arisa leaned closer to him.

At the same time, her ample chest was pushed forward.

Even Yuzuru, for a brief moment, felt improper thoughts cross his mind—

(N-no… it’s too soon for that.)

He somehow forced them down with sheer will.

“Well? …Nothing at all?”

When Yuzuru stayed silent, Arisa asked again, sounding slightly disappointed.

Being asked like that, he couldn’t exactly say “nothing.”

“…Then, maybe… a lap pillow?”

“That’s fine.”

At his request, Arisa immediately sat in seiza and patted her thighs invitingly.

Yuzuru gently rested his head on her pale thighs.

“How is it?”

“…Yeah, it’s nice.”

He answered honestly.

He’d had a lap pillow from her before—

But this was the first time while she was in a maid outfit.

No, come to think of it, the first time had been when she was wearing a short skirt.

The vivid warmth of her skin beneath him made his heart race slightly.

“…Speaking of which, Chiharu-san recently brought up an arranged meeting to me.”

“An arranged meeting?”

“With her future child and mine… well, more like an engagement, or… suggesting they get married.”

“I see…”

Yuzuru nodded.

“Ah, that. So Chiharu-chan brought it up to you as well.”

“You knew about it?”

“She mentioned it casually—something about it being a bridge of goodwill between the Uenishi and Takasegawa families.”

He’d heard a similar suggestion when he’d been alone with Chiharu before.

Of course, he hadn’t agreed.

More accurately, it wasn’t something he could agree to.

“She’s getting ahead of herself… Children are a blessing, after all. We don’t even know if we’ll have any, or what their gender would be. If they were the same, marriage wouldn’t exactly work.”

“That’s true. And besides… a political marriage…”

“Well, if it did happen, it might not be a bad thing.”

Yuzuru murmured that quietly.

Historically, the Takasegawa and Uenishi families hadn’t been on good terms.

Which was exactly why a marriage between them would be quite a groundbreaking development.

“…Eh?”

Arisa’s eyes widened slightly in surprise.

“…Are you in favour of it, Yuzuru-san?”

“It’s not really about being in favour or not. Talking about children who don’t even exist yet doesn’t mean much…”

“Then… what about after they’re born?”

“That would depend on the child, wouldn’t it? If they didn’t want it, we couldn’t force them. But if they were open to it… then I suppose it’d be fine.”

Yuzuru himself wouldn’t want to marry someone he was fundamentally incompatible with.

And yet—

By chance, he’d ended up with Arisa, someone he got along with perfectly.

He fully intended to marry her.

In fact, if he were told he couldn’t, he’d resist with everything he had.

“…So it depends on the child’s wishes. I suppose that’s true, but… even so… it’s still a political marriage, isn’t it? Wouldn’t they hate that?”

At her words, Yuzuru tilted his head inwardly.

Because—

“…Isn’t that what we are?”

Their engagement was also a political one.

But neither of them disliked it because of that.

Yuzuru wanted to marry her.

And he believed Arisa felt the same.

“…Yuzuru-san, are you engaged to me because it’s a political marriage? That’s not the case, right…?”

As if confirming, Arisa asked.

Yuzuru nodded firmly.

“Of course not. I like you, regardless of all that… That’s why I proposed to you again, wasn’t it?”

That wasn’t his parents’ will—

It was his own.

“…That’s true, isn’t it? Then… ours is a love marriage, right?”

“Well, the starting point was still an arranged meeting… so doesn’t that make it a political marriage? If we hadn’t met like that… well, we’re classmates, so we would have met eventually, but we probably wouldn’t have ended up like this.”

They had an arranged meeting.

A fake engagement.

A sprained ankle, and helping each other.

Dates to keep up appearances for their families.

And that led to where they were now.

At least, that’s how Yuzuru saw it.

Arisa didn’t disagree with any of that.

But still—

“That may be true, but…”

“Arisa…?”

“Sorry. I can’t quite put it into words.”

She scratched her cheek, looking troubled.

And Yuzuru couldn’t quite grasp what was bothering her.


      
        Chapter 12 - School Trip With My Fiancée

        One day in mid-November…

“Ah, look, Yuzuru-san—Mount Fuji!”

Pointing at the blue-and-white mountain visible through the small Shinkansen window, Arisa spoke excitedly.

Yuzuru nodded.

“Already, huh… we’ve made it far enough to see Fuji. How much longer until we arrive?”

A sigh slipped out of him.

They were only about a third of the way to their destination—Kyoto and Nara.

Still a long way to go before they’d pass beyond Mount Fuji.

“Hmm… about another hour, I think. …Actually, don’t you have one too, Yuzuru-san? The itinerary booklet?”

Reading through the school trip guide, Arisa said that.

Yuzuru gave a small shrug and chuckled.

“Heh… life rarely goes according to plan. Things like that—I don’t really…”

“You mean you couldn’t be bothered to read it.”

“That’s about right.”

At his answer, Arisa looked at him in exasperation.

Yes—today, Yuzuru, Arisa, and the rest of the second-years were heading out on their school trip.

Three nights and four days, with the classic destination: Kyoto and Nara.

“Aren’t you excited?”

Arisa asked, tilting her head curiously.

Apparently, she’d been so excited she’d read the booklet over and over again.

That morning, she’d looked a little sleepy—

Though now, perhaps due to excitement, she didn’t seem tired at all.

(…Hope she doesn’t crash later.)

He could almost picture her nodding off, resting her head on his shoulder.

“Of course I am I’m travelling with you, after all. How could I not be excited?”

As he said that, Yuzuru lightly stroked her hair.

Arisa narrowed her eyes contentedly.

“Is that so? I’m glad to hear that.”

She didn’t press further, simply smiling.

She really did seem to be in a good mood.

(…It’s not like I’m not looking forward to it.)

It’s just that—

He wasn’t quite as excited as Arisa.

That was the honest truth.

In fact, he’d already been to Kyoto and Nara multiple times with his family.

He wasn’t enough of a history enthusiast to enjoy seeing the same places over and over.

So while he was looking forward to travelling with Arisa and his friends—

There was still a part of him thinking, Kyoto and Nara again, huh…

Still, there was no point saying that to Arisa.

Some truths were better left unsaid.

“Well now, hearing you say that makes me happy as a local.”

The one who spoke with a cheerful smile—

Was the girl sitting in front of Arisa, her seat turned around to face them.

Uenishi Chiharu.

Yes—her family home was in Kyoto.

…For her, this was basically a homecoming.

Whether she could truly enjoy it was questionable.

“Come to think of it, Chiharu-san and Amaka’s families are both in Kyoto, right?”

“Yes, well… um, would you like to stop by? Personally, I’d rather not dilute what little ‘school trip feeling’ I have left…”

As expected, Chiharu didn’t seem particularly thrilled about Kyoto being the destination.

And the girl beside her, Nagiri Amaka, nodded vigorously.

“…Same here. Inviting people to my house isn’t exactly… well, it’s not that I can’t, but…”

She looked very reluctant.

Arisa quickly shook her head.

“N-no, it’s not that I want to stop by! Well, not that I don’t, but…”

“Maybe another time,” she added.

Chiharu and Amaka both nodded in agreement.

As long as it wasn’t during the school trip, it seemed fine.

“If we’re going anywhere, it should be an amusement park. Since we’re here, why not head to Osaka?”

Chiharu grinned mischievously.

Arisa looked at her in disbelief.

“That’s obviously not allowed. We can’t just go somewhere unrelated…”

“It’ll be fine. We have free time, and the teachers can’t watch us every second…”

Apparently, she wasn’t joking—she genuinely wanted to go.

From her perspective, it made sense. Sightseeing in her hometown wasn’t nearly as appealing as an amusement park.

But Arisa objected.

“I understand the feeling, but… what about the report assignment?”

Their school trip was largely free-form.

However, since it was still part of their studies, they couldn’t just spend the whole time playing.

They had to choose a research topic related to Kyoto or Nara in advance, investigate it, and submit a report afterwards.

“Wait—Arisa-san, you’re actually planning to do proper research? On a school trip…?”

“It is a school trip. We should at least do the minimum properly…”

The two of them looked surprised—

Then glanced around, seeking support.

“I’m planning to enjoy sightseeing freely and then piece together something plausible afterwards.”

That came from Satake Soichiro, seated across the aisle.

And nodding in agreement beside him—

Was Tachibana Ayaka.

“Same here! I’ll just copy Soichiro-kun’s later!”

She puffed out her chest proudly.

Smiling wryly, Yuzuru added—

“I chose a topic I could research through books and the internet beforehand. Already finished it. I don’t want the assignment hanging over my head during the trip.”

Yuzuru, Soichiro, and Ayaka were on Chiharu’s side.

Chiharu smirked triumphantly.

“I did the same as Yuzuru-san. Fully prepared in advance. I intend to enjoy this trip to the fullest.”

“This is a school trip. It’s normal to focus on having fun.”

She declared that confidently—

But…

“I’ll do it properly, at least to some extent… I’m not confident I can come up with a convincing lie.”

“I’ll make sure it looks presentable too.”

Sei—and Amaka, seated between him and Chiharu—sided with Arisa.

Relieved to have allies, Arisa let out a small sigh.

But Chiharu still looked smug.

“Looks like I’m in the majority.”

“Ugh…”

Arisa looked slightly frustrated, then turned to Yuzuru.

“Yuzuru-san! If you’re my fiancé, you should side with me!!”

“I mean… that’s a separate issue…”

He felt a bit guilty, but he wasn’t about to change his stance.

…He simply didn’t want to think about assignments during the trip.

“…Well, it’s your assignments, so I suppose it’s up to you. But going to Osaka would be hard to justify…”

After all, the assignment was specifically about Kyoto and Nara.

If a teacher asked why they’d gone to Osaka, there’d be no good answer.

“It’ll be fine—as long as we don’t get caught.”

Chiharu grinned.

Arisa looked conflicted.

“Th-that’s… I mean, but…”

“Come on, Yuzuru-san—say something as her fiancé.”

Apparently, he was being treated as an ally.

And while he shared some of Chiharu’s views—

“Osaka’s a bit much… The teachers might even be watching the stations.”

He chose to side with Arisa this time.

Arisa beamed.

Meanwhile, Chiharu—

“…Fine, I suppose.”

She backed down surprisingly easily.

Not so much because she changed her mind—

But likely out of consideration for Arisa, Sei, and Amaka.

Since they planned to take the assignment seriously, going off to Osaka wouldn’t work.

“Then let’s just enjoy sightseeing properly. Leave the guiding to me!”

Chiharu puffed out her chest.

Despite everything, she seemed excited to travel with her friends.



“…Still, this is interesting.”

“What is, Sei-kun?”

“The differences in values and thinking really showed. Especially with the assignment—we split right down the middle.”

“…True. Maybe it’s due to how we were raised.”

Amaka and Sei spoke quietly among themselves.


      
        Chapter 13

        After that, about an hour on the Shinkansen—

The group arrived at their destination: Kyoto Station.

From here on, it was free time.

Some followed the plans they had submitted in advance, while others secretly headed off to amusement parks.

As for Yuzuru and the others—

Technically, they were in the former group.

Using buses and the subway, they went around sightseeing spots, landmarks, and museums.

And as time passed, it was now 3 pM.

“For now… I suppose we’ve managed to visit everything we needed to today.”

“Yeah. It went more smoothly than expected.”

Amaka and Sei spoke with satisfaction.

Both had completed the minimum research needed for their assignments within the day.

Considering they still had three days left, their schedule had plenty of leeway.

“It’s all thanks to Arisa-chan.”

Ayaka smiled as she praised her.

Yuzuru nodded in agreement.

“Yeah… you should be grateful.”

“Why are you the one acting all high and mighty…?”

Soichiro said with an exasperated look.

The reason they’d been able to move so efficiently was because Arisa had asked everyone where they wanted to go and planned an optimal route.

Thanks to that, they hadn’t gotten lost at all.

“Honestly, Arisa-san is a lifesaver… aren’t you even more knowledgeable than me?”

Chiharu chimed in.

Despite being a local, she hadn’t been particularly helpful.

…As a sheltered young lady, she wasn’t familiar with public transport in her own city.

“P-please don’t praise me so much… anyway, let’s head to the hotel.”

Even with free time, they couldn’t stay out indefinitely.

The rule was to return to the hotel booked by the school by 5 pM.

It was a fair distance away—

But two hours would be enough.

With that, they started heading towards the hotel.

However—

“Um… Arisa-san. Could you tell me tomorrow’s plan?”

“Tomorrow? Let’s see…”

Arisa took out her notebook and showed it to Chiharu.

Chiharu’s expression darkened.

“…Kiyomizu-dera isn’t on here!”

“Huh? But Chiharu-san, your research topic doesn’t involve Kiyomizu-dera, does it? And didn’t you already finish yours in advance?”

The school trip wasn’t just for fun.

Afterwards, they had to submit a report based on a pre-selected research topic.

Because of that, the sightseeing schedule mainly reflected the wishes of those taking it seriously—Sei, Amaka, and Arisa herself.

Next in priority were Soichiro and Ayaka.

Meanwhile, Yuzuru and Chiharu’s preferences weren’t included.

Not because Arisa had excluded them—

But because neither of them had expressed any specific places they wanted to visit.

They’d already completed their reports in advance, so there was nothing they had to see.

They figured it was better to prioritise those who were taking the assignment seriously.

…As a result, museums and galleries took precedence, and famous tourist spots were pushed back.

“That may be true, but… if we don’t go tomorrow, we won’t get another chance, you know? A Kyoto trip without Kiyomizu-dera is like takoyaki without octopus.”

From day three onward, they’d be moving to Nara.

So they only had today and tomorrow for Kyoto.

“Hmm… but tomorrow’s schedule is tighter than it looks…”

“…Well, I can’t force it.”

Chiharu wanted to make proper school trip memories together—

But since she’d only brought it up now, she couldn’t insist.

“…Then shall we go now?”

“Huh? …Right now?”

Chiharu’s eyes widened at Arisa’s sudden change of plan.

Arisa smiled mischievously.

“I suddenly feel like going too. What about everyone else? …Is that alright?”

Yuzuru and the others exchanged glances—

And nodded.

Arisa smiled in satisfaction, and Chiharu’s eyes lit up.



Near Kiyomizu-dera—

At a certain shop.

“You two are slow.”

Yuzuru said to Soichiro and Sei as they came out of the changing room.

The two shrugged.

“You’re just too fast.”

“Guess it’s different when you’re used to wearing this.”

All three of them were dressed in traditional clothing.

Of course, they hadn’t brought it themselves.

They’d rented it.

There were services that allowed tourists to rent kimono for sightseeing—

And they’d decided to try it.

“The girls… still not done?”

“They’re taking their time.”

“Well, girls do take longer. Can’t be helped.”

At Yuzuru’s remark, Soichiro and Sei frowned.

You were just calling us slow… their expressions seemed to say.

After waiting about five minutes—

“Sorry to keep you waiting…”

Arisa stepped out of the changing room, looking apologetic.

She was dressed in a kimono with a vivid autumn maple pattern.

“How… is it?”

“It suits you really well. You look lovely.”

At Yuzuru’s praise, her cheeks flushed faintly.

She smiled shyly, clearly pleased.

Shortly after, the other three girls came out as well.

Each wore a kimono matching their own tastes and colours.

“For now, shall we head to the main hall?”

Following Arisa’s suggestion, the group began walking uphill towards the main hall.


      
        Chapter 14

        “Come to think of it, if you trip on these steps, they say you’ll die within three years.”

As they were climbing the stairs, Amaka cheerfully brought that up.

She had a fondness for this sort of curse and occult talk.

On the other hand, some people weren’t so fond of such topics.

“Eh? W-what is that…?”

Arisa’s face went pale.

Apparently quite frightened, she clung tightly to Yuzuru’s arm as if determined not to trip under any circumstances.

…If anything, that made Yuzuru more likely to fall.

“Hm? I think I’ve heard that before… maybe in some kind of picture book?”

Sei tilted his head curiously.

Now that he mentioned it, Yuzuru also felt like he’d heard something about “only living three more years” somewhere before.

If he remembered correctly…

“Isn’t that from the Three-Year Pass?”

Soichiro said.

“That’s it!” Sei exclaimed.

Yuzuru remembered too—it had been in a language textbook back in primary school.

“…I know that one as well. It scared me so much I couldn’t sleep at night.”

“Seriously…?”

Yuzuru looked puzzled at Arisa, whose face was still pale.

Sure, the beginning of the story was a bit scary—but it ended happily.

At the very least, it wasn’t something to lose sleep over.

“But I don’t think that story was about Kiyomizu-dera…”

Arisa’s question was answered by Ayaka.

“The Three-Year Pass is actually a Korean folktale. But, well, stories about being cursed after doing something three times exist everywhere, not just here. Who knows… maybe even a slope near you has something like that?”

With a teasing grin, Ayaka said that.

Arisa shuddered.

“…I’m going to avoid slopes from now on.”

Apparently, the story had traumatised her quite a bit.

(I wonder what would happen if she saw one of those ‘look at this three times and you die’ images online…)

Yuzuru was curious—but decided against it. She might actually believe it.

“Curses don’t exist. If they did, the Takasegawa family would’ve died out long ago.”

Chiharu said that with amusement.

Hearing that, Arisa looked up at Yuzuru anxiously.

“…A long time ago, the Takasegawa family was cursed—every last member of the clan.”

“D-does that include me…?”

“Who knows? The people who cast it would know best.”

As he said that, Yuzuru glanced at Chiharu.

She shrugged lightly.

“Don’t ask me. It wasn’t me—it was my ancestors. But if we’re being logical, you’d probably be included.”

She grinned.

Arisa looked worried.

“I-I don’t want to die…! I-is there anything we can do?”

“Even if you ask me… the ones who cast it are long gone. Besides, as you can see, Yuzuru-san is perfectly fine, and the Takasegawa family is thriving. So clearly, it doesn’t do anything.”

“In the end, curses are just in your head. You worry about them, and then you feel like something’s wrong. So… it’s best not to think about it too much, Arisa.”

With Yuzuru and Chiharu’s reassurance, Arisa seemed to relax a little.

A relieved expression appeared on her face.



Speaking of Kiyomizu-dera—

There’s the famous stage, known for the phrase “to jump off the stage at Kiyomizu.”

And another well-known attraction—

“Love fortunes, huh… do they actually work?”

Amaka said sceptically.

Within the temple grounds was Jishu Shrine, dedicated to matchmaking, and its love fortunes were quite famous.

“They’re said to be pretty accurate…”

Sei answered while looking at his phone.

Chiharu gave a small shrug.

Her expression practically said: curses, fortunes—it’s all nonsense.

She likely didn’t say it outright out of respect for the shrine.

“For us, there’s no need to draw one.”

“Right—we’re already a couple. And engaged, too.”

Arisa smiled brightly at Yuzuru’s comment.

Ayaka, however, smirked.

“Oh? You never know. It might tell you something about your future together.”

“You two only just had a silly argument recently. Might be worth drawing one.”

Both Yuzuru and Arisa frowned slightly.

It sounded as if they might argue again.

…Which they couldn’t entirely deny.

“Well, fortunes are less about prediction and more like advice from the gods. There’s no harm in trying. …Though most of them are pretty vague.”

At Chiharu’s words, Yuzuru and Arisa exchanged glances—

And nodded.

No harm in trying.

So, the seven of them each drew a love fortune.

The results—

“Oh, I got good luck…”

“Same here—good luck.”

Sei and Amaka spoke with mild excitement.

Not the best, but still decent.

“Oh! Great blessing! I knew it—must be my good behaviour.”

Chiharu sounded particularly pleased.

Despite claiming not to believe in such things, she clearly enjoyed a good result.

Apparently, she only believed in them when they were favourable.

“Half-blessing, huh… I was hoping for either great blessing or great curse.”

“Hmm, small blessing… anything between good and bad is hard to react to.”

Ayaka and Soichiro laughed awkwardly.

They didn’t seem to take it too seriously—just something for fun.

And then—

“S-sue-kichi…”

“…Same here. Sue-kichi.”

Yuzuru and Arisa both stiffened.

Not exactly a great result.

Not terrible either, since it wasn’t a curse—

But still…

“Chiharu-san… how bad is sue-kichi?”

Arisa asked anxiously.

Chiharu glanced at her fortune.

“Hmm… it means things aren’t great now, but they’ll improve later. If it gets better eventually, that’s basically a good outcome, isn’t it?”

“I-I see…”

Even with the reassurance, Arisa still looked a bit down.

She clearly took these things—especially bad results—quite seriously.

“Do you tie up bad fortunes here?”

“Yeah. Though… Yuzuru-san, you care about this sort of thing?”

“Hm? Ah… well, a little.”

At Chiharu’s surprised question, Yuzuru gave a vague smile.

In truth, while the Takasegawa family didn’t necessarily believe in such things, they still placed some importance on rituals and wishes.

“Do you feel like things are bad right now, then?”

“Eh? Of course not.”

“No, not at all.”

Yuzuru and Arisa both denied it quickly.

Seeing their reaction, Chiharu seemed to understand something and gave a wry smile.

“These things are written to apply to anyone. It’s better not to think too much about it.”

The two of them could only smile awkwardly.


      
        Chapter 15

        “Since we’re here… why don’t we split up a bit? I’m sure there are some engaged couples who’d like some time alone.”

At Ayaka’s suggestion, the seven of them decided to split into smaller groups.

Partly to be considerate of those who were especially close—like Yuzuru and Arisa—

But also because moving around as a group of seven was a bit cumbersome and could be a nuisance to others.

“Shall we go look for souvenirs, then?”

As he said that, Yuzuru held out his hand.

Arisa gave a small nod and gently took it.

“Yes.”

Hand in hand, the two of them set off.



“Hmm… I suppose yatsuhashi is the safe choice… but which one should we get…?”  Yatsuhashi is a type of traditional Japanese confectionery, often associated with Kyoto. It is made from glutinous rice flour, sugar, and cinnamon, and can be found in various flavours and forms.

Holding a box of yatsuhashi, Arisa tilted her head.

Yatsuhashi was sold all over Kyoto, not just near Kiyomizu-dera—

And there were plenty of different brands.

“How about this one? Looks like it has a variety of flavours.”

“Oh, that’s nice. It seems fun.”

Nodding, Arisa placed the box Yuzuru showed her into the basket.

Then she rested a hand on her chin.

“Have you decided on anything, Yuzuru-san?”

“For relatives, yatsuhashi… and for my family, I was thinking of getting baumkuchen.”  Baumkuchen is a type of layered cake that originated in Germany that is also popular in Japan. It is made by brushing layers of batter onto a rotating spit and baking it, resulting in a cake with a distinctive ring pattern when sliced.

“Baumkuchen?”

Arisa tilted her head.

Yuzuru chuckled.

“My little sister said she’s tired of yatsuhashi… Apparently there’s matcha-flavoured baumkuchen, so she told me to bring that back.”

“I see. Baumkuchen… I think I saw some earlier… Ah! Isn’t it that one?”

“…Yeah, that’s probably it.”

Yuzuru placed the baumkuchen Arisa found into the basket.

Then Arisa picked up another one and added it as well.

“You’re getting that too?”

“One for me, and one for my little sister.”

She smiled mischievously.

Apparently, she found the baumkuchen more appealing than yatsuhashi too.

Having bought the essentials, they began browsing for anything else interesting.

Before long, Yuzuru picked something up.

“Are you buying pickles?”

“I haven’t decided yet… but they look good.”

Yuzuru wasn’t much of a cook—

But he could at least make rice.

Add pickles, boiled eggs, or sausages, and that was a simple meal sorted.

“They do look good. And they’d definitely be useful… I might get some too. Ah—but there are so many kinds…”

Even “pickles” came in many varieties—

Different vegetables, different methods.

It wasn’t easy to choose.

Fortunately, some samples were available.

“Yeah… this shibazuke isn’t bad. Want to try?”  Shibazuke is a type of Japanese pickle made from cucumbers, eggplants, and shiso leaves, which are pickled in a mixture of salt and vinegar. It has a distinctive purple colour and a tangy flavour.

Yuzuru took a bite—

Then speared another piece and held it out to Arisa.

She leaned forward and took it into her mouth.

“Mmm… yeah, that’s nice. But since we’re here, shouldn’t we try something more unusual? Like this…”

“Mm—!”

She popped a piece into Yuzuru’s mouth.

Crunch.

Then came a slightly sticky texture and a hint of yuzu.

“This is… nagaimo?”  Nagaimo is a type of Japanese yam that is often used in cooking. It has a slimy texture when grated and is commonly used in dishes like okonomiyaki and tororo.

“Yes. It seems to be pickled with yuzu peel. There are other flavours too…”

“Huh… there’s quite a variety.”

Since they could sample freely, they decided to try more—

Feeding each other, comparing flavours, debating which was better.

In the end, after much deliberation, they each chose two types—

One classic, and one more unusual.

“…Arisa, want me to carry those?”

Yuzuru asked.

With pickles, yatsuhashi, and baumkuchen—

It had become a fair amount of luggage.

Arisa hesitated.

“U-um…”

“…No need to hold back.”

“…Then, um…”

She nodded—

And instead of handing over the bags, she gently placed her hand in his.

“Rather than the bags… please hold my hand.”

Blushing, she looked up at him.

Yuzuru blinked in surprise—then smiled.

“Yeah. Of course.”

He held her hand firmly.

Then smirked.

“…Wouldn’t want you tripping. You’d only have three years left.”

“Ah—h-how mean! I’d forgotten about that!!”

“Sorry, sorry.”

“…Yuzuru-san, you’re the worst. I hate you.”

“…Want me to let go, then?”

“…No, that’s not allowed.”

Even as she turned her face away with a pout, Arisa tightened her grip—

And looped her arm through his.

Together, they started walking back towards the meeting point.

“…Yuzuru-san.”

Along the way, she suddenly called his name.

He looked over.

She was gazing up at him.

“Um… can I ask you something?”

“What is it?”

“…I’ve been wondering about something.”

After a brief silence, she spoke.

“Do you… feel any anxiety about things as they are now?”

“Anxiety? …You mean, about us?”

“N-not just that… well, overall, I suppose.”

Overall—

But clearly, she meant their relationship.

Yuzuru thought for a moment.

“…Not really.”

Sure, there were differences between them.

Differences in values.

In tastes.

Even the pickles they chose were different.

But that was all.

For example—

Whether their relationship was a political marriage or a love match.

There were slight differences in how they saw it—

But nothing serious.

At least, that’s how Yuzuru saw it.

“…I see.”

“…Is this about the fortune?”

At his question, Arisa gave a small, awkward smile.

“Y-yes… it’s been bothering me a little. They say it’s quite accurate…”

“…Like Chiharu said, it’s better not to think too much about it. Though if something resonates with you, maybe it’s worth taking on board.”

The advice written there was general—

But that also meant it was reasonable.

If something felt worth improving, then improve it.

That was how Yuzuru saw it.

“…You’re right.”

Arisa nodded softly.


      
        Chapter 16

        “Still… thinking about it now, I’m glad we made it back in time.”

“…That really was cutting it close.”

Arisa replied with a reflective expression.

At the moment, the two of them were in the boys’ room at the hotel.

They had just returned, finished dinner, taken showers—

And gathered in the room shared by Yuzuru, Soichiro, and Sei.

“Maybe it’s not such a good idea to go off-plan like that… should we revise tomorrow’s schedule now?”

“Why not leave tomorrow for tomorrow? A school trip should have a bit of spontaneity, right?”

Amaka and Ayaka chimed in.

The “off-plan” part they were referring to, of course, was stopping by Kiyomizu-dera.

It had taken longer than expected to get from there to the hotel—

And they’d ended up checking in at the last minute.

A teacher had given them a mild scolding about managing their time better.

“Well, no use worrying about what’s already happened. Let’s just enjoy the moment.”

Saying that, Chiharu opened her backpack—

And tipped it over.

A mountain of snacks and games spilled out.

“Chiharu-san… that’s a bit much, isn’t it…?”

Arisa gave a wry smile, as if to say there’s no way you’ll finish all that.

Chiharu, meanwhile, beamed.

“We’ve got three more nights left. This is perfectly normal. What about you, Arisa-san? Did you bring anything?”

“Well, rather than bringing… I bought something…”

What Arisa took out was—

“Oh? Pickles?”

“They looked good, and I thought we might get tired of just sweets. …Would you have preferred snacks?”

They were the pickles they’d bought at Kiyomizu-dera.

Separate from the souvenirs—these were for tonight.

She’d heard in advance they’d all gather in the hotel room to eat snacks and play games—

And had chosen pickles as her contribution.

“I think it’s great! I like it.”

Chiharu smiled brightly.

Sei, however, looked serious.

“Pickles, huh…”

“…Do you not like them?”

“No, just… I should’ve thought of that. I only bought the usual stuff.”

From his bag, he pulled out yatsuhashi.

At that, Amaka made a face.

“…Sei-kun, you too!?”

“…Don’t tell me you as well.”

“W-well… yeah…”

Apparently, she’d bought yatsuhashi too.

The two of them looked around, as if asking, anyone else?

…Fortunately, no one else had.

They both sighed in relief.

“Well, don’t you two make a perfect pair…”

Ayaka teased them with a grin.

Both turned away, looking annoyed.

“Well, one’s the original and one’s the ‘authentic original’, so it’s fine, right? I was curious anyway—let’s compare them.”

Yuzuru laughed.

They were both yatsuhashi, after all—just different brands.

“Anyway, what should we play? …I’d like to try mahjong.”

Soichiro picked up a set of mahjong cards Chiharu had brought.

Instead of tiles, it used cards.

“Mahjong, huh? Sounds good.”

“Shall we bet snacks on it?”

Ayaka and Chiharu seemed interested, but—

“Sorry, I don’t know the rules.”

“…Me neither.”

Arisa and Amaka looked apologetic.

Soichiro grimaced.

Apparently, he’d assumed everyone knew how to play.

“Then let’s skip it. How Mafia? There’s an app—it’s easy to play.”  Also known as “Werewolf” in some countries. The mafia are the same as the werewolves, and the innocents are the same as the villagers. The objective for the bad guys is to eliminate the good guys, while the good guys try to figure out who the bad guys are and eliminate them first.

Sei showed them his phone.

Arisa and Amaka nodded—they knew that one.

And so, the long night began.



“…Yuzuru-san, you’re really not lying?”

“I-I told you, I’m an innocent.”

“Are you sure? Look me in the eyes and say that.”

Arisa stared straight into his eyes.

Even Yuzuru couldn’t hold her gaze and looked away.

“Ah! You looked away!! He’s the mafioso!”

“That’s false accusation!”

“Then why did you look away?”

“That’s because… your eyes are too dazzling.”

“…Do you really mean that?”

“A-Arisa, don’t stare so much… isn’t this unfair?”

He protested the rule violation—

But Ayaka and the others just burst out laughing.

No one came to his defence.

As a result, Yuzuru was eliminated that round.

“See? I told you he was the mafioso.”

Arisa puffed her chest out smugly.

It was undeniably cute—

But also a little irritating.

And soon enough, he got his chance for revenge.

“…Arisa. Are you sure? You’re not the mafioso?”

Yuzuru pressed his forehead against hers as he asked.

Arisa’s face turned bright red.

“I-I told you I’m not…”

She tried to pull away, flustered—

But he held her chin firmly, not letting her escape.

“Look me in the eyes, Arisa.”

“P-please stop… this is embarrassing…”

“Nope. You did this earlier. Now say it properly while looking at me.”

At his insistence, she met his gaze—

Her voice trembling, but clear.

“I-I’m… not the mafioso.”

“…Really?”

“Y-you doubt me…?”

She put on a hurt expression—

But Yuzuru didn’t relent.

“Yeah. When you lie, the corners of your mouth twitch a bit.”

“Th-that’s not true…”

She instinctively covered her mouth.

Yuzuru smiled.

“Gotcha.”

“Ah—n-no, that was just—”

Her defence fell flat.

Everyone voted for her.

And just like that, Arisa was eliminated.

“T-that’s so mean… Yuzuru-san!”

“You did the same thing to me.”

After the game, the two of them started arguing.

Ayaka and the others clapped and laughed.

“Alright, alright, calm down you two.”

“Reading expressions is a valid strategy, but doing it repeatedly gets stale. Let’s ban it from next round.”

Ayaka and Chiharu mediated, still laughing.

Yuzuru nodded and backed down—

But…

“That’s not okay. Even if it’s just a game, it’s not good for you to lie to me… and you shouldn’t doubt me either…”

“Sorry… alright, let’s both stop doing it from now on?”

Arisa pouted and lightly thumped his chest.

Yuzuru gently stroked her head, trying to calm her.

“No… I’m hurt. I won’t forgive you.”

She puffed her cheeks.

She didn’t seem truly angry—

But she’d definitely entered a slightly troublesome mood.

“…So, what would it take for you to forgive me?”

“…Kiss me.”

“…Seriously?”

Yuzuru blinked in surprise.

Arisa leaned against him, tilting her face up like a fledgling bird—

Completely asking for a kiss.

“I-I mean… here?”

Even Yuzuru found that a bit embarrassing with everyone watching.

He looked around for help—

But then—

“…Arisa-chan, isn’t your face a bit red?”

“…Now that you mention it…”

Yuzuru placed a hand on her forehead, frowning.

She felt warmer than usual.

“Um… I’d rather not jump to conclusions, but…”

Chiharu gave a wry smile—

And pointed at some alcohol-filled chocolates.

“Arisa-san… you’re not drunk, are you?”


      
        Chapter 17

        “A-Arisa… shall we step outside for a bit?”

“Mm… will you kiss me if we go out?”

“Yeah, I will. Come on, let’s go outside.”

Yuzuru forced her gently to her feet.

Arisa wobbled slightly as she stood—

Then suddenly sprang towards his face.

“Got you!”

“A-Arisa, w-wait—just hold on. I’ll do it properly…”

Yuzuru barely managed to dodge the kiss, grabbing her shoulders to stop her.

Arisa pouted.

“When are you going to do it?”

“Once we’re outside.”

“Where is ‘outside’?”

“For now, let’s go to the balcony. Get some fresh air.”

“Mm… if you don’t do it now, I won’t like it.”

“E-even if you say that…”

Yuzuru looked around for help—

But everyone else treated it like entertainment.

“Wow, Arisa-chan’s actually a lightweight…”

“She looks like she could handle her drink though.”

“I thought she’d be the type to down vodka without blinking.”

Ayaka, Chiharu, and Amaka commented freely.

Meanwhile, Soichiro and Sei—

Had turned their backs.

We’re not watching. Go ahead and kiss if you want.

That was the vibe.

“…Do you really want me to go outside that badly?”

Arisa said, as if relenting.

Yuzuru seized the opportunity.

“Yes! Please! …What do I need to do?”

“Carry me like a princess.”

“That’s easy enough!”

Yuzuru scooped her up.

Arisa looked satisfied, while Ayaka and the others let out impressed sounds.

“Alright… we’ll just step outside for a bit. …Ayaka-chan, could you open the door?”

“Sure, sure. Off you go.”

Ayaka opened the glass door.

As soon as Yuzuru stepped out carrying Arisa, she shut it—

Then even drew the curtains.

Now, whatever they did on the balcony couldn’t be seen from inside.

“For now… here, Arisa. Sit down—mmph—”

As Yuzuru tried to set her down—

Arisa grabbed his head with both hands and sealed his lips.

Her tongue slipped into his mouth.

Yuzuru’s eyes widened in shock.

For a while, he could only surrender to her—

It felt like a full minute had passed.

Eventually, Arisa pulled away, satisfied.

“Hah… Arisa. Feeling better now?”

Wiping his mouth, Yuzuru asked.

Arisa shook her head.

“Mm… not yet.”

“…What do you want me to do?”

“For now, sit down.”

He did as told, sitting on the chair opposite her.

Arisa stood—

“Ehehe.”

With a sweet giggle, she climbed onto his lap, facing him.

Then she cradled his head—

And pressed it against her chest.

Softness enveloped him.

“Yuzuru-san… you like this part of me, don’t you?”

“I-I do… but…”

Flustered, he admitted it.

Arisa nodded in satisfaction.

“You got engaged to me because you like me, right?”

“Of course. I wouldn’t want to be engaged to someone I don’t like.”

Yuzuru tilted his head slightly but answered without hesitation.

“You’re going to marry me because you love me, right?”

“Obviously. I wouldn’t marry someone I don’t love.”

Why ask that now? he thought.

(…Is it just the alcohol?)

He gave a small, inward smile—

But then—

“It’s not because it’s a political marriage, right?”

His heart skipped.

(…She’s still thinking about that.)

To Yuzuru, their engagement was a love match.

But that didn’t negate the fact that it was also political.

“…Yuzuru-san?”

Arisa called his name anxiously.

It would be easy to reassure her—

To say, “That’s right, it’s not political.”

But that would just be dodging the truth.

And the fact he’d hesitated already made that answer ring hollow.

So—

He chose honesty.

“…I’m the next head of the Takasegawa family. That means I have a duty to inherit it, to marry someone suitable, and to carry it on to the next generation.”

That was the purpose he’d been born with.

Simply by being born as the eldest son, he inherited wealth and influence—

And this was the price, the responsibility tied to it.

He couldn’t run from it.

Nor should he.

And he had no intention of doing so.

That’s why—

“I… am genuinely relieved—and happy—that I met you, that we became engaged, and that I get to walk through life with you. I’m truly glad you’re my fiancée.”

He would have to marry someone, no matter what.

So the option of not marrying someone he loved had never existed.

He wanted it to be someone he loved—

But that was still just a wish.

“And meeting someone I truly love… someone like you… is the greatest stroke of luck in my life. And being in a position where I can marry you… I’m glad I was born into the Takasegawa family.”

He was glad his political marriage partner was Arisa.

And glad he was in a position where that could happen.

That was his truth.

“…Is that not enough?”

“……”

After a brief silence—

Arisa murmured,

“I see… so that’s what you mean.”

She nodded slowly—

Then smiled brightly.

“To be able to make the person I love—you—happy… I think I’m incredibly fortunate too.”


      
        Chapter 18

        It was the next morning, while they were travelling by bus—

“Arisa-san was quite something last night.”

“…Last night?”

At Chiharu’s teasing grin, Arisa tilted her head.

After thinking for a moment, she replied—

“What do you mean?”

“Oh? You don’t remember?”

Amaka sounded surprised.

Arisa nodded firmly.

“…Yes. I remember we were playing werewolf, but after that, my memory is a bit hazy…”

“Arisa-chan, you got tipsy from the chocolates.”

Ayaka grinned.

Arisa’s eyes widened.

“I see… so that’s what happened. Then… I must have fallen asleep halfway through? When I woke up, I was already in bed…”

“Well, you did fall asleep eventually…”

“But before that was the real highlight.”

“Right?” Ayaka and Chiharu exchanged knowing smiles.

Seeing that, Yuzuru frowned slightly.

“She doesn’t remember, so let’s just drop it…”

“Come on, that’s a waste.”

“Yeah, not remembering that heartfelt confession is a shame.”

Soichiro and Sei smirked.

Yuzuru flushed and looked away.

Last night—

After hearing his answer, Arisa had either felt relieved, or the alcohol had caught up with her, or maybe she was just tired—

But she fell asleep.

Yuzuru had carried her to the girls’ room and laid her on the bed.

…That part was fine.

The problem was what came after.

Once he returned to the boys’ room, Ayaka and the others had relentlessly teased him.

Apparently, they’d even been eavesdropping.

“Um… Yuzuru-san, did you… say something to me?”

Arisa asked, tilting her head innocently.

Yuzuru shook his head quickly.

“No, nothing important. Don’t worry about it.”

It had been his honest feelings—

But also incredibly embarrassing.

If she’d forgotten, he’d rather it stayed that way.

“It sounded pretty important to me… you said something quite meaningful, didn’t you? Maybe you should tell her again?”

Amaka smirked.

She was clearly teasing—

But she wasn’t entirely wrong.

Arisa had been worried about the difference in their perspectives.

If she’d forgotten his answer, then he should tell her again.

“That’s not wrong… but there’s a way to say these things. If she’s forgotten, I’ll tell her again properly. Of course—when you lot aren’t around.”

He made it clear he wasn’t doing it here.

Amaka looked mildly disappointed.

Then she turned back to Arisa.

“Are you really sure you don’t remember?”

“Even if you ask me that, I don’t know what you mean…”

“For example, what you said to Takasegawa-kun.”

“…I don’t really remember. Did I say something strange?”

“You just smiled for a second there. Thought you got away with it, didn’t you?”

At that, Arisa instinctively covered her mouth—

Then froze.

“I-I have no idea what you mean…”

“Gotcha.”

“Stop it! I don’t remember asking for a kiss or anything like that!”

She denied it firmly—

But everyone else looked at her with exasperation.

“…What?”

“…Arisa. No one said anything about you asking for a kiss.”

Yuzuru pointed out with a wry smile.

Her face flushed bright red.

“Ahh, so you do remember?”

“Pretending to forget to brush it off… how sly.”

Ayaka and Chiharu immediately pounced.

Arisa shrank, flustered.

“P-please stop… I wasn’t myself back then…”

She tried to defend herself, voice trembling with embarrassment.

Meanwhile, Soichiro and Sei chuckled.

“Well, that’s good news for you, Yuzuru. Seems she remembers after all.”

“Yeah, forgetting something like that would’ve been tragic.”

“You two…”

Yuzuru sighed—

Then smiled slightly.

It was embarrassing, yes—

But he was also relieved she remembered.

…After all, having mustered the courage to say something like that, it would’ve been sad if it had been forgotten.

“I’m glad you remember. I was starting to think it didn’t mean much to you.”

Having regained his composure, Yuzuru decided to shift the teasing onto her instead.

Arisa glared at him with her emerald eyes.

“Y-Yuzuru-san too… honestly, I hate you.”

Turning away with puffed cheeks, she said that—

And Yuzuru asked,

“Then… would a kiss make you forgive me?”

“S-stop it!”

Arisa shouted, her face burning red.


      
        Epilogue

        Some days after the school trip—

Yuzuru and Arisa were at the hospital together.

“A-are you sure… it really won’t hurt?”

“It’ll be fine. The doctor here is good.”

“…I’m trusting you, you know?”

They were there for an injection—

A flu vaccination.

Though Yuzuru had already had his, so only Arisa would be getting one.

He was simply there to accompany her.

“You don’t have to be so scared. Everyone gets them.”

“I-is that so…? If that’s the case…”

Right then—

“Uwaaahhhhh!!”

A piercing scream echoed from the examination room.

Arisa let out a small shriek and clung to Yuzuru.

Her face stiff with fear, she stared at the door.

…Moments later, a crying toddler and what seemed to be his mother came out.

“S-see! It does hurt! Y-Yuzuru-san… y-you lied to me, didn’t you?”

How could you, I trusted you!—that was written all over her face.

Yuzuru sighed.

“That was a kindergartener… you’re in high school.”

“S-so what does that have to do with anything…?”

“Kids cry over the smallest things… even just tripping. But you’re not like that, right? You wouldn’t cry just from falling, would you?”

“W-well… that’s true, but…”

It’s not that painful.

That child just reacted dramatically because he’s little.

Yuzuru tried to reassure her.

“Look—there, that kid. He looks like a primary schooler, but he’s not crying, right?”

“…That’s true.”

“If even a primary schooler can handle it, then you—being in high school—will be absolutely fine.”

“Y-you’re right!?”

His words seemed to give her a bit of confidence.

Her expression brightened slightly.

But then—

“Yukishiro-san. Yukishiro Arisa-san.”

“Eek…”

Her face clouded again.

“Y-Yuzuru-san…”

“It’s okay. I’ll come with you.”

Encouraging her, Yuzuru led her into the examination room.



At first, the doctor and nurse looked like they were thinking—

Why is this unrelated boy coming in too?

But seeing Arisa trembling with nerves, they seemed to understand.

They allowed Yuzuru to stay by her side.

“I-I’m scared… I’m really scared, Yuzuru-san…”

“It’s alright. I’m here with you.”

He gently held her hand.

Feeling his warmth, Arisa seemed to relax a little—

“Alright, Yukishiro-san. Please stay still…”

“Kya!!”

The moment the nurse took her arm, Arisa cried out.

Her arm tensed up again.

“I-is it… is it happening now!?”

She squeezed her eyes shut.

The nurse applied disinfectant.

“Ugh…”

Arisa let out a small whimper.

Then asked—

“I-is it over…?”

“Calm down, Arisa. That was just disinfectant.”

“N-no way…”

She trembled visibly.

The nurse looked slightly exasperated.

Yuzuru, feeling deeply embarrassed, instinctively bowed his head a little in apology.

“This might sting a little…”

At last, the needle approached.

“Ah…”

It pierced her pale skin.

“And… three, two, one…”

Her expression tightened.

“Mm…!”

The needle came out.

In that instant, her face stiffened—

And then—

“All done! Keep pressing there, please.”

“Haa… haa…”

Arisa opened her eyes, relief washing over her.

With tears welling up slightly, she turned to Yuzuru.

“I-I did it! Y-Yuzuru-san! I did it!”

“Y-yeah… you did well.”

Yuzuru felt incredibly embarrassed.



“Phew… I suppose this means I’ve taken one step closer to becoming an adult.”

“Y-yeah… I guess so.”

Back in Yuzuru’s room—

Arisa puffed her chest out proudly, and he gave an awkward smile.

…It was just an injection.

But he didn’t say that.

For Arisa, it had been a big step.

Probably. Maybe.

“…But, Yuzuru-san. You lied, didn’t you?”

“…Huh?”

“…It hurt.”

She looked at him with dissatisfaction.

Apparently, she felt deceived.

“Well, I mean… it wasn’t that bad. And you handled it, didn’t you?”

“I did, but… it still hurt.”

“Well… it is an injection. A little pain is unavoidable.”

You’re getting a needle stuck in you—it’s not going to be completely painless.

“But… it hurt!”

“…Alright, alright. My fault.”

“…That sounded half-hearted.”

“N-no, I mean…”

Even Yuzuru couldn’t fully relate—

To being this scared or upset over a simple injection.

But—

“Still… you did great, Arisa.”

“…Do you really mean that?”

“Yeah. …Thank you, Arisa. For going through with it—for me.”

He might not fully understand—

But he could appreciate it.

That she’d overcome her fear and made the decision to go through with it.

“N-not for you… I just thought… being scared of injections at my age was embarrassing…”

Blushing, she turned her face away.

Then asked—

“Um… Yuzuru-san.”

“…You want a reward?”

“…Yes.”

She nodded shyly.

Yuzuru gently pulled her into an embrace.

And then—

“Mm…”

Just as she wished—

They shared a deep, lingering kiss.


      




